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      Finding out your mansion is being invaded by gargoyles isn’t the best start to a night. You might remember where we left off but let me back up a bit. Back to those moments right after the funeral had ended, when Ahlaksiz was trying to get in touch with the Protector to let them know the bad news—that we’d lost the sun disk when Vaper went through.

      We were still recuperating as a group, figuring out how best to indoctrinate the new monsters. They were primarily set up in one of the nearby mansions, and we’d been doing the rounds, saying hello, helping to heal those who needed it. Mostly they were in shock with the knowledge that they’d gone through to a new world. I wondered if I could still use totems to summon monsters, and if so, how that would work if they were already here?

      I made myself a sandwich with turkey meat and barbeque and was about to see what was on the television before trying to get some visual novel writing time in, when I came upon Ahlaksiz, moving briskly through the hall toward me. I’d wanted to work, not because we needed the money with what we had from Ahlaksiz and now Randi, but because it was fun. My visual novels had always been as much about enjoyment as getting a payday, even if I had to target the market a bit more than I’d have preferred. The idea of not working on them simply because we had money didn’t even cross my mind. However, any interaction with these ladies was always preferable to work, even fun work.

      “There you are.” She took me, arms around my neck, and pressed her lips to mine.

      “Hello to you, too,” I said, loving the affection. “Everything okay?”

      “Just… stressed out about all this.” Her cougar ears and tail were showing, which I was glad of. Apparently, around here she didn’t feel the need to hide them anymore.

      “Did you get a hold of them?” I asked, referring to the Protector and his Myths.

      Ahlaksiz shook her head. “No, but we’ll go tomorrow. Find them, maybe at the Malibu mansion, and fill them in on what happened.”

      “Great, do keep me updated. And if there’s a chance to meet up again, I’d love to. They seemed to be quite interesting.”

      “Sure it’s not just an excuse to stare at more beautiful women?”

      I scoffed. “When you’re sitting down for a Thanksgiving feast, you don’t exactly crave Taco Bell.”

      “They’re hardly Taco Bell, Ferris.” She eyed me, then shook her head with a laugh. “Honestly, it’d be fine if you wanted to see them all again. It’s not like any of us has room for jealousy. Not with so much going on.”

      “None of you?”

      She grinned, then headed off as she said, “I’ll keep trying to get through. Just need to get myself one of those sandwiches, first. Yours looks delicious.”

      “Have it,” I said, holding it out.

      She eyed it, grinned, and accepted. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      With that, she gave me another quick kiss, then headed back to do her thing. That left me wondering why I was so interested in seeing the Protector again. Jack. He was a cool enough guy, in that nerdy, “I get him” way. But it was more than that; it was the ladies, too, but not in that sexy context. It was the fact that they were the actual fairy tales, in a sense, that I’d grown up reading about. Seeing them was like meeting a favorite movie star, except ten times cooler.

      Anyway, I needed another sandwich, so I headed back down to make one. What I found was Koharu with Kinara, both at the dining room table, leaning against it and giggling. Considering how they stopped to eye me like a piece of raw meat when I got close, I had to assume they’d been talking about me.

      “What’d I miss?” I asked.

      “Koharu here thinks no men are really into going down on a woman, and I said that’s bullshit,” Kinara said. “It’s bullshit. Tell her.”

      “Complete bullshit,” I agreed and meant it. “And… why were we discussing this?”

      “Ah, see… Koharu’s horny. And so am I.”

      I chuckled, but they both stared at me longingly. My appetite had suddenly shifted, so I no longer cared about having a sandwich.

      “Upstairs?” I asked.

      They nodded.

      My stomach rumbled. “Mind if I bring… toppings? For this dessert.”

      “Not at all,” Koharu said, already squirming. Her monkey tail swayed back and forth, while Kinara licked her lips in my direction.

      “Don’t take too long,” Kinara said. “We’ll head up and get clean.”

      I nodded, unopposed to that. As much as I loved to eat pussy, it was always more pleasant when freshly washed. But my snacks would help with that, anyway. I found chocolate pudding and whipped cream, figuring that would do. Before heading up, I popped a couple of chocolate-covered almonds into my mouth, so I wouldn’t be interrupted by actual hunger in the middle of my “feast.”

      The sound of running water drew my attention to the bathroom as I walked through the door. Clothes were strewn about. You better believe I stripped, too, and with perfect timing as the water shut off and the two ladies emerged.

      “Hello, there,” Koharu said, and she had her hands on Kinara’s back. Clearly, they’d been washing each other. The thought alone was enough to bring me to arousal. Her eyes lowered to my package and she added, “Sugoi.”

      “I often forget you know Japanese,” I said, then remembered that Suiko did, too, and it was very likely that Ahlaksiz was fluent. Damn, with Yuki and Greg as well, this place was perfect for any Japanophile. “Can we practice sometime? I mean, I’ve always wanted to be better at Japanese.”

      “Ferris,” Kinara interjected, “does this feel like the right time for that discussion?”

      “Well…” A glance over their bodies, then down to my erect cock, told me it was indeed not the right time.

      “It’s okay,” Koharu said, moving over to me, hand running down my body and caressing me below. “Chinko dekai, ne?”

      I gulped, hand going to her waist, caressing her smooth skin. It went down to her thigh as she stroked me, eyes moving over to the whipped cream.

      “Nani sorre?”

      “Kore wa…” I snatched up the bottle and held it over my cock, eyes meeting hers questioningly. “Ii desu ka?”

      Her tongue ran along her upper lip, and she gave me a subtle nod. Kinara came up behind her, hand moving along her tail, the other cupping her breast, watching as I squirted a dollop of whipped cream on the middle of my shaft.

      It was cold, causing me to jump slightly. Koharu chuckled, pushing me back to sit at the edge of the bed, and lowered her head between my legs. Kinara stood behind her, rubbing her shoulders and leaning over to get a good view as Koharu licked the edge of the cream, barely letting me feel the hint of her tongue.

      “Umai,” Koharu said, running her hands along my inner thighs as she nuzzled my balls with her cheek, then adding, “Oishii.”

      “This is a fun way to learn the language,” Kinara said, kneeling to cup Koharu’s breasts and kissing the back of her neck. “What do I call these?”

      “Opai?” I offered, referring to her breasts.

      “Mmm-hmm,” Koharu replied, licking up the last of the cream, then taking my cock fully in her mouth.

      I leaned back, moaning, but on the point of orgasm, pulled back, and said, “My turn.”

      She sat first, then I guided Kinara to sit next to her. They looked at me expectantly, then I led them to kiss. Their hands started caressing each other on their own, and I took the chocolate pudding, wiping a bit of it on Kinara’s nipple, then some on Koharu’s. I licked them both clean, then took some of that whipped cream. Lifting Koharu’s leg to spread them, I grinned at the sight of her gorgeous pussy, and spread a bit of that cream along the curve of her mound. I dove in, lapping it up and not even caring that the cream was getting all over my cheeks and chin.

      Koharu took some of the cream from my cheek, spreading it on Kinara’s breast to lick it off, then moving to her neck. She took more as I ran my tongue along her clit, watching. Spreading that cream on her own neck, she leaned over to let Kinara at it. She did, then pulled back, yacking.

      “Blah, yuck!” Kinara shot up, going to the bathroom and running the water.

      “What…?” I asked, leaning back, but Koharu grabbed my head and pulled me back in. Not that I was protesting. As I continued to kiss and lick, running my tongue around her clit, I did my best to hold back a laugh when Kinara returned, explaining that she hated the taste of sugar.

      “Put some raw meat or blood on that neck, you’ll never get me off.” Kinara leaned over me, running Koharu’s tail along my back. It tickled, and I had to pull back.

      “Focus,” Kinara said, pulling me in again. “And you, up here.”

      When I was able to look, I got a view of Kinara’s ass as she straddled Koharu’s face. Koharu had laid back and was using the whipped cream as she brought moans from Kinara.

      “Has anyone seen the whipped cream…” Ahlaksiz said, entering and freezing at the sight.

      “Got it here,” Kinara replied, and turned around to spray some on my back, causing me to shudder, and Koharu to yelp as I went too hard.

      I leaned back and motioned for Ahlaksiz to join us. She eyed us, considering, then said, “Yeah, I was going to use it for my coffee, but figure this should wake me up, too.”

      “You’re damn right it will,” Kinara said, and she was up, going over to the woman to help her undress.

      Ahlaksiz met my gaze as her clothes came off, then she turned Kinara around to face me, caressing her body from behind, moving a hand between her legs, and sliding a finger into her pussy as I watched. Then they moved over to us, and she started kissing Koharu while I went down on Kinara, before moving over to bury my face in Ahlaksiz from behind. As I did, I felt hands on my ass and a tongue on my balls, then someone pulling me over and pushing me to my back. As if on cue, all three women converged on me, kissing my mouth, abs, and cock. I didn’t even know who was where, I was so caught up in the moment.

      Then they were somehow all down there, tongues flicking about, whipped cream and chocolate mousse in places I was pretty sure it didn’t belong. Kinara made sure to map out her own area to avoid the sugar taste, and she was the one who slurped up the majority of my cum when I couldn’t hold out any longer and finally unleashed.

      Koharu slid in to get the last dribbles, then Ahlaksiz pinned down Kinara to finger her, tail moving along her body with her tongue. Since they were occupied and I hadn’t finished what I’d started with Koharu, I helped her back to a sitting position at the edge of the bed and knelt there, working to finish her off.

      I froze, tongue mid-flick across Koharu’s clit, the sound of a shout and thuds alerting me. Too in the moment, I was going back in for more when an alarm blared.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, kissing Koharu on the left labia and pulling back, eyes meeting hers as we wondered what was going on.

      Greg’s voice came over the intercom in answer, shouting, “We’re under attack.”

      Not surprising, but also kind of annoying. I stood, wiping my chin as I asked, “What is it?”

      There she was, the first gargoyle I’d seen in my life. This woman had two long horns and massive wings that seemed to be flesh but with a stony quality.

      Ahlaksiz strode up next to me, leg in front of my crotch so the creature wouldn’t be exposed to that sight, and said, “A gargoyle,” in almost a growl.

      When the next one flew by, even larger than the first, I knew we might be in trouble.

      “Clothes,” I said, running out of the room and grabbing my yukata on the way. I threw it around myself and tied the sash, then realized I had no idea where I was going.

      “Ferris?” Lizzy asked, sticking her head out from a few doors down.

      “Gargoyles on the attack,” I replied, ignoring the way her eyes moved to the bulge clearly not hidden by my yukata. “Where’s the security room?”

      “Follow me.”

      She darted out and down the stairs, wearing flannel pants and a tank top. With the arm exposed, I couldn’t help but look at the way her metal limb was merged to the flesh. Where the two met, little strands of darkness floated as if just off the surface.

      “Where’re you going?” Ahlaksiz asked, catching up.

      “The security room, to see what we’re up against. Get everyone ready and prepare defenses.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      I didn’t argue but reached out mentally to Suiko, then summoned Devasla.

      “Where do you want me?” Devasla said, rising from a hole in the ground at the entrance as we passed it. More thuds sounded, and something dark was moving outside the door, visible in a brief movement through the window.

      “Close that up and make sure there are no fires,” I said. “Then stand by. If anything gets through that door, attack!”

      We went around the stairs to where Randi had shown me a secret entrance leading into the security room. A wall covered with screens showed glimpses of flying gargoyles, but there was more than that. The reason for the thudding was a massive beast with bulging biceps, but what looked like a woman sat on its shoulders, hands in its glowing head. They were actually inside of that monster, as if massaging its brain!

      I blinked, trying to understand what I was seeing. There was another figure on the ground, beyond the walls, barely visible with the camera’s angle. A two-headed creature, with a staff glowing in one hand. One of its heads was covered by a hood. The other wasn’t visible, but had long, flowing silver hair.

      “Monsters?” I asked.

      “No,” Ahlaksiz said, now catching up. “The gargoyles are a different breed altogether. Been around here and there for a while, you could say. That and their witches—this one here,” she indicated the thing pounding on the door,” she kind of summons monsters, too, but from somewhere else. A worse, more primal sort of monster.”

      “Are they associated with the witches we faced?”

      “I…” She looked puzzled, then shrugged.

      “And the two-headed one?”

      “What?”

      I pointed, and she laughed.

      “That’s no two-headed anything,” Greg told me, and even as he said it, I saw what he meant. The one with the long hair had stepped forward, and it was a woman.

      The woman wore a flowing dress with a tight top; her eyes glowed red as she thrust out her hands. Suddenly, old school-looking knights in rusty armor appeared, and charged the mansion.

      “Brace yourselves,” Greg said.

      They vanished from the view of that camera, and before they reappeared again, Devasla shouted, “The door’s giving!”

      “Hold them off,” I replied, and looked over our other cameras to see a gargoyle almost getting through above.

      “This is some Home Alone shit,” I said.

      “Except,” Greg spun around, “except you’re not only not alone but have several houses full of badass monsters.”

      “And me,” Arturo said, strolling in and grinning. “What’s the situation?”

      “Bad news,” I replied. Hand to my mouth, I decided it was time to take charge. I took the mic Greg had and said into it so all in the house could hear, “We have several near-breaches in progress. This is Ferris—I’m going to stick with the front door, but I’ll need monsters covering other areas under attack. Greg will be calling out, telling us where there’s trouble. Try to stay on it.”

      I handed the mic back over to Greg, and he started calling out commands while I turned to see Koharu and Kinara joining us.

      “You two on me,” I said, and glanced at Ahlaksiz.

      “I’ll take the back door,” she said.

      With a nod, we went to it.

      “Yo,” Arturo said, holding out his hands in question.

      “Repairs,” I said. “Check with Lizzy about supplies, and you two be ready to fix broken doors, walls, et cetera. If not that, medical.”

      “On it, boss.”

      I charged out to the hall and entryway, where Devasla was braced. The front door wasn’t breaking yet but had dented inward, looking like it might split at any moment.

      Yuki came out, hair disheveled, and cursed in Japanese before asking, “Can we not catch a break?”

      I gave her a “someday” look but was doubtful myself. If it wasn’t one enemy, it was another. We weren’t even dealing with the local monster groups or STP yet, and I had no idea if the monster gateway was now completely closed, or how that worked. Something told me we hadn’t seen the last of the head hunter.

      A shrill noise rose—the cry of Yuki’s baby.

      “Shit, gotta run,” she said, darting back into the house.

      To my surprise, the attacks paused.

      I summoned my hunter sword, then glanced down at my yukata, and laughed.

      “What’s funny?” Koharu asked.

      “Just… I look ridiculous.”

      “Cute, I’d say,” she countered.

      Judging by Kinara’s grin, however, she agreed more with me.

      “What’s happening, Greg?” I called out.

      The secret door was still open, so I was able to hear him call back, “They… let off.”

      “Just like that…” I went to the door, trying to get a glance outside, and was glad to feel the warmth of Basty as he leaped up on my shoulder, preparing. Suiko floated up next to me, too, looking out the other window.

      Standing outside, that large monster with the woman on top had its back to us, just far enough off that it was mostly concealed by darkness. They seemed to be conferring with someone—the rusty knights, maybe?

      “These guys, who are they?” I asked.

      “We brought back a monster that looked a lot like them, actually,” Suiko said.

      Ahlaksiz nodded. “Could be they’re here for her. Some connection?”

      All the knights and the large monster suddenly turned and charged us!

      “Back,” I said, and shuffled away, sword raised.

      “I’ve got this,” Suiko said, and she floated through the front door.

      We were there, ready to open the door and run out to join the fight, when Suiko came flying through the window, in full, solid form. She landed with a grunt, glass tearing into her skin, kimono torn.

      Somehow, they had made her as if alive, and she was not in good shape.
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      “Suiko!” Ahlaksiz shouted, going to her side and cradling the woman. I was right there, having nearly forgotten that they had been close once.

      “They’re stronger than I imagined,” Suiko said.

      “I don’t understand.” Holding her, I was confused by how warm she was—how solid, without fault. So often when we’d touched, she had been able to connect to me, to even make herself solid, but it had always been different from this. Always less… alive.

      Ahlaksiz held her up, shaking her head. “The necromancer?”

      Suiko shook, met my gaze, and nodded.

      “How does that make sense?” I asked. “You were here, but you didn’t have a physical body.”

      “Suddenly the expert on necromancy?” Suiko asked. With another shudder, she shook her head. “I don’t get it either. But right now, what we need is some healing—get me into the back room with Chirop.”

      I nodded, turning to see Kinara hanging out by the door while Arturo worked with a large, turtle-looking monster to get a bookshelf in front of the broken window.

      “Boo,” a woman said, face appearing before a long, tendrilled arm slashed at Ahlaksiz and drew blood. Devasla attacked, slamming the arm against the wall and burning it; a howl sounded from outside, and the arm retreated. Before it could get in again, we had the bookshelf in place. All I’d been able to see of the woman was that she appeared to be Asian and had her hair up in buns. The one who had been riding the monster, I thought. Where was it now? And those rusty knights?

      “You motherfuckers,” I growled, going to the door, ready to get outside and kick some ass.

      “Let’s do it!” Devasla said.

      “No!” Suiko protested, Ahlaksiz on one side to hold her up, and Kinara on the other.

      “We can take them,” I countered, barely slowing as my hand reached for the doorknob.

      But no sooner had I touched the cold metal than I was thrown back, landing on the floor next to her. The others all turned to me, and at first, I didn’t understand why they were cringing and looking horrified.

      “Oh, shit,” Suiko muttered, and she eyed my team, then Ahlaksiz. “Where’s his protective stone?”

      “Good thinking,” Ahlaksiz replied, but looked to me, hopeful. My mind, however, was not about to be useful at that moment. My face was heavy, and reaching a hand up I could feel the mask firmly in place. Why it was heavier than before was beyond me.

      “No…” I muttered, but it was already taking over. A connection linked me to Lizzy, and a scream came from above. Another window crashed from that same direction, and ’a second later I was up, my hands gripping Koharu by the T-shirt she’d thrown on, darkness whipping around me.

      The thudding started from outside again, and this time the door burst open. Not that I was any help—in fact, my mind belonged to the man who stood visible behind his monsters and witch, there in his robe with staff in hand. Another woman rose behind him, runes glowing on her nude body, and I understood what needed to be done.

      I closed my hands around Koharu’s throat.

      “Ferris,” she managed, then Akame was there with me, laughing, holding her hands over mine, and Lizzy doing the same! Three sets of hands, squeezing the life out of Koharu.

      I was vaguely aware of others shouting, of the thudding of the building as the monster from outside entered, then of the explosive burst of energy as Devasla and this beast collided.

      All the while, Koharu lashed out at us, others trying to pull us away; in one instant I was myself, the next I was both Akame and Lizzy. Koharu’s strikes became weak, and finally, she started to go limp.

      “No!” I managed, and dug deep into my inner core, to that spiritual place where I knew this mask and the power of Akame couldn’t reach. She was thrown from me to one side, Lizzy to the other, and I pulled Koharu close, whispering, “I’m sorry,” over and over, before turning to take in the situation as I held her close. She was breathing, at least—not totally out.

      Devasla was going toe-to-toe with the insanely large monster. The thing was like a nude man with muscles that bulged as if about to explode from his skin, veins looking like snakes writhing across his body. Then there was the face, and that’s where all semblance of humanity vanished. No eyes or nose, but a mouth full of sharp claws. It’s head no longer glowed now that the witch’s hands weren’t in it. The creature seemed to be in berserk mode, the way it was spinning and lashing out without any real strategy to its attacks.

      That was where Devasla had the advantage. While she was quite the powerhouse, she never lost her mind. When a series of attacks nearly took her, she countered with a fiery blast that sent the beast howling in retreat, and I made my move.

      “Arturo, door!”

      “Shit,” he muttered, spinning looking for options. “I thought this was going to be all naked chicks and barbecues. You didn’t tell me about this part!”

      “Just block the damn door,” I countered, and staggered back to Kinara, hand on her shoulder. “Get out of here. Heal.”

      “But you—”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      I turned to look at Akame on the ground. A strange, shadowy woman, whose face I now noticed had a resemblance to the mask, with angled horns on top. She leered at me, and I said, “We don’t have time for you. Get out of here.”

      “Normally I’d say you have that power,” she replied, while sounds of fighting came from above. Another shout, another scream. She was up in a flash of darkness, moving over to me. “See, right now another force is empowering me.”

      I turned to the door, where Milrae charged forward to join Devasla in holding off those rusty knights. Up close, I saw only darkness in their faces, with eyes that glowed a faint red.

      For some reason, however, they were standing there and staring at us, not advancing further. It was like something else there was connecting us, like at that moment the fight was off, and we were all about to join forces for some great mission. Then the door started to move as if someone was reshaping it.

      Arturo returned then with a strong monster, one that resembled a black goat, and they had the fridge from the kitchen. They took out a part of the wall as they pushed through, then managed to tip it over and block half the door that way, while my team leaped back. Another monster appeared, clearly one of the new arrivals, and he touched the wall, causing it to extend out to join the other.

      That guy had a wood nymph look to him, and I felt a kinship because of my druid ability.

      “Nice work,” I said.

      The guy eyed me, then nodded toward the kitchen. “We came to show you something.”

      “We don’t have time,” I replied, glancing up as something broke.

      “For this, you might,” the wood nymph said as he stepped over.

      “What…?” I asked, eyes roaming over the two monster men as a winged woman stepped in from the kitchen to join them. She had purple skin, with two sets of horns on her head. More horns on the tips of her wings.

      It only hit me then that the woman very much resembled the gargoyles outside. “You’re one of them.”

      “I… don’t know,” the woman replied.

      Considering the situation, I took the gamble and shouted, “We’re not going to let you hurt her!”

      To my surprise, it worked. The sounds of fighting stopped.

      A voice called in, “Hurt her? What the hell are you talking about?”

      Footsteps sounded behind me; Jalee and her sister entered with a gargoyle held between them. She had her hands up, but I didn’t doubt her danger in the slightest.

      “She… said she only wanted to see you,” Jalee said.

      Fiare grunted, thrusting a horn from her arm into the gargoyle’s back. “I don’t trust her, but… what’re you shouting about?”

      “Her,” I said, stepping aside so they could all see the gargoyle who’d stepped out from the kitchen.

      The other tried to take a step forward, but Fiare kicked out her leg and held her to the ground.

      “I’m not…” the gargoyle said, only holding up her hands and looking at the other. “Is that you, Gloran?”

      “That… that is my name.” The one from the kitchen, Gloran, stepped forward, cocking her head. “Yenifer?”

      A large gargoyle stepped forward—three times as large as the others. This one was more monster than woman, muscles bulging from arms as large as three of my legs put together. She wore only a loin cloth, breasts on massive pecs exposed.

      They both ran to each other for an embrace, while the rest of us stood staring in confusion.

      “We wondered about you, but had no idea you’d gone to stone,” Yenifer said.

      “Ummm…?” I held out my hands, waiting for an explanation.

      “Don’t attack!” Yenifer shouted, calling to those outside. “They have Gloran, and she’s safe. Actually… might be friends?”

      She eyed me, then the others, before turning back to the gargoyle in her arms.

      “I think so,” Gloran replied. “They rescued me from some other world, brought me back here. I didn’t know where I was…”

      “You’re not a monster?” I asked.

      “Not like the others,” Gloran said.

      “And… you…?” I eyed the newcomer.

      “We sensed she was here, and knowing this is monster territory, only assumed.” Yenifer grimaced before touching her horns and calling out, “Stand down. We’re among friends. I think.”

      “Friendlies?” Devasla took a step toward her, eyes flaring bright.

      “It’s okay,” I said, hand up to calm her. “We should hear them out, at least.” Glancing around at the state of the place and fright there, I added, “Outside. But these two stay here as hostages.”

      Gloran didn’t seem to mind, but the other sneered. It took a moment, then she returned.

      “He agrees.”

      “His name?” I asked.

      She hesitated. “True name? Jericho, but we call him Jay for short.”
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      Stepping out into the night by myself was nerve-wracking, but I knew what I was capable of, if it came down to it. I also knew my team was waiting nearby. What worried me was the way they’d somehow activated the mask so that it, and Akame, almost took me over. That, and the fact that the monster thing was fucking terrifying—it knelt with the Asian witch’s hands in its head, as if she was calming it down, maybe?

      There were gargoyles around us, at least three that I could see. The man—Jericho, according to the gargoyle inside—stood with his staff at the ready.

      “What are you?” I asked. “A witch?”

      The man scoffed but gave me a slight bow. “Jericho. Just a man, as I would assume you are.”

      His voice indeed made him seem like any normal guy I might have met in college, and now that I was close, his face appeared young. Maybe a year or two younger than myself.

      I nodded, feeling very stupid in my small yukata in front of this guy. Sure, Greg and Arturo had seen me like this, but they at least knew my style, and Greg had lived in Japan. Then again, considering this guy was wearing a long robe and holding that staff, I had the feeling he got me.

      “So…?” He took a step back, the nude, rune-covered woman landing at his side. “What are you doing here, and why do you have our gargoyle?”

      “Your gargoyle?” I shook my head, intrigued by this guy and the team he traveled with. “I’m Ferris. This is my home, now, and we rescued her from the monster world.”

      “But you’re… human?” the man asked. He turned to the nude, rune-covered woman at his side, head cocked. “This making any sense to you?”

      “He’s human,” she agreed. “And needs to cover up.”

      “Listen…” he said, pulling back his robes to reveal scruffy brown hair. “We found a sign of one of ours here, and we’ve been aware of this place for a while. I see the monsters in there, so… have to wonder if maybe you’re covering for them? Maybe… their slave?”

      I adjusted my yukata. “We took over this compound from the monsters, as I said. Some of my team are monsters, but they’re not bad. And we rescued more, literally yesterday. Including the other gargoyle.”

      “Is that so…?”

      “It would explain why she suddenly showed up for us,” the rune lady said.

      Jericho glanced at her, then back my way. “At least the fact that you’re not staring at her gives me reason to believe your story—nudity isn’t something new for you if you’ve been around the monsters.”

      I nodded, eyes forward. “So, what now? Whose side are you on?”

      “Are there sides?”

      “Meaning, the humans? The monsters?”

      He ran a hand over his chin in thought. “I can tell you whose side I’m not on, and that’s the side of the witches.”

      “We fought them, too,” I said, grinning. Maybe this guy wasn’t so bad, though it was hard for me to so easily forget how they’d attacked us before bothering to knock and ask.

      “In that case,” he said, “why are we standing out here instead of heading inside to share a drink? I don’t suppose you have any Guinness? I’ve had a major craving for it for a while.”

      “Ah, no. I don’t think so, but we had a barbecue yesterday, and might have some leftover beers of some sort.”

      “And hotdogs? I’d kill for a hot dog!” He must have noticed my change in stance at those words because he shook his head and said, “Not literally, of course.”

      My eyes going from him to the gargoyles closing in, then the strange dog statue at his feet—which I hadn’t noticed before—I wasn’t exactly to the point of trusting them yet. Luckily for us, this compound had options.

      “Come on,” I said, glad it was warm out. “We have an outdoor area where I’d feel a bit safer for now. We can see about more hotdogs there, even get the grill up and running. Not like we have to worry about neighbors out here.”

      I went back to the door, pointing to the outdoor area to the left, and said, “We’ll meet you there.”

      They were talking heatedly, likely discussing my offer, so I waited until I saw them going before opening the door. I waved to my team, and said, “Some of you come with me, others stay here and be ready—in case. They seem like they’re on our side, but I want to be certain.”

      “You’re serious?” Devasla asked, looking quite pissed at the idea of us not tearing them limb from limb.

      “It’s not a bad idea to have friends like them.”

      She stared at me, frowned, then shook her head. “Wouldn’t it be more fun to just kill our enemies?”

      “If we know for sure they’re enemies, yes. But this time, that might not be the case.”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes, killing is fun.”

      “Fun.” I chuckled, shaking my head and walking off to gather everyone.

      We went out to discuss the situation with Jericho—while Greg went to find some hotdogs and beer. I opted for bringing Devasla, Milrae, Jalee, and her sister. Considering what had happened with Akame, I asked Bloodsong to see her in restraints, and to keep an eye on Lizzy.

      “Talk,” I said, trying to be tough.

      The man eyed me, taking in my team, and said, “We’ve been planning our attack on this compound for a while now, and when the surge of power showed, we knew it was time. Apparently, this isn’t the situation we expected.”

      “No,” I agreed. “This place has come under a change in ownership.”

      His eyes were assessing my team, including Fiare, who stood with Jalee, arms crossed, glaring.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, turning his gaze back to me. “What are you?”

      “What…?” I shook my head.

      “A Myth? Part of the Order? A monster in disguise?”

      I shook my head. “Just a guy who stumbled upon a new group of friends. Friends who aren’t the norm here on Earth. Seems you’re familiar with the concept.”

      “Except, my friends are from Earth. A long time ago, and they’ve gone through some changes.”

      An awkward silence settled there.

      “What now?” Jalee asked.

      “To be clear, we’re done fighting?” Fiare indicated the large gargoyle. “Because I wouldn’t mind a chance at her. Bet I could break those horns right off.”

      The large one, Yenifer, growled in response.

      I held out my hands to her, looking to Jericho for help. He nodded to Yenifer, and she backed off. Nice.

      “We good out here?” Greg asked, approaching cautiously. “Because the others are antsy to know what’s what.”

      “Tell them we’re settled,” I said, “and that our new friend here has found her family.”

      The gargoyles were embracing, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Something’s funny?” Jericho asked.

      “Ah, just that I thought we were going to have to fight actual gargoyles and figured I’d piss myself. You know, mind going back to those Saturday morning cartoons.”

      “What was the name of that show?” he asked.

      I frowned, unsure if he was messing with me. “Gargoyles.”

      “Ah. Aptly named.”

      Turning back to Greg, I nodded my appreciation and said, “Let them know. Anyone who wants to come out and meet our new friends is welcome.” Then I eyed Jericho, and added, “You can say the same for yours, lurking back there.”

      He grinned like he’d been caught, then waved a hand, causing a little light to flutter away to the tree line. As his team approached, he introduced them.

      “We aren’t all here, he said, but this is Megha.” He indicated the Asian one with her hair in buns, though she no longer had the strange monster or hands in anything’s head. She did, I noticed, have a small, black creature on her shoulder, looking at me. I considered Basty, wondering if the two might be related in some way.

      “Bob,” Megha said, noticing my look. She put a hand up and the creature moved to her hand.

      “Good to meet you,” I replied.

      “And that there’s Steph,” Jericho said next, indicating the witch with the white hair. “She has her knights, who you met in a sense. They’re… from another time.” Next came the gargoyles, landing one after the other. He introduced the golden one as Aerona, the next as Ebrill, the larger one as Koredelia, and the one we’d already met, Yenifer.

      I made introductions on our side, too, and asked what their deal was.

      “Find the others,” he said. “Our plan is to go to Egypt, to a place called the temple of Khonsu. We’re preparing and doing some research first. That’s where the rest of my team is. But yeah, we need to be ready. Plus,” he nodded to Yenifer, “when we found her, she was under someone else’s control. We can’t have that.”

      “It wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows for us either,” I replied, thinking of Akame. I’d had to fight Devasla before getting her to our side, to say nothing of the way Akame had tried to drown me, or of Greg’s betrayal when I first met him in Japan.

      “So you get it,” he said, turning to eye his own gargoyles in discussion with Gloran, their newest addition. “This is all kind of crazy.”

      “You’re a normal human, too?”

      He nodded. “Or… was. Even before all this, I had some sort of latent ability. I didn’t accept it for what it was until all this came together.”

      “And that was?”

      “Transmutation, I guess.”

      I stared, unsure what that meant, but it sounded cool. We raised bottles, then drank for a moment in silence.

      “You sent a call for help?” a voice asked, and we turned to see the Protector there, slipping off a winged lion. Red and Pucky were on one side, the cat ladies on the other, and several others behind him. “Looks like the only help you need is in devouring those hot dogs.”

      I chuckled, then stood and gestured to Jericho. “We were under attack, but it seems it was a misunderstanding.”

      “Actually, I sent the call,” Ahlaksiz cut in, holding her thigh and cringing.

      “Ahhh. Are you hurt?”

      She frowned, growling, “I’ve had worse.”

      “If you—”

      “Move on.”

      Considering how annoyed she looked, I did as she said. Eyeing the Protector, then Jericho, I asked, “You all know each other?”

      The Protector stared hard at the man, frowning. “I don’t believe we do.”

      Jericho stood, hand extended. “Name’s Jay.”

      “Jack,” the Protector replied. “I trust you explained why you attacked them?”

      “Hold the phone,” Red said, stepping forward and turning to take in the gargoyles. “I don’t know the man, but I know them…”

      “Excuse me?” Ebrill asked.

      “Not in this state, but as you once were.” Red paced in front of them. “You were the ones that lived in Avalon before everything changed.”

      “How do you know this?” Jack asked.

      “Arthur told me about them.”

      That had my attention. Jericho, too, was staring at her with increased fascination. “Wait, hold up,” he said. “Did he mention me?”

      Red eyed him, confused. “Why you?”

      “I was sort of the one who made it happen,” he replied. “I got the Liahona—a magic item that allows me to do various things, including bringing Avalon back, restoring magic. All of that.”

      Another moment passed for her to assess him, then she shook her head. “I don’t think so. Arthur didn’t know anything about that, anyway. He spoke of a princess, of Rianne, and her inner circle.” Her eyes moved to Steph, narrowing. “And you?”

      “I wasn’t there,” she replied.

      “Okay.” Red turned back to Ebrill. “It’s an honor.”

      “More beers?” Arturo asked, bringing out a case of them.

      “Thanks, man,” Jericho said.

      The Protector considered, but shook his head. “Got work to do, and lately one of those things acts like four to me.”

      We gathered around a sculpture that resembled a wide, nude woman with snakes for hair and limbs. A monster that might have lived here before.

      Jericho swiped at the air, frowning. “Are there always so many mosquitos around here? There’s got to be a spell for that.”

      I chuckled but cocked my head. “You never really addressed that witch question.”

      He grinned, then shook his head. “It’s complicated.”

      “Well…” I glanced around, eyeing the beers and hotdogs. “Since we aren’t doing much else…”

      “The summarized version,” he said. Looking at those around him, he gestured to a gargoyle who was doing a healing spell over Ahlaksiz for her injury, helping the process along since it seemed they’d injured her during the attack. “Ebrill here was the first. Basically, I was dropped off to live with my aunt while going to school. This fancy, expensive place in D.C., and…”

      “You fucked it up already,” the witch with the knights said. She stepped up next to him, pulling her white hair back behind her ear as she leaned over to kiss his cheek. “Don’t be shy on my account. I’m not trying to hide my mistakes, considering how far we’ve come.”

      He nodded. “Right. I guess first would be Steph here. She was supposed to be my girlfriend but was using me to get into my aunt’s house, in search of something.”

      “Something, what?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      His eyes darted over, but he shook his head. Not full trust then, I guessed.

      “And then?” I asked, letting him get the story back on track.

      “Invasion, death… fighting.” He put a hand on Steph’s. “It was a trying time in our relationship.”

      That earned a scoff from Ebrill. “Is this our therapy session, finally? Long overdue.”

      “It’s weird, retelling it as if I’m living through it again.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      He met my gaze, then shook his head. “It’s okay. Point is, witches attacked, I found out I had a power I wasn’t aware of and managed to wake Ebrill. She was trapped in stone for a long time before that. Next came Kordelia, then we realized I was time-traveling in a sense, every time I went to sleep near one of them, and that was the key to finding the others.”

      “We weren’t always gargoyles,” the giant of a gargoyle said in a growl. “A long time ago, on Avalon—”

      “Wait, what?” Jack asked, looking up from where Pucky had been whispering in his ear.

      The gargoyle grunted at him but nodded. “I was saying, on Avalon we came under attack, and a spell made us what we are today. Put us under a long sleep, and Jericho here rescued us.”

      “But go back to that Avalon part. You—you were there?”

      “That’s right,” Ebrill said, sharing a look with the golden one nearby.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Jack had a hand to his mouth, then eyed me. “Don’t tell me you’re connected to all this in some way, too? Arthur, Avalon, all of that?”

      “The sword, I knew it,” Steph said, stepping up next to Jericho. “The Protector’s sword looked just like it, they tell me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, standing in the middle of them and looking around as if I’d find answers on their faces. “Can someone explain what’s going on?”

      Silence followed, during which those creepy knights stepped up next to Steph, and one of them pulled back his hood. While his face had been nothing but shadow with red eyes underneath that hood, what remained now reminded me of Suiko, glowing and translucent in that same way.

      “I am Sir Galahad,” the man said. “I served the great King Arthur, and that is his sword.” He nodded to the blade in the Protector’s hand. “That is Excalibur.”

      I sucked in a quick breath, awed, eyes on the sword. “No fucking way.”

      “It is Excalibur,” the Protector confirmed. “But it’s mine now. You can ask Arthur himself, some time. If you’d like to come back with me.”

      “You know where he is?” Galahad asked.

      “He trained me.”

      “Fucking hell,” Jericho said with a laugh. “Now I’d say it’s your turn.”

      Jack nodded, went over to grab a beer, and turned back our way as he opened it. Oddly, he didn’t drink it yet but simply stared at it as he spoke. “King Arthur’s situation was… complicated. He was revived by a Myth who had taken on the form of Morganna, and she tried to use him for her own ways. We stopped her, then went to Avalon and trained with him. That’s where he taught me to truly use Excalibur. There’s a bit more to it than that, and maybe I can tell you all the whole story someday. But honestly, it’s not over yet.”

      “Not for any of us,” I imagine,” Red said.

      I had my hands on my head, a bit overwhelmed with everything we’d just learned. Not only did we have a new friend who had gargoyles and witches on his side, but one of those witches traveled with at least one of Arthur’s Knights of the Roundtable. And then there was Jack, the Protector, who apparently knew King Arthur and had taken Excalibur from the man! Even crazier, it seemed there was some way to meet the legendary king.

      “I’m going to…” I couldn’t even finish the sentence, instead gesturing to the beers and excusing myself to grab another. The funny part was, I had an almost full one in my hand already. Staggering over, I set my beer down, then leaned over the table and glanced at Arturo, where he sat checking his phone.

      “You’d think I wouldn’t get service here,” Arturo said, “but Greg hooked it up.”

      “Please tell me you’re not playing Candy Crush in the middle of all this.”

      He laughed. “Nah, just… checking on old high school buddies.” Holding up his phone to show me, he grinned. “You think any one of them is living such an exciting life as I am? No, and that’s nowhere near as cool as what you’re doing.”

      “Did you hear that shit?” I said in a whisper. Leaning in, I gestured back at the others. “Fucking Arthur. Excalibur.”

      “Dude, when you’re surrounded by all this, I could find out Santa Clause lives next door and fucks the Easter Bunny on the side, and I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised.”

      “Good point, but… not a great image.”

      He chuckled. “It’s all relative.”

      I glanced back, watching Jack and Jericho exchange stories while the others mingled with some of the monsters. Many we’d saved were hesitant, not quick to trust this new group who had just attacked us, or the Protector and his Myths. My gaze lingered on Ahlaksiz and Bloodsong, speaking heatedly—or just excitedly?—with Ebrill. The golden gargoyle was talking to the Protector and Pucky, and I heard them mentioning Arthur over and over. It was exciting, but clearly, they had more going on there than I understood.

      “How are you okay with all this?” I asked Arturo.

      “Anyone who’s made love to a woman with six arms would understand.” He winked my way. “And yes, that means we fucked, and yes, her hands worked wonders.”

      “I don’t need to know.”

      He shrugged, then said, “Listen, man, is there more I should be doing around here? I feel like I should be working or something, but those other two, Greg and Yuki, they keep just telling me to take it easy, relax. I don’t mind that, but…”

      “Bored?”

      “Not in the slightest. More that I feel guilty. This is the high life, man.”

      “You want work to do,” Randi said, slithering over and hitting him with her malicious smile. “I’ve got something in mind.”

      “That so?”

      “Careful,” I whispered to my boy.

      He grinned, then winked at me before turning back her way. “What’s it about?”

      “Movies. I like your look and think we can make something happen.”

      “This for real?” Arturo asked, turning my way.

      I shrugged, but said, “You’ve heard of Rand Jacobson.”

      “Yeah, ‘course.”

      “There you go.” I motioned to Randi, and she chuckled, transforming into her male counterpart. Nude, of course, but I’d gotten used to that.

      Arturo nearly fell back off his chair. When he recovered, he said, “Shit, warn me next time.” Then his eyes widened with recognition. “Wait, hold the front door. You’re really him? Him her?”

      “Yes,” she replied, and I nodded confirmation before saying, “Wait, you get him in something, I hope you’ve got room for me, too.”

      She eyed me, then turned to look at all the others. “Mr. Monster Summoner? I think you’re going to be damn busy.”

      “Here and there,” I admitted. Although, looking at all these badasses got me thinking. Maybe there wouldn’t be as much need as I thought? Yeah, we would want to figure out the STP and monster orgs, and the hunter issue back in the monster world, but… was I the best to deal with it? I couldn’t imagine why they’d even need me.

      Her eyes were on me, curious, as if weighing me the same way I was weighing myself. My legs shook suddenly, head spinning.

      “It’s late,” I noted, realizing how hard exhaustion was starting to take over. “All I’m saying is, it sounds fun. If there’s room.”

      “We’re sticking around then?” Lizzy asked, also joining us. She glanced at Rand, scowled, and said, “Please, put it away.”

      Rand turned back into Randi.

      “You did your part,” I said. “And Rand can serve us well, I think. It makes sense you stick around in case others come back. We’ll need to know who they are, and how to speak with them.”

      “I mean, will they let us? After…” She glanced at a group that included Kinara and Milrae, and I caught her drift.

      “Ah, that conversation again…”

      “What conversation is that, exactly?” Randi asked, and Arturo was looking at me with curiosity.

      Shit, this wasn’t the time. Not to these two, either, as neither were exactly tight-lipped. I motioned to Lizzy to follow me, and said, “Excuse us.”

      When we were out of earshot of the others—even with some having advanced hearing—I said, “We haven’t exactly had that conversation yet.”

      “Damn.” She caressed her metal arm, working her metal fingers as she looked down at them. “Don’t you think that’d be better to get over with sooner than later? I mean, rip that Band-aid off, man.”

      “What happened between us isn’t a Band-aid, and I assure you, I’ll tell them. Of course, I have to. Just… not sure how.”

      “I can.”

      I guffawed, then shook my head vehemently. “Please, let me figure it out.”

      Suiko was floating our way, so I shook my head and started walking over to meet her. Hopefully, Lizzy could keep a secret until I could figure this out. Maybe they wouldn’t even care? Then again, maybe they’d castrate me.

      It hadn’t been my fault, exactly. Still, I had no idea.

      “Damn, it feels good to be a gangster,” she said, spinning and showing off her transparency again. “Joking. I heard that playing when some teens were by the river having a party once, a few years back. I meant to say, damn, it feels good to be myself again.”

      “I don’t understand what they did to you,” I admitted.

      “Since they have those knights, they’ve learned how to bring them back a bit, too. It’s not permanent, I imagine, as this one, too, sort of vanished.”

      Taking her hands in mine, I was glad to feel their ghostly presence as confirmation of what she was.

      “You were on your way to sleep?” she asked but saw in my eyes the answer. “Come, I’ll go with you. But say bye to the Protector. They’re not staying the night.”

      “The gargoyles are?”

      She nodded. “Since they don’t have a home at the moment, and we could benefit by having gargoyles on the lookout at night, yes. Jericho is already casting extra wards with that one named Ebrill, so I don’t think we’ll have much to worry about tonight.”

      We headed over to the Protector’s team, thanked them for their help, and apologized about losing the sun disk. Then they headed off, promising we would meet again soon.

      “Going to sleep so soon?” the witch called Megha asked—the one with the Asian look who’d had her hands in the now gone monster.

      I shrugged. “Day walkers. Yeah.”

      She looked at Jericho thoughtfully, then pointed out, “That’s great, actually. Most of us work on a night schedule now, so we’ll take one of the farther houses and stay out of your hair.”

      “You need anything,” Jericho added, “let us know.”

      Ebrill had her hand in his hair, and said, “We’ll try to keep the noise to a minimum.”

      I had a feeling their team operated similarly to my own. Since I’d heard the Protector had a similar setup with his ladies, I had to chuckle to myself after thanking them and heading into the house. What would an outsider think about these three guys that had multiple female lovers each? Maybe they’d assume we were part of a Mormon community or something.

      I moved up the stairs, Suiko with me.

      “What’s on your mind?” she asked. I shrugged, then went about brushing my teeth and taking a quick shower. She hovered nearby, waiting.

      “Just tired,” I said, hanging my head and let the water wash over me. Her hands ran along my back, and I couldn’t help but be humored by the idea that if this were a horror movie, a ghost’s hands on my back during a shower would have been a terrifying moment. Instead, I leaned into her and closed my eyes.

      “You two need alone time?” a voice asked. I turned off the shower, figuring I was clean enough, and opened the glass door to see Jalee. A golden wing in the other room showed me her sister was in there, standing with her back turned so as not to see anything she shouldn’t. An interesting choice, considering she was from their world, and nudity didn’t mean anything to them. Seeing my glance, Jalee grinned and said, “I told her how humans are shy.”

      “Thanks.”

      Suiko moved into me, signaling she was fine with Jalee having her time with me.

      “Thought I’d get you better acquainted with my sis,” Jalee said. She smiled, then shook her head. “That sounded bad, maybe? I didn’t mean like that. Just, thought you two should get a chance to say hello, without all the noise.”

      I nodded, taking a towel and drying myself before wrapping it around my waist. Together, we went into the other room. Fiare was there, wearing a skirt and tank top that Jalee ’must have given her. Her eyes moved over me, and she smiled.

      “Shy, even though I’ve seen everything,” she said. “Funny.”

      “Just how we are, I guess.” I moved over to the dresser and found some clothes Ahlaksiz had arranged for me. With a glance back, I dropped the towel and pulled on my boxers. As I put on some sweats and a T-shirt, I turned back to face her. “Maybe we prefer to keep the other side guessing. Or… have something to unwrap?”

      “We didn’t come up here to talk about your cock,” Jalee said, not hiding the irritation.

      “Fair enough.” I sat on the bed and waited.

      “Thing is, shit’s messy back there,” Fiare said. “I don’t know the situation here, but it seems things are under control. I want to know what the plan is.”

      “I need a plan?” My head started spinning again, and I lay back, staring at the ceiling. “Tell you what—whatever you two agree to, I’m down.”

      “Meaning?”

      Turning my head to see them while still lying there, I held out my hands. “What makes sense here? Set up base, wait, and see if the hunter finds a way to us? Or what, go back? I really would rather not, but I get that it might be the best move for us.”

      Fiare hesitated, glancing over to her sister. “There might be another way. A better option.”

      Jalee stepped over, hand on her back. “Ferris is with us.”

      I sat up, realizing they were taking something very seriously. As tired as I was, this required my full attention.

      Seeing I was alert, Fiare took a deep breath, then breathed it out. “We think there’s a way to go after the hunters in a different manner. To hit them where it hurts—their access point.”

      “And how would we do that?” I asked. Fiare glanced at her sister again, and I stood. “Out with it.”

      “I think we need the Liahona.”

      Jalee stared at me, waiting, while her sister’s eyes went to the floor.

      “Sorry?”

      “Shit, right, you weren’t there—it’s an item that Jericho has. Something that, we think, allows travel through special regions, such as the way we went to the monster land with the sun disk. Similar, but different.”

      “The irony…” I ran a hand over my face to wake myself up. “And what makes you think it would help at all here?”

      “Because,” Fiare said. “I saw one of the hunters, one of their senior ranks, use one just like it. I was breaking someone free, when I happened upon a room of theirs, in a base out east of where you found us. There was one of those golden things, the triangles you might have seen in carvings and pictures. And this hunter suddenly appears, holding that thing in his hands. He opened it, adjusted something, and then released it so that it hovered in the air a moment, then vanished as if sent back.”

      “You think it has coordinates?” I asked. “You think… we can use this one to find that spot?”

      “Not that spot. To go backward from that spot, find the place where this is, and then end it. Cut them off, so they can’t come back at all, ever again.”

      I processed this, realizing what that meant, and that they were ready for what that meant, too.

      “You’d go through, knowing you might not be able to come back,” I said.

      Fiare nodded.

      “Fuck.” I went to the door, hand on it, and turned to see Basty on the dresser. Suiko’s balls of glowing light showed in the mirror above the dresser, but I didn’t see them otherwise. Interesting.

      “We’ll have to talk to Jericho about this.”

      “Do we?” Fiare asked.

      I turned to her, eyes narrowing. “I’m not taking it without his permission, and if you try, I’ll stand in your way.”

      “Of course,” Jalee said, while her sister simply stared. As much as most of these ladies had been eager to join the team and equally eager to jump in the sack, that didn’t seem to be the case with this one. Fine by me, because this was a huge ask. She was putting me not only in an awkward situation with Jericho, but we’d only barely made it out of the monsterverse and hunter situation. What she was proposing sounded at least as dangerous, if not more so.

      I would do it, but at the moment all I wanted was to sleep. If I’d had my way, I would have stayed put and found a pattern of barbecues, fucking, and parties. Of course, then I would have missed out on one hell of an adventure.

      “Can it wait for tomorrow?” I asked, holding the door open for them.

      Fiare gave me a glare, then stomped out of there. I couldn’t help but think of her like a pouty child. Jalee put a hand on my shoulder, kissed my cheek, then went after her sister.

      “Suiko,” I muttered when they were out of earshot.

      The ghost appeared next to me. “Yes?”

      “Mind keeping an eye on them tonight? We don’t need another war with the gargoyles. If she tries anything, wake me.”

      Suiko agreed, and as soon as she floated off, I collapsed into bed, eyes closed.
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      I woke to a major urge to take a shit, barely registering the shouting from the other room until I had the door locked and was going about my business. Suddenly the door in the room banged open and Kinara was shouting for me.

      “One sec,” I said.

      Starting to wipe, I did a double take as the lock moved, then the bathroom door opened.

      “Excuse me,” I protested, really hoping it didn’t stink. “Do you mind?”

      “I do,” she said, arms folded. Past her, Milrae paced, then Jalee entered the main room, too, glancing in to see what I was up to. Seeing as I was starting to guess what this was about, I bit my lip, finished taking care of myself, then pulled up my pants and washed my hands. Nobody said a word until I turned and dried my hands on the towel, at which point I saw how pissed Kinara was.

      “Sorry,” I said, wishing we could just move on from what had happened when under the control of Akame. “I wasn’t fully myself.”

      “What, all last night?”

      “No, what?”

      “I’m not mad at what happened.” She stepped in, lowering her voice. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

      “Oh, I’m pissed about all of it,” Milrae said. She turned, pointing to the doorway. “And no, you need to go find yourself some breakfast. This is not the time.”

      I had to assume that was Lizzy at the door and was sad to hear they were taking this out on her, too. In fact, I wasn’t going to stand for it. Stepping out past Kinara, I took her hand and was glad to see she didn’t resist. Together, we moved into my room and I said, “Lizzy, wait.”

      She hesitated, just outside the door. Milrae and Jalee didn’t like that, clearly. But I was committed.

      “Listen, I didn’t tell you all because I wasn’t sure how,” I explained. “Neither of us were in our right minds because when the mask takes over, it seriously takes over.”

      “You don’t—” Milrae started.

      I cleared the distance between us, still dragging Kinara, and kissed her. “Again, I’m sorry. Honestly, I don’t even remember much of it—sorry, Liz. But, you know.”

      “I do,” she replied. “It’s all a blur of shadows, craziness… ecstasy.”

      Milrae cleared her throat.

      “What exactly is going on here?” Kinara said. “Because, I gotta say, I think it’s taken care of. We should move on.”

      The look on Milrae’s face showed she wasn’t so sure, but she didn’t protest further. In fact, she was looking my way with intense lust.

      Unsure where to go with that, I asked, “Do you want me to get this conversation about the Liahona started with Jericho?”

      “What conversation exactly?” she asked. “You mean, if we can use it. Now’s as good a time as any.”

      “Well, then?”

      She scrunched her nose, then nodded and turned to the other two. “He’s right. It wasn’t his fault. He should’ve told us sooner to avoid this being awkward, but it’s not like that sort of mistake is going to end what we have going on here.”

      “True,” Kinara admitted, while Milrae frowned, but didn’t argue.

      “Then can we get this over with?” Jalee motioned to the door. “Send him on his way.”

      “Fuck it,” Milrae said. “Yeah. But you ever put that dick somewhere else without checking with us first, I’m out.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, pressed my lips to her nose, and grinned. “That’s all I wanted to hear. Same goes for you—but let’s be clear, it’s not going to happen. I don’t know what exactly will happen with Lizzy, because the mask has us both. And now it’s… more part of me than ever.”

      “You want her in the group,” Kinara said, shock on her face.

      “Shouldn’t she be?” I nodded at Lizzy. “Look at her arm, what she’s done for us. And since we’re linked anyway…”

      “He has a good point,” Jalee said, then turned to me. “How ‘bout you go get that conversation started, while we discuss your proposal.”

      I started to leave, not failing to notice the way she motioned Lizzy over, even starting to undress as she entered. The other two were watching with as much curiosity as I was. Only Jalee motioned me to leave.

      “It’s only fair,” Jalee said. “You had her without us, now we have her, without you.”

      Lizzy gulped, meeting my gaze, but shrugged. She was down. And Jalee was right. Not only did it feel fair on some level, it was sexy. I wished I could’ve stayed and at least watched, but this was the price I had to pay.

      On the way out, the moaning sounded from above, and I grinned.

      “What’s going on there?” Arturo asked, chilling with Greg in the sitting room, each with a steaming mug of coffee and freshly baked muffins smelling all delicious and blueberry-like.

      “Just… try to ignore it. Any coffee left?”

      Arturo nodded to the table, where there was another mug full and waiting. “Heard the yelling and figured you’d be down sooner or later.”

      “You guys rock.” I took the coffee and a muffin, pausing to breathe in the scent of each. “Mind if I take mine to go? Have to speak to the new team about a thing.”

      “A thing with the place and the other thing?” Greg winked and nodded. “Go man, do your thing. As long as you’re keeping us alive, what do I have to complain about?”

      “Hey, this is the life.” I motioned to the fancy mansion around us. “If only I were able to hang out and enjoy it.”

      “Someday, homie.” Arturo raised his glass, then a flask. “Want it Irish style?”

      “Sure…” I paused, thinking about what I needed to do. “Actually, better to be clear-headed.”

      They went back to it, and I headed for the door. It seemed most of the others were either still sleeping or off doing whatever they did. Suiko was inside me—I could feel her. Amabie was likely in the lake, and Devasla doing her recharge. It was strange knowing that she went back to the monsterverse so often, but less so when thinking that we might have to go back, too.

      Outside, I looked up and saw one of the gargoyles in statue form. She was the largest one, frightening even as stone. It seemed reasonable to have her on display like that. Combined with the wards supposedly protecting us all, I supposed it made sense that we’d had a restful night. More sense than any lack of enemies, at least. I’d been through enough to know how unlikely that scenario was.

      I kept on, sipping my coffee, and paused to enjoy the moment. One more calm before all hell was going to break loose, undoubtedly.

      “Yo,” a voice said, and I turned to see a man jogging around the compound, near the wall. At first, I held my muffin up as if about to throw it at him, then realized it wasn’t a weapon, and the man was Jericho.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked.

      He jogged over, gesturing to his shorts, T-shirt, and running shoes. “Exactly what it looks like. A morning run—something I’m trying to do more of now that I know what’s what.”

      “Just the man I was looking for.” I frowned at his running shoes. “Shit, am I going to have to start running, too?”

      “Dunno. It helps, you know. Stay in shape, be ready for whatever they throw at you.”

      “I’m not sure if you’re talking baddies now, or the ladies.”

      He chuckled. “That muffin, though….”

      “Don’t get on me about diet, man. One thing I’ll never do is stop eating what I love.”

      “I like your way of thinking, but to each their own. You were looking for me?”

      “Right.” I glanced back at the mansion, almost expecting the ladies to be watching from the window upstairs. Of course they wouldn’t be—they were likely still getting to know each other.

      I shifted from one foot to the other nervously, then cleared my throat. “It’s about the Ledona.”

      “The…” His eyes narrowed, then lit up. “Ah, the Liahona. What about it?”

      I took a deep breath before blurting out, “I think we need it.”

      At first, he seemed to think I was joking. He suddenly frowned, then started to walk away.

      “This is serious,” I said, following him.

      He started back into his jog, and I had no choice but to jog with him. It was only then that I realized my feet still hurt, and that I’d forgotten to put on shoes.

      “It’s not more important than what we need it for,” he countered.

      “You know I’m not saying that.” I grabbed his arm, pulling him around to a stop. For a second, it looked like he might hit me. “Please, all I’m saying is, hear us out. Maybe there’s a way where you can get us where we need to go, and that’s it. The Liahona never leaves your side! But one of my teammates thinks it’s the key to rid her world of hunters, and trust me, those hunters are a pain in the ass.”

      He looked down at my hand on his arm, and I finally released it.

      “We all want to help each other out. I agree with that.” Rubbing his chin, he said, “We’ll have brunch on the patio, and discuss it then. I’ll need some of my team there, to ensure we agree, and to formulate a plan.”

      Assuming he meant those not currently comprised of stone, I nodded and said, “Perfect.”

      I watched him run off and was about to go deliver the news when movement from the lake drew my attention. Amabie was emerging, waving me over.

      “How much time has passed?” she asked as I approached, nodding to the water. “Care for a swim?”

      “First question—what?”

      “Time.” She moved back into the water, moving around in the shallows. “I lost track, taking care of some new spread of a contagion in Brazil.”

      “Ah…” Eyeing the water, then my muffin—almost done—I shook my head. “Second question, not yet. Still waking up, but I could use an island to sit on.”

      She swam with her upper body out of the water, purposefully trying to tempt me with her exposed breasts while I headed for the bridge. Since we had to wait for Jericho to finish his run and gather his crew, and since some of mine were still sleeping, it wasn’t like we were in a hurry. But I wanted to keep her in suspense. Walking across the arched bridge to the little island beyond, I glanced at her perfect breasts—if I were being honest, of course, all breasts are perfect when one is a fine connoisseur of breasts, as I was fast becoming. Quickly shoveling down the muffin, I found a spot next to the water on the small island and sat, finishing my coffee.

      “What’s it like in Brazil?”

      She floated on her back, three tails swaying. “Aside from the would-be contagion? Wonderful. We can go sometime.”

      “Could go now,” I said, setting my now-empty cup aside, muffin paper within.

      “What’re you trying to escape from?”

      I stood, pulling off my clothes, then glanced at the water and realized it was probably fucking cold.

      “I’ll keep you warm,” she said.

      “Deal.”

      She wasn’t lying. As cold as the water was, she made up for it. Taking first my hands, then pulling me into her, bodies pressed together, it was the first time I understood Olaf saying putting hot and cold together makes sense.

      “You missed me?” she asked.

      I grinned, kissing her neck, wondering how she could have switched like this. “Sure.”

      She laughed, pulling back enough to look into my eyes. “Like I said, lost track of time. For me, it seemed like months passed, and I got to thinking how much I appreciate you all. Especially,” her hand caressed my cheek, “...you.”

      One night passing was barely enough for all this, but I wasn’t going to shut her down. Instead, I leaned in and kissed her. Her hand moved from my cheek, down my abs, and around to grab my ass and pull me to her.

      “Your work gets you… worked up, yeah?” My hands moved along her back, one finding her ass as well, the other coming back around to cup her breast. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “And your situation with Lizzy?” she asked, moving her fins so my hard cock found its way between to rub against her pussy. I glanced down, unsure if I understood the biology there, except that maybe she could transform bits and pieces at will.

      “Wait, you knew…?” I asked, processing what she had asked.

      “I know things.” She was rubbing against me, then adjusted her hips so I slid right in.

      Her body was so hot, literally; I pulled her close and thrust, holding her as tight as possible.

      “I’m not going to float away,” she said with a laugh. “You just let me show you how this is done. So…?”

      She had me floating, head just above the surface as she took me around the lake. Nothing about this was normal, and all of it was amazing.

      “We discussed the Lizzy situation,” I said between heavy breaths. “She’s part of the team, now. The inner circle, I guess.”

      “Is that so?”

      At first, I didn’t realize that she was talking while her head was still underwater. Her voice must have some sort of way of not being impeded by it, which was intriguing. Then I remembered we were fucking, and I stopped thinking about such not-fucking things.

      As she started to climax, she pulled me under, and we rotated through the water beneath the surface. I was starting to worry about not coming up in time for air until she moaned and pulled me in for a kiss that filled me with oxygen again.

      Finally, she brought me back to the surface and made it all about me. When ’I came, she kissed me, bit my lip, then whispered into my ear, “I’m glad she’s in. She’s incredibly sexy.”

      Then she pushed off, grinning, and vanished under the water.

      “Wait, so no Brazil right now?” I asked.

      Her lack of an answer was answer enough. This lady had been so about being proper before, and now this. One night in Brazil was all it took. Damn, that made me want to go down there.

      I was still in the water, and now that she wasn’t helping me, I was getting cold. Too bad my coffee was gone. Lingering there I wondered about what had just happened. A morning jaunt with my three-tailed mermaid—yowsers. As I grabbed my clothes and coffee mug, I grinned from ear to ear and headed back inside.

      “Dude,” Greg said, holding a hand up to block the view as I entered.

      “More coffee?” I asked.

      He pointed. “Back in the kitchen.”

      “Thanks.”

      I grabbed some more, then drank it as I listened to the house. It seemed their ceremony of welcoming Lizzy was done, because it was silent.

      “Greg,” I called out.

      He stuck his head around the corner, frowned, and again held his hand up. “Dude, clothes.”

      I glanced down, shrugged, and said, “Tell you what. Gather everyone up for a house meeting outside, and I’ll cover up Mr. Johnson here.”

      “Deal. Except… the cop lady? She scares me.”

      I chuckled, unsure why he feared Bloodsong out of the rest but nodded. “I’ll wake her up, don’t worry.”

      First, I had to finish my coffee, and when Koharu entered, winking and looking me over, I decided it was time to get dressed.

      “What’s this Greg’s saying about a meeting?” she asked.

      “The work never ends,” I called back over my shoulder.
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      My first stop was at the room to grab a change of clean clothes, where the shower was running and Lizzy was passed out on the bed with Milrae sitting cross-legged, watching her sleep.

      “That’s not creepy at all,” I whispered.

      Her eyes rose to meet mine, and she smiled. “She’s something special. Good thinking, bringing her in.”

      “I mean…” I was going to remind her it wasn’t on purpose, or my choice exactly, but instead went over and ran a hand along Milrae’s back, between the wings. There was also the question of how Randi would feel about this.

      “Damn, that feels good.”

      Massaging Milrae, I leaned over and kissed her head. “We’re going to meet with Jericho outside. Can you get the others ready?”

      “Of course.”

      She leaned back, one of her wings scratching me, and looked up so we could kiss. Her breath had a certain taste to it, not bad, but something different. Where did I know it from? It hit me, as she pulled back and a bit of saliva formed a line between us.

      “You were going down on her, weren’t you?”

      Milrae grinned and nodded. “All of ‘em. Why?”

      “No reason, just wondering what that taste was. Now I know.”

      She laughed, causing Lizzy to stir. The woman eyed us, smiled groggily, and turned to run a hand along Milrae’s leg.

      “The other two in there?” I asked, nodding to the shower.

      “Sure are,” Milrae replied.

      “Bring ‘em out with the rest when they’re done. We’ll be out there.”

      With a nod of appreciation for the two, I stood to find Bloodsong.

      “Wait,” Milrae said. “Take a good look at her.” She ran one of her claws along the woman’s abs, going to the curve of her breast. “You two fucked, but in an altered state. Now she’s with us, so that means you two… get to experience the real thing. No time now?”

      I gulped, loving the view but thinking of the fun outside with Amabie. Pulling on my clothes, I gave them a wink and headed for the door.

      “Let’s allow the anticipation to build a bit.”

      “Roger that,” Lizzy said, running a hand between her legs, smiling my way. A nice image to keep in my mind as I exited.

      I found Greg downstairs playing an old Dreamcast with Yuki and wanted to ask where the hell he got one of those, but was too enraptured by the game they were playing— they’d set it up as an emulator and were playing old-school Contra. Fucking awesome. I stood there watching for too long, because a ring on the doorbell came and there was that white-haired lady, Steph, pointing at her wrist. No watch there, but I got the idea.

      “Sorry, we’re coming,” I replied, and nudged Greg on the shoulder. “Badass game, man. You all might want to join us to hear this.”

      “Me, too?” Yuki asked. “It’s not so often I get to sit around and get my game on.”

      I laughed. “Greg can fill you in.”

      She grinned and got back to the game, unpausing and letting Greg’s character die, much to his chagrin. He moaned and joined me, telling me how he’d been so excited to get the emulator disc burnt.

      “That sounds like some early 2000’s shit,” Arturo said, joining us. “Can’t you just play all that on your phone now? I was playing the old-school Duck Tales game on mine the other day while watching the new show.”

      We headed out, others joining us as we debated which show was better—the original or the new one. I said the original, of course, but Arturo was into the new one. Greg too, surprisingly.

      “This how you run meetings?” Jericho asked, and to my surprise and excitement, he had several catering dishes full of breakfast burritos ready, along with more coffee.

      “Sorry, I got distracted,” I replied. Taking one of the burritos, I nodded. “Nice thinking.”

      “Had to get some help,” he admitted with a nod to Ahlaksiz. “But figured it’d be a nice touch. A sign of friendship, after our little attack yesterday.”

      I scoffed. “Little…”

      “I like that you two are being all buddy-buddy,” Jalee said. “But… what’s going on?”

      “Right…” Jericho seemed to be very used to this sort of role; he stood and held his hands out for silence. Everyone obeyed. “We’re here not just for burritos, but because our new friends need some help.”

      “We do?” Koharu asked.

      I nodded and glanced around. “Hold on.” With a quick summoning, Devasla appeared from a hole in the ground that closed behind her. I grinned, then said, “Continue.”

      “Right. It would seem there are those from the world of monsters who think they have invaders. Hunters, as they call them, who might someday attack Earth as well, if not held in check.”

      Fiare held up a hand and said, “And even if not, we have our place of birth to consider. Others who might never be so fortunate as to come over to this world, to defend.”

      “We’re going to travel the universe saving everyone now?” Kinara asked.

      “No, but at least our world.”

      “I’d think you, most of all, would be behind this,” Jalee said.

      Kinara grinned. “I am but wanted to know. Honestly, what I said would be awesome, too.”

      “Maybe someday,” I cut in. “For now, one step at a time.”

      “What do they need?” Ebrill asked. “We have our own issues to deal with.”

      “We do,” he admitted. “Which is why I propose the following—we take them through to their Monsterverse home-world with the help of the Liahona. Getting back they’ll be on their own.”

      “That’s not optimal,” I admitted. “But there have to be other options, right?”

      “Maybe,” Ahlaksiz said. “We have the runes from before and know the sun disk is on the other side. Maybe other options, too.”

      “Let’s hope so, but before we go, I have somewhere I need to stop by.” I turned to Ahlaksiz. “Can you all take care of snacks, make sure Greg and those who stay are set up to defend this place?”

      She nodded. “Actually, this sounds like the type of job that might be better with a small team.”

      I was afraid she’d say that, but it did make sense. We’d be going into unknown territory. The more under the radar we could be, the better.

      “Um.” I looked around, then laughed.

      “What is it?” Kinara asked.

      “Just realized, I have no idea where the car is, or what’s the best option for everyone coming and going. We have quite the large group now.”

      “Yes, I think we should give everyone the tour, and have such discussions,” Ahlaksiz said, glaring. Apparently, she still wasn’t over the injury the other group had caused on her.

      “And I’ll show you where we keep the cars,” Randi said, leaning over from the balcony above. She waved, and yes, seeing a topless woman on a balcony made me feel like I was at Mardi Gras.

      “Thanks,” I replied. “But… cars?”

      “Oh, you haven’t heard? We have a collection that can rival Seinfeld.”

      “Oh, shit,” Arturo said, clapping his hands together. “This gets better and better.”

      “For the record, is this no clothes thing the norm here?” Steph asked.

      I glanced around, confirming most of us were dressed. Only Randi was showing the goods, though some of the outfits were only half-thrown on; Fiare had a cloth over her shoulders that covered her breasts like long hair, another tied around her waist.

      “If you want, we can discuss that,” I said but noticed the way Jalee frowned.

      “We can discuss,” she said, seeing my glance, “but some of the newer monsters will have a harder time than others.”

      “To be fair, there’ll be breasts and cocks,” Kinara said.

      “I’m not sure that makes it better,” Jericho said with a nervous laugh. “Maybe… we can mostly stick to our area when we’re around, and those who want to visit or when we’re attending a function, we ask for at least minimal amount of covering up.”

      “Like her,” Steph added, nodding at Fiare.

      At that, Fiare frowned, pulled her cloth aside to reveal her breasts, and said, “There’s nothing here that’ll hurt your eyes.”

      “I think it’s more about Earth customs and a belief that men can’t control themselves,” I explained.

      “Oh?” She turned my way, breasts still out as if they were large eyes, staring at me. “You can’t control yourself right now?”

      “Dear,” her sister said pointedly, irritation heavy in her voice.

      “I’ll do my best,” I said with a sneer, both disliking this woman and finding myself tempted. Dammit, I had to ask myself if Jericho was right. Then again, I’d been around nudity and survived. It was only when they were directing it at me that it worked its magic. The fact that she was hot and was Jalee’s sister didn’t help in my ability to feel safe. Addressing my team, I added, “Anyway, he’s right. At least when around humans, let’s try? And from what I hear, male monsters aren’t so great at controlling themselves. So, let’s go with this—keep clothes handy to at least cover up when others are around. Please?”

      A couple of grumbles sounded, and Randi replied with a derisive snort. She eyed me, then motioned me over away from the others as she vanished from view. I went and she joined me downstairs. When we were out of earshot, she said, “I wanted to say… this thing with you and Lizzy?”

      I gulped, remembering how she’d said they were together. Here it came. “Yeah?”

      Her eyes held mine for a bit, and she said, “It isn’t right, but it is what it is. You two share this Akame connection, after all.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      In response, she ran a hand along the curve of her breast, then up to her neck, batting her eyelashes.

      “You want in, too?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Not right away, I mean. I get that you and the others will need time. But eventually, I don’t see why not.”

      Hell, as much as she pissed me off in some ways, this didn’t sound like the worst sort of result. Trying not to get too lost in the thought, I nodded and said, “That might work out. Yeah.”

      She grinned, then slithered away, disappearing back into the house. “Come find me when you’re ready to check out the garage. I’ll be in my old room. You know the one.”

      I imagined she meant that area that had been only accessible via the mirror but hadn’t the faintest idea why. It had been picked clean, after all. At any rate, I turned back to the others, noting the looks of uncertainty from my team.

      “So, who goes through?” Milrae asked. “And once there, how do we find Vaper to get back?”

      “We might have other avenues,” Jalee offered. “For example, the route Lava Girl takes.”

      Devasla scoffed. “For you all to make it through, you’d first have to learn to be invincible to lava.”

      “Doable?” I asked, which earned me several head shakes.

      “Are we done with the nudity talk?” Arturo asked. “I’d like to petition breasts be allowed.”

      There were several snickers.

      “Arturo, buddy…” I nodded to the house.

      “Message received, loud and clear.” He held his hands up in surrender. “Wait, so you invited me out here to…?”

      “Because you’re my chief security officer now, with Greg in charge of tech. We’re going to need you to be aware of what’s going on around here while we’re gone. Check in with Jericho from time to time. Make sure you’re all on the same page, too, so you know who’s here and who isn’t, in case an attack comes.”

      “Bro, you’re making me feel all military and shit. I like it.”

      He vanished inside, and we returned to the discussion. “As long as there are options, I think we can make it work,” I said. “There might be other ways of coming back, too, right?”

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to leave you all hanging,” Jericho said. “What we could do is set up a window for going through, to retrieve you, I mean. For example, every other Wednesday we go through at that exact same spot. You make sure to be there when you’re done, and we meet up and bring you back. As long as we’re able to, that is.”

      “And what is it you all are doing that’s so important?” Bloodsong asked.

      “Keeping this out of the wrong hands, for one,” Jericho said, holding out the metal ball I assumed was the Liahona. “Second, with each day that goes by without us finding the others that went missing, we grow that much more worried we might never find them.”

      “Oh, from that crazy magic thing that happened a long time ago?” I asked, recalling that he’d mentioned yesterday how he had somehow traveled back to some old magic time and been involved in an event that caused much of the magic to leave our world, and how it took many members of their team with it.

      He nodded. “That’s right.”

      I couldn’t deny their mission had its importance and wasn’t about to insist an ally give us what they needed themselves. We had no right to it. But going into the other world without a surefire way to return just felt stupid.

      Turning to Ahlaksiz, I said, “Come on. We found a way in there—there has to be another way back.”

      “I’ve been mulling that over,” she replied. “I was thinking, if we focus on your powers of summoning, and bring only those who can be summoned—we might be able to find a way to get you back here, then summon the others.”

      Several shouts of protestation came, notably from Koharu and Amabie.

      “You’d go without us?” the former said as the others quieted down.

      I looked to each of my team members, feeling horrible, but knowing this was how it had to be. “My priority is getting back as many of us as we can. If that makes the most sense, it’s how it has to be.”

      We all knew this meant Kinara, Jalee, and Milrae. Devasla, too, but she could come and go as she pleased, so she was more of a given. My core team was going to do this. If we played our cards right, we’d find a way to hurry and get back, or at least find a way to reconnect.

      “It’s settled,” Jericho said. “And this business you’re off to?”

      Trying not to feel like a little boy, I said, “Gotta pay a visit to my mom.”

      His face went slack, and he cursed under his breath. “You… dick.”

      “Dick?” Steph nudged him. “I think it’s sweet.”

      “I don’t mean in that way,” he said, putting an arm around her and kissing her forehead. “He’s a dick for making me feel bad. I don’t even know where my parents are right now! It’s my mom’s birthday next week, and I have no idea how to get in touch with them.”

      “What? How’s that make sense?”

      “They went to travel America, and last thing I heard was that they were loving it so much, they were going with the nomad lifestyle.” He shrugged. “And now I feel like a jerk.”

      “I… can’t help you there,” I said. “But it sounds like that’s their choice, not your fault.”

      He shrugged. “I’m kinda giving you a hard time. Even if they were around, I doubt we’d have time to go stop by. She’s a talker, and—ouch!”

      Steph had hit him. “We’d totally go see her. Don’t be an ass.”

      “How about your parents?”

      “Now who’s the dick?” she asked. “My parents are dead.”

      “Shit, how did I not know that?”

      She started laughing. “Just fucking with you. No, I hate them. They’re evil bastards.”

      “Oh.”

      The rest of us were just staring, watching their little exchange. Now that it was over, they looked at us awkwardly, and he grinned.

      “So… have fun?” He shrugged. “Tell her we said hi.”

      “Will do. Let’s get this mission going in… three hours?”

      “Perfect. We’ll have time to research where we’re going from there, trying to find the location of some stones and whatnot. Nothing crazy.”

      It was agreed then. I was going to chat with my mom, while he was going to figure out where to look for stones. Clearly, that didn’t make much sense to me, but I figured it was his issue to deal with.

      From there, I excused myself and headed to meet Randi and find the garage.
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      Driving through the old neighborhoods had a nostalgia that I wouldn’t have expected, considering I hadn’t been gone from there that long. Maybe it was all the near-death experiences or the major growth I’d had as a man. Whatever the reason, this felt like I’d gone back in time.

      “What kind of kid were you?” Randi asked.

      Arturo laughed from the backseat. “My guess, same kind of man he was before meeting bat lady back there. Nerdy as hell.”

      “You, nerdy?” She eyed me and laughed. “No, this is different. What you might have seen as nerdy, I see as enticing.”

      Arturo scoffed. “Sure, sure. Another gorgeous woman falls for our nerdy buddy. Why not?”

      “You worked at a boardgame place,” I countered, but shrugged at his frown. We both knew I didn’t think that was nerdy but awesome as hell.

      I glanced over at Randi, who was smiling with pride. Arturo had called her gorgeous. Maybe she was, but considering who she was, and what we’d been through with her, it was hard for me to see her that way. Yes, even as stunning as her breasts were.

      “What about you?” I asked Randi. “How long ago was it that you came over?”

      She considered the question, then shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t remember. It was in the days of silent movies. I got my start back then, under another name.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Right. It was a different world, one where someone could slide out of the spotlight and barely get noticed.”

      “You look damn fine for a woman that old,” Arturo said.

      I eyed him in the rearview mirror. “Dude, you trying to build yourself a team of lovers now, too?”

      He laughed. “Everyone else is doing it. But, no. The team is more than enough women for me.”

      Randi grinned, eyeing me with a lick of her lips. “I don’t usually go for human males.”

      “No?” I asked.

      “It’s like, why do I need to find someone with a cock when I have my own to play with? When I want one, anyway.”

      “That’s some backward thinking,” Arturo said, chuckling.

      “It’s not about penis or vagina,” I explained. “It’s about—”

      “Love?” She scoffed. “I’ve tried that, and trust me, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Love, dear Ferris, is a myth. When you find it, you either have it long enough for it to grow into hate, or you live long enough to see your loved one burned at the stake.”

      “You’re cold,” Arturo said.

      “I don’t buy it,” I interjected.

      “And I don’t care what you buy. Point is, I like Ferris here, but that’s as far as it goes.”

      “Wait, so this whole thing you do with your breasts hanging out, and all that, why?” Arturo asked.

      “Because I’m a monster, and always will be,” she laughed. “Silly humans, always taking everything personally.”

      I couldn’t deny that. When a woman shows her breasts and more to me and smiles my way, I make certain assumptions. Not that it mattered, as we had arrived at my mother’s house.

      “Try not to seduce her while I’m gone,” I told Arturo, earning a chuckle from him, and a laugh from her. I stepped out, watching as Arturo ran around to the driver’s seat. “What exactly do you have planned?”

      “Man, we need to buy condoms, for one,” he replied. “And I mean a lot of them. I was also thinking of grabbing some pizzas for dinner tonight. Since we can’t exactly order in.”

      “Good thinking.”

      I watched him peel out, then turned to see my mom at the open doorway, watching me. She looked no different than the day I’d last seen her. Blonde, short, and despite her fifty years, looking young enough to be my older sister.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” she asked, jokingly.

      “Sorry, Mom,” I replied. “I know, it’s not often that I make it home. But I’m here now.”

      “For no other reason than to pay me a visit?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah?”

      She laughed. “Fine, don’t tell me, but come on in.” Standing aside and waiting for me to enter, she asked, “Does my son have a girlfriend, or what could explain this glow I see?”

      “Glow?” I chuckled. “Kind of, yeah.”

      We entered the living room, and she went to the kitchen to pour me some lemonade. Calling from the other room, she asked, “When do I get to meet this woman friend of yours?”

      That caught me off guard. Of course, she would want to meet anyone I was dating.

      “We’re actually going on a bit of a trip,” I said, nodding my thanks as she entered and handed me a glass. “Maybe when we get back?”

      She sat opposite me and smiled as I took in the room. White walls, a white couch, and white piano.

      “You’re well?” I asked.

      “Well enough. I miss your dad.” She let that linger. “This is why I worry about you. I want to meet this woman you’re dating, to see if she’s right for you. It’s important you be with someone who treats you right, you know.”

      I nodded. “Mom, trust me—nobody in the world could treat me better.”

      “That’s great. Really.” She took a sip from her glass, then leaned forward. “Tell me about her.”

      Where to begin? Finishing off my glass, I leaned back and smiled wide. “For one, every time she looks at me, her eyes light up. And I feel the same way—like whenever I see her, I…” My voice caught, and I couldn’t ignore the way my mom was staring at me with that wide smile. “What?”

      “You don’t just have a girlfriend. You’re in love!”

      “What?”

      “Love, dear. When your heart pitter-patters at every interaction or even thought of her. I see it in you. No doubt about it, this is love.”

      “Stop it with all that,” I said, waving the comment off.

      As she shrugged and gave me a knowing look, then stood to check on some soup she was cooking, I went to the couch and leaned back, considering what she had said. Was I in love? What she described was certainly true, but… if this was love, then with which one of the monster ladies? All of them?

      It was too much to think about, so I pushed the thoughts aside and focused instead on the mission that lay before me. This might be the last time I saw my mom if the mission didn’t go well.

      With that in mind, I went into the kitchen and helped her with the soup, spending the next thirty minutes or so discussing the old days. When we had a break, she opened photos on her computer and reminisced.

      And when it was done, we ate our soup and I promised to come back and visit more. She had to go to work, so I hugged her and went outside, waiting for Arturo and Randi.

      From there I went to the curb and sat. I couldn’t believe how much of myself I’d forgotten. Shit, that curb I was sitting on was where I’d had my first kiss. Little Bailey, while we were pretending to go for a walk but too lazy to go very far. With her braces, and me wondering if my lips would get cut by them. It had been great, as far as first kisses go. Weird, that we had kissed for like five minutes straight without doing anything else. So not how kisses worked anymore.

      I turned to look at the window that had been mine in my teens, wondering about Linda and how she was these days. We’d used to sneak in that window together, curl up on my couch, and commence with heavy petting—over the pants—while watching movies. One time, we’d gone for under the pants stuff, then my mom had caught me and told her parents. Yeah, her dad never let her near me again.

      Of course, I also had non-sexual memories of my youth, like my old buddy Max, the boy who used to come over to play videogames. I’d come to think of him as nothing more than a videogame friend because I’d later realized we’d never done anything other than that.

      The yellow Lamborghini turned the corner and I stood, recalling how many times my buddies in tenth grade had come around that corner, me standing here just like that. They’d pick me up in a beat-up Volvo, and we’d catch a movie or head over to one of their houses to play old-school Halo while eating nachos. I missed those days, yet was so much happier with my new life. Old me never would have believed how much everything had changed.

      “Coming?” Arturo said, stepping out from behind the wheel. “This baby can fly.”

      “Literally?” I asked, going for the driver seat as he got comfortable in the back.

      “Uh, no.”

      I chuckled, glanced back at my old house, and gave it a nod. Then we were off, driving back to the mansion, and I was ready to risk my life yet again.

      “How’d it go?” Randi asked.

      “Surprisingly good,” I replied.

      “Ah, man, now you’re making me wish I could go visit my parents.”

      “Maybe you should. Where are they?”

      Arturo shook his head. “Ensenada, Mexico.”

      “Oh, damn. Someday, maybe then.”

      The drive back went by quickly, with a few near-deadly turns along windy roads in the hills of La Canada. When driving a car like that, it’s expected. Arturo mostly flirted with Randi, and despite her earlier statement, she was flirting back. Maybe toying with him was a better way of putting it.

      Back at the mansion, Jericho and the team were ready. The others were annoyed at me, it seemed, so had taken to training and briefing the new arrivals, instead of seeing me off. I thought that was bullshit but couldn’t argue with the fact that the newcomers needed to get a good sense of where they were and what was going on.

      I went to find Kinara, Jalee, and Milrae in our room, and took a deep breath before asking, “Are we ready?”

      “We are, but…” Kinara frowned at Jalee, who nudged her with a scowl.

      “The troops aren’t all on the same page,” Milrae explained.

      “Sorry, but I was almost food. Why would I want to go back?” Kinara countered.

      “To be part of something bigger than yourself,” Jalee growled.

      “Wait,” I interjected. “Nobody should have to go if they don’t want to. Of course not.”

      Kinara seemed even more annoyed by that, scowling before saying, “Well, I can’t let you go, then sit back here wondering what happened to you. The whole mission is fucked.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to find words. In part, I agreed with her. We’d gone through so much to bring Jalee’s sister back, and it was only by a miracle that we’d made it home relatively unscathed. Now we were talking about going through with less power.

      She clearly read it in my expression, because she turned to Jalee and said, “See, he’s only doing it because he feels like he has to!”

      “That’s not entirely true,” I countered. “Maybe, yeah, I feel a duty to each of you. But if it were my world under attack by those hunter things, I’d expect no less from each of you.”

      “And it sort of is,” a voice came from behind me.

      Fiare, I saw when I turned. She entered, toying with that cloth that covered her chest, so it swayed and revealed her nipples more than once. “You already have one here. The others will find a way through when they find a way, and trust me, humans will be even easier prey than us monsters. But we can stop it from happening. We, Ferris.”

      “What’s happening right now?” Milrae asked, and I glanced back to see her glaring at Jalee.

      “I think my dear sister here is trying to seduce Ferris into taking her through with us.”

      “Of course I’m fucking trying to do that!” Fiare said. “This is my issue, my problem to deal with. I want to kill every last one of those fuck-twigs, to see their blood bathe my feet. If letting this disgusting human rub his meat-stick on me, even insert it, fine. I’ll pay that price.”

      “Shit,” I muttered, stepping back, hands up. “You’ve got the wrong idea.”

      “Do I?” she protested. “Because, way I see it, each one of these ladies has given you a taste, and you’d bend over three ways to give them what they want. So, strip, fuck me raw, and let’s do this.”

      I took a step behind Kinara to hide. As hot as this dragon lady was, and as much as fucking her would have been great under most circumstances, this was not one of them.

      Milrae, to my relief, stepped up to my rescue.

      “Back the fuck up, bitch,” she said. A bit stronger than I would have preferred, but it did the job. Clearly, Milrae’s type was known back in their world, because Fiare retreated at her advance, letting the cloth fall back over her breasts.

      “He can’t summon you,” Jalee said, shaking her head as she addressed her sister. “I agree, bringing you would be great, but there’s no guarantee.”

      “Then leave me over there! I sacrifice myself, as long as—”

      “No!” Jalee stepped forward, taking her sister’s hands in hers. “Trust me, okay? We’re going to figure this out.”

      Fiare looked like she was going to bite her sister one second, then the next she looked like she was about to cry. Turning on her heels, tail whipping around and nearly hitting Jalee, she ran from the room.

      “I’ll… talk with her,” Jalee said. “We’re meeting outside?”

      “Yes, where we last saw Jericho.”

      She nodded, then headed out. Kinara and Milrae turned to me, the latter saying, “I think you handled that well.”

      “What else could I have even done?” I asked.

      “I’d have fucked her if I had a cock,” Kinara answered. “She was looking good.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Milrae said with a chuckle.

      Kinara shrugged and started for the door. “Wait, but she was kind of wrong, no? We’re not exactly going ‘back,’ or not only back, right?”

      I nodded. “From what I gathered, we have to go a circuitous route, and even once we’re in, the point is to find the hunter’s access point, and cut them off.”

      “Exciting.”

      She skipped out of there, leaving only Milrae. “Armor up, then,” she said, heading for the door. “Since we don’t have to fit in, you get to wear whatever you want. As much as it saddens me that your lovely cock won’t be flapping around.”

      I laughed. “Cool, cool. Anytime you want to see it, we can run off to some private cave or dark corner of the void, I imagine.”

      She licked her lips, blew me a kiss, then headed out while I gathered up my new armor and wrist devices.

      “And us?” Suiko said, floating out to my side.

      “Us?” I asked, then saw Basty sitting on the dresser, staring at me.

      “Since you can both sort of become one with me, I don’t see why not.”

      She nodded, floated into me, and muttered, “Great,” as Basty ran over and jumped onto my shoulder.

      It was go time.
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      I was pleased to see everyone ended up coming to see us off.

      “No goodbyes,” Ahlaksiz insisted. “See you as soon as you get back.”

      “Hopefully tonight,” Koharu said, holding her staff suggestively.

      “Agreed,” I replied. Turning to make eye contact with Fiare, who stood at the rear of the group, I added, “We’re going to take care of this. Whether it’s a job that takes a couple hours, months, or years.”

      “Fuck that,” Bloodsong said, looking pale. “If it’s taking that long, I mean, even longer than a week, I want you back here.”

      “Actually, she might be right,” Ahlaksiz agreed. “Better to regroup and re-strategize if it’s proving too difficult.”

      I nodded, but wasn’t fully committing to that. We’d see what situations presented themselves, then decide accordingly. Going to each of them, I hugged and kissed my goodbyes, high-fived Arturo, and gave Greg a fist bump. Some of the new monsters stood behind Ahlaksiz, having come to see me off, and bowed as one. They seemingly saw her as their sensei, which was kind of cool.

      Without further ado, we turned to Jericho and his team—of which he’d decided to only take two since he’d be dropping us off and returning for the others to continue his search for stones. Plus, we were traveling in daylight, so overdoing security didn’t seem necessary. His chosen members were the white-haired one named Steph, and the strange Asian one named Megha. The others would be useful in continued magic adjustments to our borders, he insisted, and might be of help in getting us back.

      He led us to an inner courtyard of the house, one we hadn’t yet explored and was out of sight. There he held up his staff, the end glowing.

      “Here’s what I’m thinking,” Jericho said, looking to us with excitement. “The Liahona is connected to Avalon, as part of its magical source, and we can leverage that to find an entry point to this monsterverse.”

      “Works for me,” Jalee said with a shrug.

      Of course, she had no idea how exciting this was—to go to Avalon was a dream come true. And wait, hadn’t the Protector talked about Arthur being real, and even residing there?

      “I like it,” I said, gesturing for him to go ahead. “Lead the way.”

      With a grin and twinkle in his eye, Jericho opened the way, creating a portal for us to step through.

      “There you are,” a voice said, and I glanced over my shoulder to see three men in suits. One was sliding down a rope, two others already on the ground with one down on a knee, the other charging at us.

      “Who—?” Steph started, then we were through, all of it becoming a blur.

      I didn’t have to wonder who it was. The STP had found us, and what I wanted to know was what would happen next. Light faded and we emerged into a land that simply felt more magical than anything I had experienced. While the trees and sunlight all appeared normal, this sensation reminded me of that magical feeling a child gets when walking through a forest lit up with little lights and glittering stars hanging from the tree branches by strings. When you’re too young to care that it might not be real magic, and even think that it could possibly be. But I knew this was a magical land. I knew magic was real, and that we were part of it.

      “STP,” I said, remembering what had just happened.

      “What?” Jericho asked.

      “Scholars of Togetherness and Progression—a group that’s hunting down the monsters,” I explained. “And now we just left them back there with our friends. It’s not good.”

      “You don’t say.” Jericho was looking at me, pissed, as if this was my fault.

      “So, we go back?” Megha asked.

      A shift of power surged through us, something that caused me to stumble, catching myself on Milrae. Whatever that was, it had done the same to the others. We shared a look of confusion, then regained our footing.

      I took a deep breath, eyeing our surroundings again, and nodded. But when Jericho lifted his staff, nothing happened.

      “I’d love to,” he said. “But we have a problem. It’s not working.”

      “No shit?”

      Jalee stepped forward, hand on my arm. “Why would it not be working? My sister’s back there! If we brought her to Earth to be caught by your B.S. STP group, I swear I’m going to go bloodlust-style on those bastards.”

      “Don’t worry,” I told her, putting an arm around her shoulder. “But…” I turned back to him. “Why wouldn’t it be working?”

      “I can think of a reason,” he said, pointing past me.

      Turning to the tree line beyond him, I noticed the man there. A suit—the one who’d been charging us! And sure enough, he had some sort of item on his wrist that he was poking at, eyeing us with hatred and worry. Past him, another was backing up, looking around and seemingly freaking out. Fucking served him right.

      “Get him,” I said, and reached out to summon my sword. It didn’t come. In fact, nobody’s magic or skills seemed to be working, as Steph had her hands held out on one side, and Jalee on the other.

      “My wings aren’t appearing,” Jalee hissed.

      “He has some sort of item that stops it all,” I said, catching on. “That’s why the portal won’t open back up.”

      “Doesn’t mean we can’t get him,” Kinara said and took off running.

      The man stood, turned, and booked it into the trees. We all charged, but halfway there, Jericho stopped, holding up his staff again. Still nothing.

      “I’d hoped that when he was far enough away, the effects of that thing would stop.”

      The others were still chasing but paused at the tree line as the trees shifted, branches moving as if to catch them. A scream sounded from within.

      “Why’s there magic working over there, but not for us?” Milrae asked.

      “Whatever he did, it was targeted,” Jericho said. “Has to be—which means it’ll wear off.”

      “Meanwhile, they’re back there attacking my sister!” Jalee shouted.

      “You don’t think she can handle herself?” Steph asked.

      “Not if her magic is canceled,” Megha said, all of them now almost back to us.

      “And your gargoyles?” Kinara asked.

      “Stone, probably,” Jericho pointed out. “So it wouldn’t matter. So, they might be the only ones there that aren’t affected.”

      “Arturo and Greg don’t rely on magic,” I pointed out. “And it’s not like everyone’s helpless without it.”

      Jalee stared at me, worry clear in her eyes, but she nodded.

      “We go back when we can,” Jericho said. “And in the meantime, find another way out of here, in case that doesn’t end up working.”

      The looks of worry from the others showed that none had considered this could be a lasting effect.

      “How exactly do we find another way?” I asked.

      “Arthur,” Jericho replied, turning to Steph.

      She nodded, head already swiveling as if expecting to see the ancient king right there.

      “It’s possible,” she said. “But then what?”

      “This land is the connecting tissue to magic in many ways,” Jericho explained. “It would make sense that we might be able to find a way out of here—though I’m not sure where it would take us.”

      “So, this place could possibly work as a gateway to the other worlds, but we’re not sure how or where it would take us to?”

      “That’s right.”

      I looked to the forest, considering the moving limbs. “And those STP agents who went in there?”

      “Let’s assume they’ll be dealt with, but stay alert,” Jericho said.

      “This Arthur guy, what’s the connection?” Kinara asked.

      Steph closed her eyes, focusing, but nothing happened. “Damn, I was hoping that would work—would’ve been awesome to have Galahad or one of the others pop up to tell you. They were his knights, long ago, and I work with them, you could say.”

      “Cool, cool. But… who’s Arthur?”

      “Gotta be the ruler of this place,” Milrae said. “You heard them call him king. King Arthur—King of Avalon. Yeah?”

      “Not exactly,” I said. “He was the king of Camelot, but some people wonder if he was real.”

      “He was,” Steph replied.

      “You’ve met him?”

      “No, but… the knights.”

      I shrugged, having no real reason to doubt it. “And he went on to Avalon at some point, yeah? Hence him being here.”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it and frowned. “I don’t have all the answers. You know who will—Arthur.”

      “Great, let’s go to him,” I said.

      Nobody moved, other than Steph’s shifting eyes.

      “You don’t know where he is, do you?” Megha asked. “Or how to find him?”

      “No.”

      “Well, this is rich,” Jalee said, hands on her hips, taking a step toward the trees, then spinning to view a lake and hills in the opposite direction. “We’re stuck here with no idea where to find the one person who can help us.”

      “And we’re standing around bickering about it instead of looking for him,” I pointed out.

      Jericho glanced at me, nodded, and started walking.

      “Why that way?” Jalee asked.

      He turned and shrugged. “Better than nothing.”

      ’We couldn’t argue that, so we started after him. This world was wild. In the way that the monster world had a way of making me uneasy, this place made me want to simply hold my arms out and float away. We walked toward the lake then worked our way around it, eyeing the sky and the way the dust lit up in ways I’d never noticed. Was it the sun, or something else that caused the bright light? Clearly, there was a sun of some sort, but maybe not ours.

      The breeze brought with it a sweet smell, similar to eucalyptus but with a hint of citrus and a scent like cherry.

      “So this is part of your world, or it was, but isn’t anymore?” Kinara asked, skipping alongside me.

      “That’s what it sounds like,” I replied.

      “I’m not sure that makes sense.”

      I laughed. “No arguing that.”

      Jalee was walking along with a scowl on her face, occasionally holding her hands up, glaring at them, then shaking her head.

      “You good?” I asked. “She’s going to be okay.”

      “This is bullshit,” Jalee spat back.

      “It was your sister’s idea. We couldn’t have known this would happen, or that the STP was so close.”

      She didn’t have a response; only more glares, more looking at her hands.

      “If they had something that could take away our abilities, why’d they wait so long to hit?” Milrae asked, glancing back to check for followers.

      “They couldn’t find us,” I replied. “Greg has an item that’s supposed to keep us off their radar.”

      “Didn’t work, for some reason,” Jericho said. “Maybe our arrival somehow canceled it out.”

      “Something happened, that’s for sure.”

      “My question really is,” Milrae continued, “what else they might have? I mean, this is serious.”

      “Hence my worry,” Jalee chimed in.

      Shit, now they were starting to get my nerves on end. I imagined Ahlaksiz or Bloodsong helpless, in handcuffs or, worse, bloody and limp on the floor. If Devasla had been there, what would she be without her abilities? Would Amabie be affected, or did this item of theirs only work on abilities related to the monster world?

      “We can’t keep walking here,” I said. “How is this going to help? We explore and hope to stumble upon him? Maybe we find some grand castle or—”

      “You have a better idea?” Megha asked. “Because I sure don’t, and I used to live here.”

      I spun on her, unsure what to say, anxiety about those back home threatening to cause me to burst. Whatever I said would come out wrong, so instead, I turned and shouted, “Arthur! ARTHUR!”

      “Yes?” a voice said.

      We all spun to see a man approaching. He was tall with long, blond hair, and was dressed in a suit. My first thought was a less buff version of Fabio, then it registered that this could indeed be King Arthur. We all glanced at each other, surprise and humor showing. That’s all it took?

      “I don’t recognize you,” the man said. “But I am King Arthur.”

      There it was.

      “You’re King Arthur?” Steph asked, stepping forward. “I am friends with Galahad and others of your knights. They’ve told me all about you.”

      “They… are still alive?” He looked doubtful.

      “No. Sorry—I’m friends with their ghosts.”

      He eyed her as if she was crazy, then nodded, slowly. “I see. And can I assume you all are acquainted with Jack, the Protector?”

      “Right!” Steph turned to Jericho. “Because he had Excalibur. Of course they know each other.”

      “Yes, we met yesterday, actually,” I said. “Sir, Mr. King.” I held out a hand, and he shook it.

      “Just Arthur, or King Arthur,” he said.

      “We have an issue,” I started, then went on to explain about all we were going through, including the two STP agents who had followed us. His brow furrowed, and he glanced back the way we’d come from as I finished the story, and Jericho explained where we were trying to go.

      “You have the Liahona, I see,” he said, nodding at Jericho’s staff.

      “That’s right, but it’s not opening the portal.”

      “That might be so, but you should be able to use it as a map of the exit points from this world.” Arthur stepped next to him and said, “If you’d allow me? See, their cancellation tool shouldn’t have affected my connection to magic, as I wasn’t there.”

      “How did you find us, anyway?” I asked.

      He smiled my way, revealing his vampire fangs. “You called. I’m very in tune with Avalon these days.”

      It was good enough for me, and it beat exploring randomly until we stumbled upon him. I glanced at Jericho, waiting to see what happened when he handed over the Liahona. But he wasn’t handing it over. He stood there, staring at the king, clearly unsure about this.

      “You don’t want to go now?” Arthur asked.

      “I do,” Jericho replied. “But I’m charged with protecting it. Handing it over to a man I just met doesn’t seem to be the best idea. Especially when that man is a vampire.”

      “The Protector told us about this,” Steph reminded him.

      “And we should trust Jack, why?”

      “He seems legit to me,” I interjected.

      “Which one?” Jericho countered. “Jack, or Arthur?”

      “Both, really. The latter because the former vouched for him.”

      “Also, my knights vouched for the whole vampire thing,” Steph noted.

      It seemed all but Jericho were ready to trust this king, even if he was a vampire. I was trying to recall what they’d said about him being a vampire if anything, and why, but the answer wasn’t coming. Something about a curse, and he’d escaped it with the Protector’s help—but where did that leave Arthur now? Regardless, we needed to move on.

      “Hand it over,” I said.

      Jericho’s eyes darted to me, and he looked like he was about to argue. Instead, he nodded and said, “King Arthur, I agree and accept your help. But first, I need to know it’s truly you and that I can trust you.”

      “If I could summon the knights here…” Steph said with a pout.

      Arthur nodded to her, then turned to the nearby water. “You’re familiar with another friend of mine, I believe. One some in your world refer to as a little mermaid?”

      “The,” Steph replied, and judging by the grin on her face, that was correct. She’d met the Little Mermaid! I was astounded. 

      “In my time, she was also known as the Lady of the Lake,” Arthur said, “Or Nivian.”

      At that name, a form appeared under the water. For a second my heart leaped, as I thought this might be Amabie by another name, but the figure that emerged was clearly not her. This was a mermaid, though certainly not one that looked like the Disney version.

      She eyed us, then Jericho without recognition. It was when her eyes landed on Steph that she smiled. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” Steph replied, then went to one knee. 

      “Stand, stand,” Nivian said, moving up toward the shore, but staying there, like a woman posing for a photographer in the lake’s shallows. “Since when did you know King Arthur?”

      Steph smiled at Arthur and replied, “We just met. Finally.”

      “Color me confused,” I admitted. 

      “Me too,” Jericho admitted. 

      Steph blushed, glancing at him before saying, “Remember how I took a little trip with the knights while you were studying?”

      “In Wales, right. I’m still pissed I didn’t get to see as many castles as you did.”

      “We can always go back. I saw how jealous you were, so didn’t want to mention that I’d had the chance to meet the Lady of the Lake. Speaking of,” she stepped back, gesturing to him, “Nivian, please allow me to introduce Jericho. And this is Megha, those back there being Ferris and his friends… um…?”

      “Please refer to me as Chirop,” Kinara said, then motioned to the others, “Thunderbird and Milkshake.” 

      “A pleasure,” Nivian said, and I went to one knee and bowed as Steph had. The actual Lady of the Lake was addressing me. What else could I do? When I stood again, she bowed her head slightly and turned to Arthur.

      “I don’t sense danger in your voice,” she said. 

      “Not immediate,” he replied. “However, there are outsiders in Avalon. Perhaps you could alert the Protector?” 

      “Consider it done.” She gave us all a wave, then dove back into the water, vanishing with a glimmer of sunlight on scales. It made me miss Amabie, even though we hadn’t been gone that long. 

      Arthur turned from Steph to Jericho, waiting.

      “Fine,” Jericho said, looking impressed. He lowered the staff, took the metal ball from its tip, and detached it. Holding it out to Arthur, he seemed to go rigid. Clearly, this wasn’t easy for him.

      “Its magic is… special.” Arthur held it in the palm of his upturned hand, watching as the light hit it and caused more light to form around it, as if in a map. “This is Avalon, and those…” He indicated bits of darkness. “Those are the portals. Access points, you could say.”

      “And how do we know which to go to?” Jalee asked.

      “This one here,” Arthur said, indicating one of the spots. “If you want to go home, that’s the way to go. The human world.”

      “How can you tell?”

      He held the Liahona up toward Jericho, and there was an aura around him with a slight orange glow, similar to the dark spot he had indicated. Next, he did the same to Kinara, and there was a red aura that matched two other spots, both farther off.

      “If we head for this one,” I said, indicating the one to our world, “then that portal there isn’t so far off. We can go, check in on those back there, then come right back through to head on.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Arthur said. “But it might not be necessary. Start in that direction while I check on something. Whatever you do, don’t enter without me. Understood?”

      He indicated the hills beyond, where a layer of fog worked its way between the slopes.

      “What do you need to do that’s so important right now?” Milrae asked.

      “Find you an answer.”

      Then he vanished, leaving us to stare at each other in confusion before starting for the hills.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      We reached the hills without any problems, then stood waiting. I needed a piss break, and when I returned, Jericho had snacks out and they’d gathered in a circle at the base of one of the hills.

      “Any luck on powers?” I asked.

      Several shakes of heads and mumbling came as an answer.

      “How much time has passed?” Jalee asked.

      “Maybe an hour, tops,” I replied. My answer had been meant to comfort her, but her expression showed the opposite was true.

      I glanced around, then pointed at the figure approaching, blond hair blowing in the wind. Arthur had returned.

      “You may rest at ease,” he said when he joined us at the hillside. “The attack was pushed back, and in fact, you now have an STP hostage, who might give up some information on the organization.”

      “What?” Jalee shot up. “And my sister?”

      “She’s the one who caught the hostage. Jack says she was quite eager to hear about you, and I assured him you were quite all right.” At our confused looks, he explained, “I’m able to communicate with the Protector, and therefore thought I’d have him check in on your friends, considering you said you’d met him yesterday.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He motioned to the hills, holding up the Liahona. “Shall we progress to the monster world portal, then?”

      I glanced at the others but nodded. “I think that would be the smart move here.”

      “Do you plan on coming to our world again?” I asked.

      Arthur considered and shook his head. “One can never predict the future, but I’m at a point where staying here might make the most sense.” He looked at each of us, then asked, “And you? What do you do out there, when not traveling through other worlds and battling these magic stealers?”

      “I… make visual novels,” I said, and laughed at the look both gave me. “It’s my thing. Don’t judge.”

      “And you?” he asked Jericho.

      “Actually, I’m sort of in training mode,” Jericho replied. “School, politics, all of that.”

      “How’s that related to training?” I asked, thinking he meant it was training for all the supernatural fighting stuff.

      He blushed, looking away. It was Steph who answered, saying, “They want to make him a senator or something. Maybe more.”

      “More than a…” It hit me what that meant. “President?!”

      Jericho shrugged. “It’s been mentioned. That’s a long ways off, however, if at all.”

      “Quite commendable,” Arthur said, nodding, impressed. “If you ever need pointers on ruling or leadership, I’d be happy to help in any way that I can.”

      Considering I was traveling with the most famous king of all time and a man who was being groomed to become president, I suddenly felt like my answer had been very inadequate.

      Our discussion on the matter stopped there, however, because we’d come across a point where the mists moved across the grass in front of us, swaying as if beckoning to enter.

      “Not much of this land remains in the mists,” Arthur said, “but certain parts have been harder to penetrate than others.”

      “I’m guessing the mists here aren’t really what they seem,” I said, watching as I moved my hand near the mist, and it followed as if trailing me.

      “Correct,” Arthur said. “Within we will find strange creatures, Shades, and remnants of dark magic. As long as we are together, you shouldn’t have to worry. I cannot, however, pass through beyond. Likewise, if you come back through at the same point, it’s not likely that I’ll be in the same spot you left me.”

      “Understood.”

      “What’re we waiting for?” Jalee said. She at least sounded more eager now and less worried.

      For my part, it was starting to finally hit me that this was the King Arthur. As in, I was traveling with King Arthur, and might be fighting at his side if anything came along to bother us.

      “Wait,” I said, turning to him. “Pardon my rudeness, but…”

      “You’re wondering if there’s any chance I’ll have a craving for blood and sink these into your flesh?” He bared his fangs, then covered them with a serious look. “Let me allay your fears. No, not a chance. The Protector helped keep that curse at bay, and now I’m only vampire in appearance, you could say. Even when I was ‘vampire,’ it was more of a curse and dealt with magic rather than any modern supernatural reasons such as the type your society likes to obsess over. Yes, I’ve seen Twilight, and no, I’m nothing like Cedric.”

      “Ah, think you have the character names mixed up there,” I said, about to correct him. Seeing Jericho’s humored glance, I waved it off. “Not that it matters. Fears allayed.”

      “Wonderful, then.” He gestured for us to follow, then took the first step into the mists.
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      The second we stepped through the mists, I understood his warning. We might have been in Avalon, but it was nothing like I expected. Oddly, Megha said, “Oooh, now this is the Avalon I came to know as home.”

      “Thought I’d never be back,” Jericho countered. At my curious glance, he added, “I met Megha in some sort of upside-down version of this place. Before restoring it and all that, and whatever remodeling Jack’s work did here.”

      “I never would have imagined everything was so interconnected,” I admitted.

      “Ah, but it always is. You just don’t see it until someone shines a light, then all the threads—”

      “Will you two shut it,” Steph hissed, and we turned to where she crouched ahead, motioning us down.

      I felt the presence of the beings before I saw them. When they became visible, it was too late. Shades, without a doubt, judging by their shadowy forms, the way they didn’t quite have solid bodies but were like moving shadows.

      Arthur was nowhere to be seen, so I crouched, advancing to sidle up next to Jalee and Milrae, while Kinara was there with Steph. I was about to consider an attack since three of them were moving toward us, when Arthur appeared behind them and held a hand through one of their bodies. The creature vanished as if struck by light. When I saw him deal with the next one, I observed what had really happened—he absorbed them.

      The third turned on him to try and attack, but I ran out, thinking I could help somehow. A shadowy hand reached for me, but Arthur reached it first, leaping between us. When it was gone, he turned and said, “Without magic, that wouldn’t have ended favorably for you.”

      I gulped, nodded, then muttered, “Thanks.”

      He continued to lead the way, but in silence and with more caution this time. The land curved around large rocks, and at one point I looked up to see a large statue, the type that might have once belonged in an ancient temple. With the heavy mist, all I could make out were the legs and ass of the thing.

      With my attention up there, I almost didn’t see the river until one leg was over it. My arms windmilled as Arthur said from nearby, “Careful, there’s a river.”

      I wanted to say, “No shit!” but was too focused on not falling in. To my relief, Kinara was there, pulling me away from the edge.

      Her eyes focused on mine in a way that seemed to say, “Focus,” then she kissed me briefly before leading me along, hand in hand. Jalee and Milrae walked behind us, but there was something else scurrying beyond. The first time I heard it, I spun and scanned the area, but could barely see Milrae’s tail, let alone anything past that.

      No more sound came while we stood still, but within a minute of us starting to walk again, it came loud—this time from my right. I dropped to one knee. Hand out to call upon my sword, I cursed softly when it didn’t come.

      “Most of the monsters left these parts,” Arthur said, walking back to join me. “What remains are creatures that act out of primal instinct, not evil. Still, that won’t stop them from trying to chew on your bones.”

      “Very comforting,” I replied.

      “I wasn’t trying to comfort you, only to let you know that we’re in their territory, and if taking a life can be avoided, it’s preferable.”

      “Sure, yeah…” Not that I had any tools with which to take lives, anyway.

      The scurrying kept coming, but so far nothing was attacking. Even if Suiko and Basty weren’t able to help, their presence gave me comfort. We kept on, soon moving through an area that reminded me of the Huntington Gardens back home, full of tall grass, streams, and flowers in full bloom. We were surrounded by trees blooming with flowers that were red with purple centers, others in a patch of pure white.

      “We always talked of visiting Japan someday,” Jericho said. “I guess this is as close as we’ll get any time soon.”

      “You should go,” Kinara replied.

      Milrae nodded enthusiastically. “It’s amazing.”

      “Oh, you went?” he asked.

      “Actually, yeah.” I grinned, hating how much this felt like bragging, but loving that it was true. “We pretty much just got back. Hit up Mt. Fuji, some onsen…” My thoughts were naturally lost at that point, a shiver running through my body at the way I’d taken Ahlaksiz while Koharu watched, then how Suiko had experienced it. What memories!

      “Dude, Fuji-san!” Jericho laughed, shaking his head. “The levels of jealousy running through me are insane.”

      “Did you get to go to Hokkaido?” Steph asked. “That place and Okinawa are on my wish lists in terms of places I want to visit.”

      I shook my head. “Honestly, it was ‘work’ related. Although, we somehow managed to squeeze in a morning at Tokyo Disney.”

      “Shut up!” She clung to Jericho, pulling him down to her eye level. “Hear that, they went to Tokyo Disney! We’re going—this year. Understand?”

      “Yes, of course.” He looked relieved when she released him.

      She did a little skip, earning her a humored glance from Arthur. When she noticed, she stopped, then said, “Ever been?”

      “To Japan?” he asked and shook his head. “In my day, the world was a different place. I spent most of my life here, in Avalon.”

      “I see…” She glanced around. “’But it’s not like that’s something to complain about.”

      “No,” he admitted. “Though things were dark for a while.”

      She was lost in thought, while I turned back to my ladies and shared smiles, likely all of us remembering our trip to Japan.

      “My only regret,” I said, “is that I’d love to have spent more time. Maybe hit up that Ghibli theme park, or Mario land.”

      “You don’t go to Japan for the theme parks,” Jericho said with a laugh. “For me, it’s all about Kinkaku-ji, the Nikko temples, and—”

      “We did that one,” Jalee cut him off. “Nikko. But what’s Kinkaku-ji?”

      “A golden temple in Kyoto,” he explained, and I grinned at the thought.

      “Question,” Megha said, “are all of you human men into this place?”

      I considered. “Maybe just the nerdy ones?”

      “Nerdy?” Jericho shook his head. “Nah, the cultured. It’s an important part of our world, places an important part of Earth’s history, too. Idea—maybe we should all go someday when things calm down?”

      “I’m so in,” I replied.

      “Oh, back at the mansion we have a couple friends who lived there,” Milrae said, referring to Yuki and Greg. “They could help plan the trip, maybe even go—assuming STP is out of the picture.”

      “They will be,” I assured her.

      Another scurrying sounded, and I realized I’d completely forgotten about any danger. To my surprise, something leaped out of the tall grass. A small, lizard-like creature. Arthur caught it, tossed it into a stream, and gave us a shrug. Thing is, he’d been at least twenty feet ahead when that happened.

      “How’d you move like that?” I asked.

      “Ah.” He moved his hands as if showing off a creation, then burst into shadow and appeared on the opposite side of me. “Vampire. Shadow magic is one of my talents.”

      I nodded, impressed, and we kept following him.

      “This is bullshit,” Jalee whispered into my ear, indicating Arthur as he scoured our surroundings for signs of more possible attackers. “He gets to show off his skills while we walk around like helpless babes.”

      “You still have those talon-like fingernails,” I countered. “You’re not helpless.”

      She frowned my way and kept on.

      “What is it you want?” a voice whispered in my ear.

      I spun, confused to see nobody there. My team was ahead, and for a second I thought it might have been Suiko or Basty. Instead, a figure appeared, and I recognized her from somewhere.

      As quickly as she appeared, she was gone. We kept watching, me with my attention on our surroundings, hoping to see the figure again. Passing over a green knoll and pausing while Arthur again checked the Liahona, I thought I caught a glimpse of her on a swirl of dust, then she was gone again.

      Megha glanced my way with a raised eyebrow, and I gave her a smile as if everything was normal. We kept moving, and I found myself walking closer to the others, in case there was trouble.

      “You sense something?” Kinara asked.

      “Maybe,” I replied. “Stay alert.”

      She clicked her tongue, eyes darting about. “Always.”

      Jericho and Megha were walking up closer to Arthur, and I overheard Jericho asking him about the old days, Arthur explaining that he’d had some others with him who were vampires for a while. The king’s voice trailed off, then, leaving the conversation in awkward silence for a bit.

      “To be clear, you live here now?” Megha asked.

      Arthur glanced back at her, took a breath, and said to me, “Live is an interesting word choice. Like that being that resides in you, life for me is fleeting.”

      “Suiko?” I said.

      “That’s right.”

      “Can you hear me?” I muttered, hoping Suiko hadn’t left or been banished when the tech hit us.

      “I’m here,” she replied. “But seem to be trapped.”

      “Not good,” came another voice, and I reached up to check on Basty, who seemed to also be stuck in his form. Whether that had to do with this world or with the STP attack, I wasn’t sure.

      “Alone?” Megha asked, putting the focus back on Arthur.

      “Let’s just say that’s complicated,” he said.

      Again, that silence.

      But this time it was interrupted by Jericho abruptly turning to look behind him.

      “You heard her?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Someone, yes.”

      “That would be Queen Ma’ab,” Arthur explained. “Maleficent is another name she goes by. And if she’s here, I’d have to ask her to stop playing with you and reveal herself.”

      As if in response, a winding mist appeared, and when it was gone, she was there. Tall, and based on the way she held herself and with those wings, this had to be Maleficent. She turned to eye me with confusion, but met turned to motion to another figure who had just materialized behind her—the Protector!

      “Fancy finding you here,” the Protector said, wrapping Maleficent’s arm in his, and taking in their surroundings. “This doesn’t appear to be a part of Avalon I’m familiar with.”

      “No, we wouldn’t have had reason to come here,” Arthur admitted. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your arrival?”

      “The others asked me to check on them.” The Protector turned our way. “It seems they’ve managed to hold off the STP for now, and I’ve agreed to take residence in the compound, at least until your return. Rest assured, we have our best on it.”

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      “Actually, this is good timing,” Arthur said. “Jericho and his team have to be returning, and you can act as their guide, ensure they reach their destination without incident.”

      “Gladly,” the Protector replied.

      “Don’t we need the Liahona as a map?” Jalee countered.

      “Ah, but not anymore,” Arthur said, gesturing to the other side of the hill beyond him. You see, we have arrived.”

      Stepping up next to him, I saw the crater filled with unnatural darkness that moved within and had a slight red glow. Spooky as hell—literally, as it reminded me of hell.

      “You’re sure this is right?” I asked Arthur.

      “The Liahona guided you here, not me,” he replied.

      It was actually him, with the Liahona. But I didn’t need to point that out. Considering who he was and his connection to this place, I needed to trust his interpretation of the Liahona’s magic.

      “That story you keep dodging?” Jericho asked Arthur. “No summarized version before we all go our separate ways?”

      “If you ever want to hear me rambling about my past, come back and spend some time with me at the lake,” Arthur said. “Maybe when less is at stake, and you’ve dealt with this STP group I keep hearing mentioned.”

      “I look forward to that day,” I said, and Jericho mirrored my response. He accepted the Liahona, bowed, then his group said their farewells to us.

      “See you back at the compound,” I said, giving him a nod. They turned and were gone with a step.

      “Ready?” Arthur asked. “I won’t be able to help you from here.”

      I eyed Kinara, Jalee, and Milrae, then put a hand to Basty. We were ready, and as he gestured for us to go, I took the first step that led into the dark portal.
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      Everything felt wrong. While we had entered a land of stone and darkness much like the monsterverse, even I knew it was off. Even more so, when a flash of light appeared next to us and several figures came crashing down, landing in a heap at our feet.

      “Jay?” Kinara asked.

      I stepped forward to help them up and saw she was right. Jericho.

      “It might have been the effects of that item, the one the STP agent used,” I said.

      “Or another,” the Protector said, brushing himself off. “When we were leaving, I sensed something. Like a magnetic pull.”

      “And if they used it on you, they might have used the same on us,” Jalee said.

      “This isn’t our world,” Milrae added, licking her lips as her eyes darted about.

      “No?” Jericho asked.

      I shook my head, then looked at him with confusion. “Where then?”

      “Wherever that STP agent wanted you, and us, to end up, would be my bet,” the Protector said.

      Now that they were all standing, I saw that Jericho had Steph and Megha still, but the Protector was all alone.

      “Where’s Maleficent?” Kinara asked, eyes darting around.

      “That’s the second question,” the Protector said, also searching. “My guess is, same reason Arthur didn’t get pulled in. She’s of that world, Avalon, and the item that STP agent used wouldn’t have affected them.”

      “Can you make a portal and get us out of here?” Jericho asked. He held up his staff, the Liahona back on it. After a second of focusing on it, he said, “Because I sure can’t.”

      The Protector frowned, shaking his head. “I’m no witch.”

      “Witches make the portals, then?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Generally. There are other ways, such as those sun disks you unfortunately lost.”

      “Lost is a strong word choice,” Kinara argued. “Allowed a powerful being to take so that he might be able to close off the portal to the monster world and avoid an invasion into Earth? Better.”

      “Thank you.” I pulled her close.

      “Something pulled us here,” Megha said, voice hushed, mysterious. “I felt its presence. Whether it was the STP agents or something else, we’re here now and don’t yet have a way out. Might as well try to find out why we’re here.”

      “And hope this block on our abilities fades away sooner than later,” I added, trying to summon my hunter blade. Still no luck.

      “Agreed,” Suiko said to me. “Getting a bit stir crazy locked up inside you like this.”

      “Imagine how it is for Basty,” I thought to her and gave the little guy a pat.

      “Where do we even start?” the Protector asked. “I mean, this feels like some Isekai fun, but in the stories, there would be a creature or something that comes along and lets us know what the issue in the world is, and how to fix it.”

      “Except, here we know the issue,” I said. “Otherworldly beings using some sort of portal to enter the monster world, and we need to stop them.”

      “But…” Jericho scrunched up his face in consideration. “Why would STP send us to the exact world we’re going after?”

      “Unless they didn’t know,” I offered. “As in, they thought they were delivering us to the enemy.”

      Jalee grunted from my side, then at my look, said, “That would mean we’ve either been sent into an ambush, or they missed their mark.”

      I braced myself, glad for the allies we had with us, even if I felt rather exposed and naked without my powers. Considering how limited mine were in comparison to Jericho’s, I had to wonder how he was holding up.

      “Let’s move,” Kinara offered. “If there’s an ambush, we don’t want to be hanging around waiting while they start to realize where we are and come at us.”

      “Smart thinking,” I admitted and motioned to a rocky cliff to our left. Better to find coverage and be ready, than be out in the open. We had no idea if this was an ambush, or if some little half-mouse humanoid was about to run up and tell us some princess was in danger, but what we knew for sure was that we were still handicapped and in a strange world.

      To my relief, no attackers showed up in those first few minutes of walking. Not even a sign of them in the dark sky. I half-expected an explosion to hit at the point where we’d been standing, but when we reached the top of a hill and looked back, it was all calm. From here I could see we’d come through to a crater in the middle of a vast field, with jagged rocks beyond it. They wouldn’t have been visible from the point we were standing before, but now that we could make them out in the dim light, I was glad we didn’t go that route. Odd lights appeared in the distance as if hovering in the sky. Or maybe they’d been there all along, and I’d only just noticed them?

      “Cities?” I asked, indicating them.

      “Hard to tell,” Jalee replied.

      We all stared for a bit, likely trying to figure it out. Some of the lights moved, others stayed in place. They were all too faint to get a good idea of what we were looking at, and it was otherwise so dark that we couldn’t see any outlines of buildings or anything of the sort.

      “It’s possible Arthur was simply wrong about where we were going,” Megha posited.

      “Fuck, that would be a big mistake,” Milrae replied, then laughed. “I mean, would that mean we’re completely stuck here?”

      The Protector glanced at us and shook his head. “Nah. They’ll find a way to get to us if we can’t get to them. That or Mr. Liahona here will come up with an answer.”

      Jericho scoffed, then said, “You know, there was a time when we couldn’t get magic to work, and it had to do with runes that were blocking our magic. It’s possible their device used something similar.”

      “And how does that help us?” Steph asked.

      He pursed his lips, shrugging. “Not sure yet, but it might.”

      Another moment of silence followed, and we were walking again, this time toward one of the lights that looked less distant than the others.

      A jagged rock caught my foot and I nearly stumbled, then requested a bathroom break. Others had to go, too, so we headed over to the nearest part of the cliff and found a decline, where we each took turns. My mouth was parched in the dryness of this place, so I was extra glad we’d brought supplies. Still, knowing we weren’t sure how long it had to last, I only took a small sip of water.

      “Have mine,” Kinara said, urging me to drink more. “My kind can go days without craving water.”

      “Even if that’s true, you should have some,” I protested. “And if not, I’d prefer to save it for when it’s necessary.”

      She leaned in, kissed me, and said, “Ah, that should hold me over.”

      We started on our journey again, all relieved and somewhat more energized.

      “I feel so naked without my team,” the Protector admitted.

      “They’re probably out there right now, trying to get to you,” Steph said, reassuringly.

      “What worries me,” Jalee said to me, voice hushed, “is what all this means for the others back home. If we were able to be pulled here by STP, could they have managed some trick back home as well?”

      “STP is more than we anticipated,” I replied. “But your sister, the others, they’re strong. They can defend themselves.”

      But even as I said it, I had to wonder. Devasla would no doubt be trying to find us, tearing through the monster world in the process. Likewise, Amabie would probably start a search on Earth, using her water portals, and there were those with the Protector who had a strong network of information.

      The true question, then, came down to whether they would find out we weren’t where we were supposed to be. To most of them, the answer was home, with them. We certainly weren’t there. But even those who knew where we’d gone, and that would likely spread soon, wouldn’t have any way of knowing we were here. Wherever here was.

      I glanced over at the Protector while we walked, hating what I saw in his eyes—fear. This guy was supposed to be some amazing badass, and he was afraid! Fuck, what did that say for me and mine? Instead of worrying, however, I decided it was best to engage, try and keep him calm.

      “Tell me about this war you won,” I said, moving to walk closer to him. “I hear it was epic.”

      His eyes met mine, and a glimmer of excitement showed. “Man, you wouldn’t believe it.”

      “Try me.”

      “We went up against Ra himself. Ra, Morganna… others, too. It was insane.”

      “Oh, yeah, we had to use the Eye of Ra, that’s how we met—” I turned to indicate Koharu, only then remembering that she wasn’t with us.

      “It’s weird,” he said, realizing what had happened. “Since meeting the myths, I don’t know if I’ve been alone. Like, at all.”

      “You’re still not,” I pointed out.

      “True.”

      We walked in silence for a bit, before he turned back to me and asked, “The Eye—it’s safe?”

      “Oh, yeah. A group of monkey people—”

      He held up a hand, cutting me off. “Wait, better not to know. That way I’m not tempted.”

      “Would you be?” I scoffed. “You?”

      “I might be the Protector,” he replied, “but in some ways that makes it even more dangerous. Power begets more cravings for power, and power like that can be too much for any of us to handle.”

      “If movies have taught us anything, it’s what you just said,” I replied with a chuckle, and noticed Jericho grinning our way. He had to be the youngest of all of us, I realized. He was barely out of high school, by the look of him, with his Marty McFly look from Back to the Future.

      The light ahead flickered, then moved. Not much, but shifted, and we all knelt as if it were an eye looking in our direction. When nothing else happened, we shared humored, worried looks, and continued. Now, however, we were moving with caution, ready. For one, because after the shift in the light we were able to see outlines of shapes ahead. While they were hard to make out at first, we soon came upon an upside-down pyramid, one wedged between two mountains that rose beyond. From up there, glittering lights told us we’d stumbled upon a city.

      “There,” Steph said, and she indicated a corner of the wall nearest us. Walking along it were two figures in hoods, faces unseen.

      Before we could duck out of sight, one saw us and sent a purple ball of light our way. As it came, a wave of energy washed over us. Awareness came over me, and with a click of my tongue, I knew our powers were back. That was confirmed when I held out my hand and the sword appeared, while watching Jericho perform a spell that sent an ice wall up in the purple blast’s path. A split second later another attack came our way as the ice wall exploded, but Steph had sent a counter spell—a blast of flame so the two energies met in a small explosion.

      Jalee rose next, grinning as electricity sparked blue around her and formed her wings. Her blast hit the point of the pyramid, causing ear-splitting alarms to ring out.

      I backed up, Basty zipping around me, ready, Suiko emerging like a wraith of terror, prepared to enact her revenge for being trapped.

      As the alarm cut off, more lights moved our way and shadowy figures in robes lined the horizon.

      “Now we have their attention,” Milrae said with a grunt.
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      I motioned for a retreat, but Megha was already charging over, leaping to the wall. Steph sent another attack as bright lights shone out from the base of the pyramid, nearly blinding us. What I managed to see was Megha jumping down onto one of those figures, and sliding her fingers into its head as I’d seen her do with the monster when attacking our house. Next, she made it turn to attack the other one. Three purple blasts of light caused the second to fall, and her to be thrown from the first as it collapsed.

      What looked like ships were in the air, flying our way. Megha was up and sprinting back along the wall. At that moment, our job was to provide cover fire.

      “Attack the ships and the light!” I shouted, glad to see that Jalee was already on it, blasting the nearest light with all she had.

      It shut off with an explosion of sparks, while two craft crashed, one rolling across the ground and hitting at a point that sent it toppling over to land within sight. It was a spaceship, dark, with angles as if the whole thing were an experiment with blown glass.

      My throat was suddenly dry; given the chance I would have drunk all the water we had left. I took a step toward the vessel, hand moving on its own as if it wanted to reach out and touch the thing. We had seen much, but coming across a spaceship, and knowing there were many more here… it was almost too much for me to comprehend. But hadn’t the hunters used advanced technology? With their guns and the strange craft they rode, this was easily the next logical step. After all, Fiare had assured us they weren’t of her world. And if there were multiple worlds, why not at least one that was more technologically advanced than our own?

      Still, the implications were terrifying. They had turned the monster world into their private hunting grounds. What then would they do if they managed to find bring more to Earth, to even open a gateway?

      “We need to get out of here before more of those things arrive,” I said, and the others seemed to be in strong agreement. We might have managed against the small numbers we’d taken down, but this place was clearly capable of so much more.

      Jericho was already walking back, moving his hand as he chanted, soft golden light falling over all of us like particles. A tingling, refreshing sensation came over me, and my strength surged.

      “Boosts, wards, anything you can do to prepare us,” he said, glancing around.

      My team had no response to that, but Steph knelt and touched a rock, sending a gleaming red glow into it that was replicated to others. The glow faded, and she grinned at my curious glance.

      “Like a trap,” she said.

      “More like landmines,” Jericho explained. “Or claymores. They’ll blow if the enemy comes this way.”

      “Intense,” I said, grateful to have them with us.

      The Protector held out Excalibur, and said, “As much as I appreciate what we’re doing here, mind getting us out? If the Liahona is working and all.”

      Jericho glanced at his staff, then the Protector. “I’ll send you, and any others that would go. But I worry if we go now, they’ll find a way to follow. There’s a magical aura here, one I don’t fully understand—maybe not magic, even. But something. We need to learn more.”

      “Understood.” The Protector considered, nodding. “I’ll go, gather my team. If we can find our way back to you, we’ll come with reinforcements. A little help in ensuring I can find my way back would be appreciated.”.”

      No more to be said, Jericho held his staff close, hand on the ball at the top, and chanted. A purple circle formed around the Protector, and the man was gone.

      The rest of us stared at that spot for a heartbeat, each likely wishing we could leave this place but knowing Jericho was right, that we couldn’t. Everything Fiare had mentioned was tied to this world, without a doubt. And if there was a chance the enemy could follow us through, going now would be the worst possible choice.

      “Quickly,” Jalee said, and she was motioning us back to the cliffs. I agreed, and we joined them to fall back and consider our options. We reached the darkness of the cliff without trouble, then regrouped.

      “I’m going to miss having him around to help,” Jericho said with a glance over his shoulder, clearly referring to the Protector.

      “Still, if they manage to return, the larger group might be key,” Steph said.

      The shrill alarm sounded again, and it was clear we were only in a temporary calm between waves of the storm.

      “When I had my hands in that being’s mind, I saw things,” Megha said.

      We all turned to her, waiting, until Jericho finally asked, “Such as?”

      “This place, it’s like some other dimension.” Megha knelt, hand moving through the dirt, then stood, letting it sift through her fingers. “I saw the past, the future… saw those things attacking people like us but wearing armor.”

      “Like knights?” Steph asked.

      Megha shook her head. “Like… space knights. Men and women who had magic, and they called these things Nihilists. What’s more, I saw through this one’s mind, that he’s been to your world.” She turned to Kinara and the other monster ladies. “Been to your world and is back to report on a loss. That was one of the hunters.”

      I blinked, confused, but saw Jalee nodding enthusiastically.

      “This makes sense to you?” I asked.

      Jalee shrugged. “Of course. They came from some other world with tech we couldn’t, at the time, begin to understand. We followed the Liahona thing, so it makes sense it would bring us to a connecting factor.”

      “Sure.” I ran a hand through my hair, then turned to Jericho. “We need to get inside. Find out what these creatures are, and what they know.”

      “What about these people you saw?” he asked Megha. “They looked like us, only in this space armor?”

      “Pretty much, yes,” she replied. “Although, some had odd skin colors, even horns.”

      “So could be a mixture of humans and monsters out there fighting.” His gaze met mine, and he arched his brows. “Badass.”

      I chuckled but looked nervously back the way we’d come. “Agreed, but one step at a time. Would be cool to meet up with this other group, join them or whatever—but right now we have to deal with the issue at hand.”

      Jericho nodded.

      “One other problem,” Megha said. “When I was in his head, I felt something turn to look at us. Meaning, I think something or someone much more powerful than these is coming.”

      My first thought went to the queen we had briefly met in the monster world. But we weren’t in the monster world. Still, as far as we knew there was a connection they were using. Could she possibly be here? And if so, why?

      I stood, looking back at the wall and what we could see of the mountains rising behind it. “Let’s hurry.”

      “We find this thing, get you on to uncover the path the hunters are using, and see if we can end it, then we have to get back,” Jericho said.

      That was the plan, and it was time to put it into action.
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      Not one of us knew what we were doing, only what had to be done. We ran along the cliff, more than once glancing back at the explosions that signaled enemy moving among the traps and wards set by Jericho and Steph.

      Suiko moved like a living wind at my side, relishing in her freedom. First with that metal ball they’d trapped her in before, then being unable to leave my body, I could understand her position.

      We had to get around to find another way into the upside-down pyramid, or to whatever was beyond it. Part of my mind was reeling with everything going on. Me, a fucking Dorito-loving, whiskey-drinking visual novel guy, running around on what I could only think of as an alien planet. Me, here, trying to find a way to sneak into an alien compound—to the extent that we were going up against blasters and spaceships. Shit, if only there were a princess to save and a secret message from R2D2. Okay, it wasn’t quite Star Wars, and I certainly wasn’t about to take down the Death Star, but I certainly felt as badass as Luke.

      Running along, I clicked my tongue to be fully aware of my surroundings and noted several creatures scurrying out of our way. None seemed hostile, at least, but seeing as Basty and Kinara were both hungry and hadn’t been enjoying the other supplies, they took a short excursion to do their hunting.

      Both caught up to us with creatures dangling from their mouths, though Kinara had an extra in her hand.

      “Anyone hungry?” she asked.

      The creature reminded me of a squirrel but with six little dragonfly-style wings.

      “No, thanks,” I said, trying not to cringe.

      To my surprise, Megha shrugged and said, “I’ll try it if you say it’s good.”

      “Not really,” Kinara admitted. “But it does the job.”

      Megha grinned, shaking her head. “If you find something here you love, hook me up.”

      “Deal.”

      We proceeded to the edge of the cliff closest to the pyramid and froze. An opening was letting ships fly out, but inside there were more vessels and cloaked figures. It was a second, smaller opening that really had my attention. From there, smaller craft, like hoverbikes, were emerging with beings that were like lesser versions of the hunters.

      “There,” I said, indicating the spot, and making sure to click my tongue again, in case there was any chance of getting caught off guard.

      “I see it,” Jericho replied, and nodded. “Agreed.”

      “I can fly us over,” Jalee said.

      “We need to get in with minimal attention our way,” Steph replied. “Better not to be seen.”

      “You have a better option?”

      “Chirop can glide us over,” Milrae noted. “Since she doesn’t glow and flicker when flying, she shouldn’t draw too much attention.”

      “And I might be able to help in that regard,” Megha said, hands out with a slight glow. As she moved them, Steph and Jericho took up positions around her, to block the light from being seen, I imagined. A beat later, she had summoned a strange, flying beast seemingly from another world. The creature reminded me of a caterpillar with the face of a mutated owl, massive wings in two sets on its sides. And of course, she had her hands buried into its semi-transparent head.

      “Should be able to hold the rest of us,” Megha said.

      I nodded in approval and went to Kinara. “I’ll stick with my gal.”

      She kissed me on the cheek, but said, “Foolish choice, riding that thing would’ve been epic.”

      “Eh.”

      We crouched low, waiting until those hoverbikes were out of the way, then went for it. I let Kinara grab me from behind, and we shot out, flying over the gap between the cliff and the opening. The others flew close by; I glanced over and could see Milrae standing with skeletal wings spread, looking like she was surfing on that strange flying beast.

      “Trouble,” Kinara muttered.

      I looked back to see that the doors were closing. At our current trajectory, we weren’t going to make it. Then strange, glowing runes appeared floating in the air near the door. They moved toward the door, creating vibrating energy and keeping the doors open. Jericho stood behind Megha, holding onto her with one hand, his staff raised with the other. Clearly, these were more of his runes, his magic.

      Kinara and I went gliding in first, with no sign of those who had ridden out, luckily. But as the others came in behind us, the glow from them lit up the face of a female local. She stared at us in horror with purple eyes the size of baseballs, her armor like those who had ridden out—minimal but resembling the hunters. Some sort of lower warriors, or maybe slaves, I imagined.

      I summoned my sword, and demanded, “Who are you?”

      No sooner had the words left my lips than Milrae was past me, slamming a fist into one of those eyes. The impact was enough to cause a splatter and crunch, then a thud as the body hit the ground.

      “Shit,” I said, turning away as she shook the gook from her fist. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Wrong,” she countered.

      Jalee stepped up next to her, kicking the body. “I have to agree with Milkshake. This is enemy territory, buddy. No room for doubt here.”

      “Buddy?” I turned in protest to Suiko, but even she took their side.

      “Can’t help you,” Suiko said. “Shogunai.”

      “Oooh, I know that one!” Steph said, grinning. “Means something like, ‘It can’t be helped,’ yeah?”

      “That’s right.”

      I shook my head, giving that corpse one last look of pity, then said, “Fine, but wouldn’t it help to try and question them at least?”

      “Maybe,” Jericho chimed in. “And I have a transmutation power that helps with that, if necessary.”

      “Like magic that works as a language translator?” I asked.

      “It does a bit more than that, but yes.”

      “Great. If we get another chance, let’s at least try my way before breaking their heads open.”

      They mumbled agreement, and I turned to assess our situation. We were in a small room, one with more hoverbikes lining the wall, and two passages leading off from the far end of the room. It had walls like metal crocodile skin, and three screens with buttons and switches near them.

      I was about to suggest we check out the screens when two more of the baseball-eyed creatures entered.

      “Get us one,” I said, but they instantly shot back, one slamming a section of the wall so that metal walls swung shut between us.

      Milrae was there in a quick dash, shoving her fist into the wall so it dented inward but did no good. Alarms blared, and I cursed, turning to look for options. The screens were lit up, and I had a thought.

      “Can you shut this place down?” I asked Jalee.

      “I can certainly try.”

      “Wait!” Jericho protested, but she was already at the screens, sending blasts of lightning into them. It worked, at least in terms of the alarms shutting off. It also left us in complete darkness, other than from my sword and Jericho’s, which both sent a warm glow through the room. Then, after a moment, one last blast of sparks from the equipment.

      “You said something?” Jalee asked him.

      He grunted, pointing at the equipment with his sword. “I think we could’ve used that, but… not worth mentioning now. Instead…” He walked up to the closed wall, placed a hand against it, and whispered his magic. It mutated, taking a different shape so a whole corner lifted.

      A blast shot our way through the opening, but Jalee countered the shot with lightning. We all stood there until it stopped, and we heard a thud. One down at least, maybe that meant the other could be used for questioning.

      “Suiko,” I muttered.

      “On it,” she replied and went through, Basty slipping through the opening as well, while I stood there and held up a hand to tell the others to wait. A scream sounded, then Suiko pulled at me without words, so I ducked down and slid through the opening. There she was, in terrifying ghost form, with Basty there as a dark nightmare at her side.

      The local was scrambling back, already up against the wall, pissing and shitting himself.

      “Overkill,” I said, disgusted, and held up my sword, demanding, “Where are we?”

      The local couldn’t take his eyes away from the horrifying sights, so I said, “Suiko, Basty, mind checking the hall ahead to ensure we’re safe?”

      Without protest, they went, while the others joined me. The local let out a whimper, then slowly turned his bulbous eyes to take us in.

      “Where are we?” Jericho repeated my question, but the response that came wasn’t in any language I could understand. It was guttural, mixed with panic.

      Jericho nodded, then turned to me and said, “He calls the world Niristal. And can’t understand where we came from.”

      Megha stepped past us and slid a hand into the man’s brain, causing him to stare in horror, then drool and look like he was a vegetable. When she stepped back, he went unconscious.

      “I got more,” she said with a wink at Jericho.

      “It’s not a contest,” he replied.

      “But if it were, I’d have just won. Niristal, yes, and he’s a slave to the people they call Nirists. Those are the ones in robes, but there are others who are a social class above them. I didn’t get any visions of them but imagine they’re either the hunters or that queen you mentioned, or both, fall into this category.”

      “You got all that from sliding your hand into his brain?” I asked, impressed and grossed out.

      Megha shrugged. “That, and more—the item we’re after, for example. It’s not in this building, but I know where it is and how to get there. There’s an underground passage. It’s guarded, but of course, we wouldn’t have expected less.”

      “Down, you say?” Jericho asked, then knelt and placed a hand on the floor. As we watched, the metal shifted, stone and other elements moving as well, forming an opening and stairs. The metal that moved formed a protective shell, so that even as it might have opened us up to problems on other floors, it protected us as well. Shouts sounded, the clanging of weapons and shots fired telling us the enemy was trying to breakthrough.

      “That won’t hold long,” Steph said, already following Jericho down. “Best hurry.”

      My team and I shared a look, impressed, then quickly moved to follow them down.
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      It wasn’t until the third floor down—by my guess—that a section of the metal wall gave way to the attackers. They piled in from above, but even as we ran and shot back attacks at them, sections of the walls below started to give way.

      Jericho paused to reinforce one section of the wall, then faltered, Megha catching him. Apparently, the magic use took its toll.

      Steph told us to move aside, then turned and thrust out her hands so a wave of fire moved up the stairs. Enemies screamed, their fiery glow giving the whole stairwell a creepy glimmer. Next, her knights appeared, darting down the rest of the way to ensure we were clear ahead. Suiko and Basty sent other would-be attackers screaming as holes broke, while the rest of us worked to stay alive and reach the bottom.

      We hit the ground floor to find the knights in battle against a rolling turret. Only one remained, now on its back and slamming his sword into the top. Jalee helped him out, short-circuiting the bot, and we ran past it as it fell to one side, letting loose a barrage of bullets on anyone following.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to Steph.

      “The knights?” she shook her head. “They’ll be fine.”

      “Glad to hear it.” We came to a section that dipped down into the opening of what might have been a tunnel for a train, though it lacked tracks. Instead, it had round white circles and a gleaming yellow line of light that connected them all. Around it was dirt and stone, and standing at the entrance was a figure I recognized—the queen.

      She faced us, her white mask fixed, green light there as before. When Jalee attempted a blast, it simply went past her and hit one of the white loops, sparking.

      “You’re not really here,” I said, stepping toward her.

      “Not in the exact spot you see me, no,” she replied, her voice sounding tinny through whatever means she was using to project herself. “On this planet, however? I am. It seems my boys succeeded in their mission, at least in part.”

      “And the part they didn’t succeed at?” Jericho asked.

      “Shall be dealt with shortly.”

      “Don’t waste time with her,” Steph said, already moving past, investigating the loops. “Megha, when you were in that thing’s head, did you see how this thing works?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Megha replied.

      “Ahem,” the queen said. “Maybe you can tell me what business a human of Earth has among the monsters? On their own world, no less.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “It won’t do you any good.”

      “Still.”

      “Listen, your Highness,” I said, with a hint of sarcasm, “these are my friends. These are my friends, and we’re here to tell you to leave them alone.”

      She stood still, quiet until finally asking, “And if I were to ask you whether Earth is planning a move into their world? I must warn you, it’s our territory. We don’t need to go to war over that planet, but we will.”

      I had to wonder if someone on Earth was aware of all this otherworldly shit, and if so, who? Then again, we knew STP was somewhat involved, and if they’d sent us here, at least some were in league with her. Or maybe playing her both ways?

      “As far as I know, that’s not a concern,” I explained, deciding to take a stance. “Plus, I gotta warn you, Earth is off-limits. If you come after us, we’ll have an issue.”

      Despite the white mask, I sensed amusement from her.

      “She’s stalling,” Suiko said at my side, and I had no doubt she was right. Bracing, I half-expected to find the attack hitting us right there, but it seemed they hadn’t caught up yet.

      The queen might have been expecting it, too, because she suddenly grunted in annoyance and vanished.

      “If we go this way, they’ll know we’re coming,” Jericho noted.

      “True, but do we have any other options?” I asked.

      “It’s here or above ground. Either way, they know where we’re going, but up there they have all that firepower.”

      “He’s right, and those ships are out there, waiting,” Suiko said.

      Kinara clicked her tongue and winced. “More coming our way ahead.”

      I followed suit, sensing at least ten of them. Steph sent a fire blast before calling on her knights. A second later Jericho was moving forward with a massive claw of ice shooting out to attack those we couldn’t see, and we followed. Honestly, I felt a bit inadequate compared to him and his magic, but knew I’d get there eventually. I was already improving and leveling up, after all. Megha suddenly had two lizard-like monsters, one hand in each of their heads, and she rode them like skis, advancing.

      “Come on, we’re not going to let them have all the fun,” I growled, sword in hand and running ahead.

      Jalee let out a crackle of lightning that brought down two scurrying rat-like monsters. My senses picked out another to my right. He must have sneaked past Jericho and his group, but after my sword was done with him, he wouldn’t be doing any more of that.

      Kinara disappeared into the dark corners of the tunnel, and Milrae motioned me to follow her. We charged forward, finding corpses in Jericho’s wake, and pushed through the tunnel past stragglers, and now others that had started to come from the rear. If we weren’t so badass, we were likely to get trapped down here.

      “Over here,” Steph called out, and we saw her knights were pushing through a side tunnel, one that led up into one of the nearby hills. One that, from this angle, I now saw was covered with jagged outposts—perhaps the whole hill wasn’t a hill at all, but an oddly shaped building? Either way, we followed, going through what reminded me of a greenhouse, with its partially covered walkway, windows on one side, tree roots growing down over the others like a Cambodian temple.

      Seeing those roots gave me courage. This was my zone. Indeed, as a ship landed nearby and another sent an egg-shaped pod that deployed over a dozen alien soldiers, I decided to test my abilities. Without even slowing, I gauged the location of the enemies with my bat sense, then sent the roots out to subdue the enemy.

      “While I’m at it, care to leave them in puddles of piss, Basty?” I asked and felt him jump off me. Their shouts and cries sounded a second later, and Suiko was at my side, floating along and laughing.

      “That’s funny?” I asked, reaching a staircase up and following closely behind Milrae.

      “I was just imagining if Basty misunderstood and thought you meant to make them think they were drowning in literal puddles of piss. That would be quite terrifying.”

      “Shit,” I muttered, shaking my head.

      “That, too!”

      This time, imagining a bunch of alien soldiers suddenly thinking they were dying by attacks of piss and shit, I had to laugh as well.

      “Sword,” Milrae hissed, and she summoned it, cutting to spray blood along the wall, dropping a corpse. I leaped over it, noting Kinara as she slid into an opening, Jericho there and motioning us to hurry.

      “I used my transmutation power,” he said, as I slowed to let Basty catch up. “This should get us out of their crosshairs.”

      “Good thinking,” I replied, then all of us were in, the wall closing behind, and we listened to the attacks and explosions. It went silent, aside from scattered shouts of confusion.

      We waited a bit, then he turned and led the way, guiding us upward until his magic wasn’t needed. The stairs gave way to a ledge, where he set more protective runes.

      “This magic of yours,” I said, watching in amazement. “Does it have any limits?”

      He chuckled. “You’re getting pretty powerful yourself, my man. I read your abilities, and can see you’ll learn more, too.”

      “But nothing like all this magic stuff you’re doing.”

      “Who knows? I’ve always had this transmutation magic, but the rest of it I’m learning from a book that I was able to scan into my system.” He chuckled. “That makes it sound like I’m an android or something—I assure you, I’m not.”

      “As cool as that would be…”

      “Indeed. Nah, it’s the transmutation magic, morphing reality to ways that work best for me. Why carry around the book, when I can create a floating, lightweight, and invisible-to-all-others version?”

      “Sounds badass.”

      He gave me a corny wink, then gestured for us to keep on. A fighter plane flew past outside, while we scooted along that ledge, staying hidden to the best of our ability. At one point I heard Jericho muttering, and turned to see him talking to himself. At my curious look, he grinned and said, “Concealment spell. One I’m working on.”

      I nodded and kept on, following Megha to a place where we were looking down at a room with pods on one side, a long table with chairs in the middle, and a circular, metal device on one side. It had a metal arch, reminding me of Stargate.

      Megha held up a finger to her mouth for silence, then motioned for us to come forward and look down. We did and found ourselves staring.

      There was the enemy queen, standing near the flickering image of the headhunter, the latter one not being there at all, but like a hologram. The queen wasn’t raising her voice but seemed to be berating the other hunter.

      “Can you tell what they’re saying?” I asked.

      Jericho nodded, holding up a hand for patience. Then he nodded, and translated, “Get back to it. If you don’t pull that world together, you’ll be back here cleaning asses with your tongue.”

      “She said that?” Kinara asked.

      He shrugged. “Not sure the translation is accurate, but yeah.”

      At that, the queen vanished.

      “Keep going, we’re close,” Megha said, leading us from there to a ridge along the top of the next room over. The room was similar to the other but larger, with two guards standing next to another door on the far side. Not the enormous-eyed locals, but the types with robes. And not the normal robed ones, either, as these had a mixture of robe and armor. Chest plates, armor over their thighs and groins, each holding a tall staff that reminded me of a halberd, but instead of a blade they had a glowing, metal disk at the top.

      “Through that door, I’m guessing,” Kinara said.

      Megha nodded.

      “Can’t you just…” I moved my hands at Jericho, but he didn’t follow. “Manipulate the walls to get us in?”

      “That takes it out of me,” he admitted. “So, it depends on what sort of fight we’re dealing with.”

      “How ‘bout you leave the fight to us, and you worry about getting us in there?” Jalee offered.

      “I’ll be more help with the fight,” Steph said.

      Jericho nodded, onboard, but it was Milrae who offered, “What if we don’t have to fight to get in?”

      “Meaning?”

      “You said this thing was accessed via the tunnel. What if we can just go through the ground, come up underneath it?”

      I considered, liking this idea. “Think the queen has any idea we’re here? I mean, specifically, right here, going after this thing?”

      “Could they be guarding much else here?” Jalee asked.

      “Actually, yes,” Megha replied. “From what I saw.”

      “As valuable?”

      She closed her eyes, taking her time, until finally Jericho cleared his throat and said, “Megha?”

      “Going back through it,” she said. “Yes, there’s a room of artifacts created. From here I’m not sure how to get to it, but it was the way we came, left at the tunnel exit point.”

      “And if we could make it look like we were making a run on that area, while in reality one or two stayed here to work their way up from beneath the ground level with Ferris?”

      “Draw their attention elsewhere…” I grinned. “Sounds perfect.”

      “With the knights and Megha’s monstrosities, we should be able to do some damage,” Steph said. “At least enough to cause a distraction.”

      “Then let’s fucking do it!” Kinara said, rubbing her hands together and grinning.

      “Why’re you so excited?” I asked.

      “It’s like a game, I want to see what’s behind that door.”

      I chuckled, but noted the serious expression on Jalee, and reminded myself why we were on this mission to begin with. This was about helping their world, about stopping this alien group that was invading them and hunting down their kind. Further, now we knew this could extend beyond that, to creating problems for Earth.

      These two mirrored the emotions tearing through me. I was both worried and excited. All the otherworldly stuff was so mind-blowing, my brain still thought of it like some videogame I was playing. For many living beings out there, though, this was entirely too real.

      “Okay, Jericho and team cause the distraction, the rest take the room from below,” I said. “But how do we meet back up?”

      “Lucky us, we have magic.” Jericho grinned.

      I sat there, waiting.

      “Sorry, but was that supposed to be an answer?”

      He chuckled, pointing at the Liahona. “Synched it to you, so we can create a portal to wherever you are.”

      “Only downside is the energy it’ll take out of you?” Jalee asked.

      “That’s right.”

      “And as long as we have what we need, that should be fine,” Suiko noted. “I can alert you when we’re ready and check back and forth to keep us in communication.”

      His eyes turned to mine, a shared connection of bros about to go their separate ways and hope they would survive, then he and his were off.

      “Go time,” I said, and we turned to the outside of the building to make our descent.

      Before I knew it, we were sliding down the outer wall. Our key was to avoid being seen, to get in there before they knew what was happening. Halfway down, a hoverbike came zooming around the side.

      “Chirop,” I hissed, and she was on it, leaping out and gliding to him.

      He started to turn her way when she collided and tore into his neck with claws. She had him, but the bike kept going. Jalee moved to intercept, but it was too late. The bike slammed into the rocks below, exploding. I cringed, sending a vibration to the metal ahead of me to slow my descent and be ready for others to come.

      Then other explosions sounded.

      “They’re on it,” Suiko said.

      “Tell them ‘thanks,’ I replied.”

      “Not at the moment. They’re busy.”

      I continued my slide, remembering my upgrades meant I didn’t have to make contact to control the plants. As I arrived, I had roots moving ground, creating an opening for us. It was like my own personal welcoming tunnel, and we were down, then through and underneath the building we’d been in moments before.

      Roots pushed through rock and metal, with my vibrations helping. Jalee joined in with blasts of electricity, and when all that left a big crack that was almost there, Milrae used her strength to finish the job.

      In this way, we were able to ascend into the room above. “Two guards moving to investigate,” Suiko said, floating in through a wall.

      “Copy that.” I felt very military in this whole operation.

      “Ferris,” Jalee called out, and I turned to see her standing at a raised part of the room. As she stepped aside, she gave way to the image of a floating golden pyramid. It wasn’t large—about the size of a small box. Easily holdable. Strangest was the way it floated, spinning, and hovering about six feet off the floor.

      “We have incoming,” I said, stepping toward the floating object in a daze.

      “I’ll handle them,” Jalee replied, electric wings lifting and bringing her back toward the doors.

      “And me,” Milrae added, moving over to join her.

      “Good,” Basty added, and was off, scurrying over with Suiko appearing at his side.

      With a nod of appreciation their way, I glanced over to Kinara at my side, and asked, “What do you suppose we do with this thing?”

      “Take it,” she replied.

      As simple as that. Take it. I reached up, approaching. My hand glowed with the golden light, and when I made first contact, it stopped spinning and fell.

      I caught it with a flash of light, then realized someone was standing in front of us. A man with golden armor and a red cloak fluttering out behind him in a wind that none of us could feel. His face was like an old man, half of it scarred and one eye white, as if blind. I had a feeling there was a lot more to this man than I could gather from his appearance.

      “An Earther’s first contact,” the man said, eyeing me, then the golden item in my hands. “Very… exciting.”

      Kinara snarled, claws extended, and fangs bared.

      I shook my head, whispering, “Let him speak.”

      Behind me, bursts of electricity crackled, and I heard a shout. But it all felt distant as if the fight was happening in a different dimension.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “A future friend,” the man in the golden armor replied. “The Nirists haven’t found their way through to Earth yet, at least, other than the two hunters, but they might. If you use this path to reach the world I know as Rumeloy, what you call the monster world or monsterverse, I fear that path might become clear to them in time. This is the moment that forms the connection for them. First to us, and what I will one day form as the Citadel, and from there, eventually, Earth.”

      I processed this. Monster world. Rumeloy. Got it. Some group of aliens using things like this item to make connections, like a star map or transportation device. Maybe it was fine if I didn’t have all the answers, as long as I could play a role in preventing it.

      “Is there any other way to save Rumeloy from their kind?” I asked.

      The man considered me, then shook his head. “If you accept, I will send you there now. But I must have this.” He took the golden pyramid, holding it to inspect, then nodding. “Do we have an agreement?”

      I eyed the ladies, and they nodded, so I said, “We do.”

      “Very well.” He waved his hand over the small pyramid; it opened to what appeared to be a star map. Indicating one, he made the area in front of me light up, shimmering and showing a view of a portal. “When you’re ready, simply step in. This will take you to their access point. From there, you should be able to move freely back and forth from there to Rumeloy. I imagine you will want to destroy whatever connection they have, then get out of there as fast as you can. Now that I have this, they won’t be able to reforge the connection. Stay safe, Ferris.”

      My confusion didn’t have time to register, and before I could even think to ask how he knew my name, he was starting to leave.

      He opened the golden pyramid and vanished in a bright flash, one that left a golden portal in its wake.
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      The first thing Suiko did was alert the others; no sooner had the stranger in gold gone then they were back.

      Jericho eyed me, then the golden portal. His eyes lit up. “I feel like we missed something. Was this here the whole time?”

      “We had a… visit,” Kinara muttered.

      “Friendly?”

      They looked at me. “I...don’t know. He seemed to be on our side. Was looking out for us, took the item, and left us a route to the monster world. What he called ‘Rumelow.’’’

      “No…” Jericho had turned, moving his hands in front of his face. He looked like a madman, but his eyes were moving, and I was sure he was reading. A floating book that only he could see?

      “What’s he doing?” Jalee said, indicating the portal. “We going, or what?”

      “Give him a sec,” Steph replied.

      We did, and finally, Jericho stopped, turning to me, and saying, “Let’s go.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Rumeloy, was it?”

      I thought, then nodded. “Right, not Rumelow. Rumeloy, that was it. Right?”

      “Right, that’s what he said,” Jalee agreed.

      “The name’s mentioned in a book of magic I have, and it’s specified that there was a man who knew of this place, who used that name, and everything about him points toward him being trustworthy.”

      “That’s a relief,” I said, then took Kinara’s hand on one side, Jalee’s on the other. Milrae joined by placing a hand on my back, and the others came with us.

      Together, we stepped into the golden light.

      One second we were there, the next we were in a dark world that I immediately recognized as the monster world, or what I now knew as Rumeloy. For one, it was the blue plant next to us that gave it away. For another, it was the distant glow of lava surrounding a hill in the distance, mountains beyond. Perhaps the hill we’d been around back then.

      “This the place?” Megha asked.

      “It is,” Jalee replied.

      Before making a move one way or another, I asked, “It say anything more about the man who named this place?”

      Jericho nodded. “Only that he seems to appear out of nowhere, has great power, and speaks of things that haven’t happened yet.”

      I nodded, figuring we might never truly understand the stranger, but might see him again someday. Maybe I was just hoping.

      “To be clear, did he call them nihilists,’ or did I mishear that?” I asked my team.

      “I think it was a word that sounded like nihilists. Probably similar, but different meaning. The term used earlier—Nirist.”

      I nodded but looked around, confused. “He said this was supposed to take us to their access point, not directly here.”

      “On it.” Jericho had his staff up, a strange glow coming through, and suddenly we were staring into a platform that didn’t belong there, with sky surrounding it that didn’t fit Rumeloy in the slightest. Red and orange sky that went out in about a twenty-foot radius from that spot, and a very confused person staring back at us from a standing control panel. Not a human, but a humanoid with a sickly purple tint to his skin. Barely a nose there at all, and thin eyes that reminded me of a twisted version of Voldemort. One that wore robes like the others, but without a hood.

      He started to move, reaching for something on the control board. We weren’t about to give him the opportunity. I lunged first, realizing I was the only one moving when I slammed into him, knocking him back. It must’ve been the shadow of his movement that I saw, thanks to my power.

      Kinara was on him in a flash, pinning him down while Jalee hit him with a quick blast that sent him unconscious. This was it, undoubtedly, because we were looking at not only the monster world around us, but as Jericho stepped up and messed with the controls, saying he was able to use his transmutation powers to understand, we were given views of several other worlds. One with massive beasts like kaiju, another with nude women with horns and massive wings—maybe succubi?—and more. Then it stopped, and we saw a hallway that matched the platform we were on, with two more beings like the unconscious one at our feet.

      One made a screeching sound, the other turning and running, presumably to sound an alarm.

      “Can you shut it off?” I asked.

      “I think so.”

      “Good, because you better hurry.”

      Jericho glanced back, apparently having not seen the danger, and said, “On it.”

      A split second later, and as a blast of purple lights shot our way from that hallway and a cloaked figure appeared, we were out of there. We moved through the opened portal, and Jericho stood next to me on the lawn of the mansion, holding what looked like three pop tarts. Or maybe my mind was hungry, because when he held them up, it was clear they were circuit boards.

      “We can use these, study them,” he said, and holding up the one on the left said, “They were using a machine that kept the ways open even without that golden pyramid. This right here was the route to the monster home world. Question is, do we want to keep it, or destroy it?”

      “It might be their only way back,” I said, ignoring the fact that Devasla could come and go.

      Jalee nodded, taking it. “We’ll keep it safe, thank you.”

      I eyed the other two. “Why those?”

      He shrugged. “Honestly, just grabbed the next two I could as we left. If we’d had time, I would’ve grabbed more.”

      “Let’s find out what we can, but the last thing we want to do is start opening doorways that shouldn’t be opened.”

      “Agreed.”

      At that, we turned to the mansion with relief. It was good to be home.
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      “He’s back,” a voice shouted from inside, and a few seconds later the door flew open. Fiare led the charge, more curious and hopeful than anything. Behind her, Koharu ran, throwing her arms around me and climbing up, so I was holding her and laughing as she kissed me, moving her hands along my face and through my hair.

      “You’re acting like you thought I’d die out there,” I said.

      “For all we knew, yeah.”

      I gripped her ass, kissed her again, then lowered her as Devasla appeared, Amabie behind. Ahlaksiz was at the doorway, heading over as well.

      “What’d we miss?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      Fiare stood close by, Jalee with a hand on her shoulder, and the former said, “So…?”

      “We did it,” Jalee explained.

      Fiare’s eyes met mine. For the first time, that resentment and caution I’d always seen were gone. “That so, Ferris?”

      “As far as I know, it’s over,” I replied. “At least the main connection is broken. Those hunters who are on your world might still be there, but they aren’t getting any help.”

      “It might be enough,” she said, then grinned. “It might be that soon the hunters become the hunted. They were hurt in that last attack you were involved with, and I think you showed the monsters that those feared hunters are vulnerable.”

      “Well, then.” I arched a brow as she reached out a hand, then took it. “What’s this?”

      “I misjudged you.” She held my hand, pulling me closer. “This is me expressing my appreciation.”

      “Let’s save that,” Jalee said, approaching. “Ferris, you need to rest, or…?”

      I considered. “Actually, maybe just for a bit.”

      Judging by the way Jalee was glaring at her sister, there was something they needed to discuss. As I walked away, it became clear that “something” ’was me.

      “What’re you doing?” Jalee hissed. “You don’t just start flirting with him out of nowhere like that.”

      “It’s not exactly out of nowhere. He helped you cut off access, right? It was a success?”

      “That doesn’t mean you suck his cock!”

      I stepped out of earshot then, nearly colliding with Bloodsong, who was walking through the house in panties and a T-shirt. She glanced over my shoulder, then raised an eyebrow my way.

      “Family discussion,” I said. “Figure it’s private.”

      “Considering the topic of discussion is you and,” her eyes darted down, then quickly back up, “your member…” Her smile formed and turned into a laugh. “Why is it everyone in this house is so focused on that?”

      “Not everyone,” I noted, pointing past her to where Arturo paused in the hallway, clearly having noticed Bloodsong in her panties and checking out her ass.

      She cleared her throat, and he nodded before continuing out of sight.

      “Your cock, my ass.” She shrugged. “Same idea.”

      “I…” The conversation had me a bit uncomfortable. Especially now that I had the pairing of my cock and her ass in my mind.

      She continued, “Are we having a pow-wow, now that you’re back?”

      “The others will brief whoever is curious. Me, I’m going to lie down for a bit.”

      “Oh?” She glanced around, then nodded. “Sounds good. Let’s do that.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I didn’t sleep well. Worry, maybe… and I wouldn’t mind.”

      “Just sleep, though.” I wasn’t sure if it was a statement or question, or which way I wanted that to go. On the one hand, I was legit tired. On the other, that sight of her in her shirt and panties, I’d be a fool to want only sleep.

      “Of course.”

      She led the way, and I had no doubt she knew I was checking out that ass and tail. When we reached the room, she crawled under the blankets, eyed me with a humored grin, and said, “What’re you waiting for?”

      I didn’t respond, instead simply heading over and getting into bed next to her. Basty leaped off, curling up on the nightstand, while Suiko was off discussing with the others. Bloodsong turned to face away from me, but said, “Can you hold me? I think I need… comfort.”

      It took a second, then I scooted over, turned, and put my arm around her. This was so weird because I wasn’t sure we were at this point yet. I mean, there we were, spooning, and she moved her ass back to press against me. My cock was already rock hard, but it twitched, pulsing and growing stronger at that. This was supposed to be my rest time, so I scooted my hips back to avoid getting too turned on, but she just moved with me.

      “Bloodsong,” I whispered.

      “Just...” She reached back, taking my cock in her hand, and slid it between her legs. “Rest.”

      I laughed softly. “If you think a guy can rest like this, you’re crazy.”

      “Hmmm.”

      Was she asleep? I couldn’t believe this. She was already drifting off to sleep, or in dreamland, after what she’d just set me up for?

      “Not asleep,” she noted in a whisper, then asked, “What do you want?”

      “Sleep.” The word lingered, but her legs around my cock and the softness of her panties and mound against it told me I wouldn’t be able to sleep. Not until things happened. I shifted my hips slightly, then kept rocking, more and more into it.

      She reached down, hand between her legs to move along my shaft then stroke the base.

      “Is this okay?” I asked.

      “You’re asking me?” She chuckled. “It feels good, just like this.”

      I imagined my cock was rubbing up against her clit, and I certainly wasn’t complaining.

      “What I meant, is… your mom, the others?” I moaned, gripping her breast instinctively.

      Her tail twitched against me, and I noticed she had stopped stroking.

      “Maybe we don’t mention her for the next couple of minutes?” Bloodsong turned to look over her shoulder at me. “If you mean to ask if she and the others have an issue… of course not. We’re good.”

      My response was a subtle, “Mmmm,” as she started moving her fingers along my cock again.

      Her ass was soft against me, my hips angled forward in a way to keep from pressing too hard against her tail. The added benefit was that the angle added more pressure to her clit, and she was moving her hips forward and back.

      “Close your eyes,” she said, “focus on the moment, and… oh… OH!” She was suddenly pressed up tight against me, rubbing furiously as she let out a slow moan, then had finished. She quickly took my cock in both hands, stroked furiously, and caught my cum in her hands.

      “Now you can get some good rest, “I imagine,” I said.

      She simply wiped my cum on the sheets in front of her, then brushed my hand from her breast and was lying there facing away from me again. What just happened?

      Not that it mattered. She’d had her fun, I’d had enough of mine, and she was right that it made sleep come much easier. Before I knew it, I was in dreamland, caught up in a flowing, flying love-making with Suiko floating us through the air. Bloodsong with her soft cheeks slamming against my hips, reaching back to slide my cock into her ass. It was too hot, so much so that I yelped in pain, to the point that I sat up in bed, awake.

      “Mmm,” Bloodsong asked, turning to me, eyes opening partially. “You okay?”

      “Weird dream is all,” I said, lying back down and closing my eyes.

      I wasn’t sure if the next part was reality or dream, as she said, “This might help,” then went under the blankets, tongue working its magic on my nether regions. If it was a dream, it was certainly a nice one. If reality, I’d have to remember to get her back. Then again, I looked forward to eating out that pussy cat either way.

      More moans sounded, but I woke up to find it wasn’t from my dreams or either of us. Bloodsong shifted, too, stretching and opening her eyes.

      “Suiko moaning like a ghost now, too?” she asked.

      I laughed until the moan came again. It didn’t sound right, and certainly wasn’t one of pleasure.

      “Let’s check it out,” I said, up and glanced at the sheets, frowning. “Also, let’s remember to get those cleaned.”

      “You think that’s my job?”

      “No, no. I didn’t say you should.” I was standing, giving her a hand to pull her up. Her nipples were practically poking through her shirt, panties still wet from just before our nap.

      She saw me looking and wrapped her arms around me, tongue along her lips. Then that moan came again, and this time I recognized the voice.

      “That’s Lizzy.”

      Bloodsong sighed, nodded, and led me out of there. Neither of us changed, and that was fine. We went into one of the other rooms and found Lizzy there, on her knees with her face buried in the bed. Ahlaksiz sat next to her, rubbing her back, meeting my gaze when I entered.

      “She’s not feeling well,” Ahlaksiz explained. She gave her daughter a frown but quickly refocused on Lizzy. “It might be… I mean, it doesn’t make sense, but…”

      Randi entered, slithering along with a tray of tea. Only one cup. She placed it down next to Lizzy on the bed, and slid up next to her, pulling the lady’s hair back from her face.

      “Pregnant.” Ahlaksiz eyed me, pursing her lips before saying, “In a strange way.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “That’s what it seems.”

      “Yours?” I asked Randi.

      Randi scoffed. “I might be able to make it seem like I got the parts, but they don’t work that way.”

      “Not anyone’s,” Lizzy said. “Can’t be.”

      “But if it is…” Ahlaksiz kept rubbing her back.

      “No. Aside from… recent events, I hadn’t since my last relationship, and that was…” She moaned again, holding up a hand, then gagged. “That was almost two years ago.”

      “It might not be,” I pointed out. “Seems too early to tell.”

      “Except, I know these things,” Ahlaksiz countered.

      “How?”

      She pointed at her nose. Okay, she could sense this stuff, even smell it? I had no idea what was happening, then. Some sort of monster or magic impregnation?

      “Excuse me,” I said, stepping out of there. I needed some fresh air, so went back into the main room and headed for the patio. Halfway there, I took the sheets off and threw them to the floor, more in frustration than I had thought, then slammed open the doors to the patio.

      To my surprise, Fiare was there, sitting in a chair and watching a movie on an iPad.

      “What…?” I started, totally caught off guard.

      “Hello, there,” Fiare said, handing me the iPad. “Yuki showed me this thing. It’s great, but I don’t know how to stop it.”

      I pressed pause, then saw she was watching Alice in Borderland, the Netflix show. One of my favorites.

      “Liking it?” I asked.

      She frowned. “It’s confusing. How much of it is real?”

      “Uh, none. I mean, there’s a place called Tokyo, where that story takes place, but all the game stuff is basically fake.”

      She nodded, eyeing the device like it was the weirdest thing she’d ever seen. Considering where she’d come from, that was a shock. If I got focused on all the oddities I’d seen lately, my mind would turn off as it got lost in those thoughts.

      “Everything okay?” she asked, clearly noticing I’d spaced out for a bit.

      “Yeah, stuff in there.” I turned to look back into the room, the other door still open. Another moan came from Lizzy.

      “I was out here, you know. When you went in for your nap.”

      “Oh…?”

      She grinned. “Was about to interrupt to scoot out, when I realized what was going on.”

      “So, you sat out here the whole time?”

      “Right.” She indicated the iPad. “I’d only just started, after all. It wasn’t so bad. Downside is, I can’t exactly show my thanks yet, considering.”

      I blinked, too distracted by Lizzy’s moans and the thought that she might be pregnant. As she saw this, she stood, heading for the door.

      “Listen,” I said, and she turned, waiting.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m glad you’re here with us. It’s going to be fun.”

      She grinned, putting a finger under her mouth and breathing out a small burst of flame as her wings spread and her tail swayed. “You bet we are.”
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      Ahlaksiz was on me in an instant, hands on my face and in my hair, eyes staring into mine. “You’re safe? You made it? Ferris, dammit, you had me worried.”

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, liking this new, worried side of her. “We’re doing what we can to keep Rumeloy safe.”

      “Right, but…” She took a step back, eyes wide. “Where did you hear that name?”

      “What? From a man we met out there, the guy who helped us to get back.”

      “A red cape?”

      “That’s… I think that’s right.”

      Her face was pale. “I knew him, but only from my dreams. Nothing more. He would come to me, tell me I had to secure the world known as Rumeloy, then show me…” Her hand went to her mouth, and she stumbled.

      “Mom,” Bloodsong said, going to her side and catching her.

      “It was you,” Ahlaksiz said, looking back up at me. “The dreams were so long ago. I didn’t put it together. But clearly, yes…”

      “What dreams?” I asked.

      “Visions, I should say, now that I know. Of you in a strange place, fighting to secure the passageway between worlds. For so long, I thought it was outlandish. That it was some crazy dream my mind had made up.”

      I stepped forward, taking her hand, and helping her to stand. “It was me, all along.”

      “That’s clear, now.” She stepped back, running her hands through her hair, then turned to the others. “You realize what this means, right?”

      “No…” Koharu said.

      “Everyone, can we breathe for a moment?” Amabie said. “I think we’re all a bit stressed about the fact that we were worried about several of our own.”

      “It’s more than that,” Ahlaksiz said. “I had gotten it into my head that we’d be able to figure all this out, maybe we’d be able to sort of settle down into this place, relax and…”

      “And what?” Bloodsong asked. “Live a normal life?”

      “It was a thought.”

      A scoff from her daughter. “Our kind, in a world like this? Not likely.”

      “Any world, I’d venture,” Milrae cut in. She growled, looking like she was going to get involved, but instead turned to me with wide, longing eyes. “Now that we’re back, can we please go get a burger and milkshake? I’ve been craving butterscotch since we left. And oh, the burger, with bacon and barbeque, please-please-please!”

      I almost laughed, except for the look from Ahlaksiz. With a deep breath, I said, “Here it is—plan time. We get those burgers, discuss the situation, and then be ready to rumble.”

      “You already have a plan?”

      “I have an idea. It’s all about STP. They’re key to all this.”

      The others looked at her anxiously, then to me. With a grin, I said, “Trust me, it’ll be fine.”

      “All of us?” Jericho asked, nodding at the setting sun. “Because… some of us have shit to do. No offense, burgers are awesome and all, but in addition to all this, I have an essay to write for IR Theory.”

      “As if that’ll take any effort on your part,” Steph said.

      He frowned. “I got the info down, doesn’t mean I’m great at writing it.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “The compound needs defense, anyway. And the Protector?”

      “He took off already. Said he had issues to check in on.”

      I nodded. “There you go. Burgers for us, sleep for Jericho, yeah?”

      “Deal,” Jericho said, but at a clearing of Steph’s throat, said, “Mind bringing something back for us?”

      “Consider it done.”

      Maybe I was tired and exhausted, but hell, at the moment I didn’t care. That burger sounded damn good, and honestly, a root beer would hit the spot. I was hoping they’d have those little bags of Doritos, too. We took more than one car this time, with Bloodsong at the wheel of the other. Hitting up our favorite spot, I was surprised to see Arturo and his six-armed friend arrive with their car.

      “You thought you could ditch me?” he asked.

      I laughed and indicated the woman. “Glad to see Sharice here.”

      “Shelice,” he corrected me, and grinned. “She’s amazing.”

      We put two tables together and got our food, and I had to stifle a laugh at the way Milrae scarfed down her meal, then went for another. Hamburger juice ran down her chin, a piece of bacon crunching in her teeth. Damn, she could even make that sexy.

      For a bit, as I munched on my burger and listened to Bloodsong tell us what had happened while we were gone, I could almost pretend we were just a bunch of friends and lovers gathered around a table enjoying their lives. No cares in the world. I envied people who could sit around and play video games and waste their days away simply trying to figure out what to do next with their time. That was so not my life. Then again, with another glance up and down the table, I was reminded why I’d choose my new life every day of the week.

      “We were seriously worried,” Bloodsong said. “I mean, you’d just gone through when we saw that ship there, and suddenly we were on the attack, but you were gone! And with three badass warrior ladies, along with Jericho and two of his.”

      “Aw, you think we’re badass?” Kinara said and blew her a kiss. “Aren’t you sweet.”

      Bloodsong frowned. “No. I don’t think I’ve ever been accused of that.”

      I chuckled, caught off guard with how serious she took being called “sweet.” A bit of food flew out to land on Milrae’s plate, opposite me. She gave me an arched eyebrow, picked it up with a claw, then licked that claw clean.

      “Dude, I was almost shitting myself,” Arturo was saying, eyeing me, and I realized I’d been spacing out.

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” I said, then motioned to the table. “Also, language.”

      “Oh, damn—I mean, dang. Sorry.”

      Others laughed and I joined. “Just messing with you. They don’t mind, except a couple of them.” I nodded at Ahlaksiz, then Amabie.

      Amabie looked up from her plate of lettuce and a pickle. “Hmm?”

      “You have enough to eat there?”

      She nodded. “Oh, yes. Actually, I’m not even sure I’ll eat it.”

      I nodded, explaining, “I was saying you’re maybe the only one here who is offended by swearing aside from Ahlaksiz.”

      “We’re ladies,” Ahlaksiz said, sitting straight and dabbing her lips with a napkin.

      “Fine by me,” Kinara countered, “because I’m a fucking monster.” At that, she finished off her extra rare burger.

      Arturo eyed the sight, then turned back to me and said, “The monster attacks, gargoyles and all that are scary, but they still don’t seem real.” He suddenly made a face, contorted, and put his hand on one of his new lady’s six arms. “Real, real. I mean, it’s like a dream. But when I saw my own kind coming in and attacking… I don’t know. Maybe I’ve just been raised to be more freaked out by the idea of cops and the like than monsters?”

      “I hear that,” I replied. When Bloodsong gave me a doubtful look, I explained, “You hear horror stories of real beings, and others that you don’t believe are real. Which is going to be scarier?”

      “If you’re freaked out by your own law enforcement, you’ve got a problem.”

      “I’m not saying we do or don’t, but some people abuse power. That’ll always be the case.” I took a bite of my pickle, trying to think of how to change the subject. The last thing I needed was a debate about cops with a cop of sorts, and hell, I didn’t even have an opinion on the matter.

      “All this serious talk,” Fiare said, leaning over the table in a way that caused her breasts to rest on her forearms, pushing up her cleavage nicely. “When are we heading back to the mansions?”

      I gulped, not missing her meaning in the slightest.

      Jalee leaned over to her sister, whispering but not quietly enough for us to not hear, “Maybe we all need to discuss a thing or two first.”

      “Before what?” Fiare said. “There’s a hunter here, yes? Loose in this world somewhere. Since I’m not linked—many of us, actually—we will be very susceptible.”

      Somehow, that had slipped my mind. Until they were claimed, or “linked” to someone through sex, they were easily traceable by the hunters. If one really was here, the head hunter bitch at that, we might have been sitting ducks.

      “A lot of monsters came through,” I pointed out, then shifted uneasily. “Not all were… female.”

      “So?” Fiare asked.

      This time, when Jalee whispered, it was quieter. Judging by the laugh Fiare replied with, then the humored way she looked at me, I could guess what she’d shared.

      “I’m not homophobic or anything,” I argued, “but there’s got to be another way to break the trace on them, right?”

      “Actually, Greg might be able to help there,” Ahlaksiz spoke up. “He was showing me some of the old STP gadgets, and new ones he is working on. He’s quite the tinkerer, and… I think there’s a reason the hunters might not have the trace. That reason being a fun little anti-GPS type toy.”

      “Except, we’re out here, eating,” I reminded her.

      “He’s made a few,” she replied, pulling a necklace out to show me. Hanging from it was a little trinket that reminded me of a vial, but when she angled it, I saw a little piece of stone with circuitry around it. “Three, actually, but he’s working on more.” She gestured to the table of us. “You think I would’ve let this happen without?”

      “Smart,” I replied, then frowned at Fiare. “Meaning, you wouldn’t need to be linked.”

      “Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t want to,” she replied, laying it on thick.

      My eyes darted to her cleavage, then to the annoyed look from her sister.

      “The irony is,” Jalee told the table, “my sis here has always been more of a muffin diver.”

      Fiare frowned. “New Earth term?”

      Jalee nodded.

      “I’ll assume I know what that means and explain it for all here while making my case. Yes, if muffin means pussy, I love it. Nothing wrong there. But Ferris has proven himself in many ways, not the least of which is as a lover. I find myself both inspired by him and intrigued by the stories I hear.”

      “Stories?” I asked, feeling my cheeks flush.

      “You dog,” Arturo said with a laugh.

      “Sorry,” Koharu spoke up, “were we not supposed to tell her how amazing you are? Her and all the others?”

      I shrugged, reminding myself how they viewed sharing stories like that as a true compliment.

      “Moving on,” I said, but paused at the way Fiare cringed. “Not that I don’t want this to be discussed, but maybe back at the mansion? Maybe you ladies can discuss among yourselves?”

      “Eh, I’m open to her joining us,” Kinara said. “Gotta wonder what a dragon tongue feels like down there.”

      Fiare grinned, flicking her tongue out briefly.

      “Agreed,” Koharu said.

      “Ladies,” I protested, then felt a salt packet hit my head. I turned to see Arturo with another, wagging a finger at me.

      “Dude,” he hissed, “know when to shut it.”

      He had a good point. Fiare was gorgeous; why would I do anything to impede her joining us in the bedroom? I held my hands up in surrender.

      “Does anyone here oppose?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      None did, but Bloodsong cleared her throat. “To be clear, am I in, or…?”

      “Of course you are,” Ahlaksiz waved her question off. “Just, never when I’m in the same room. That’d be too weird.”

      Bloodsong nodded, eyeing me with a bit of shy excitement. “Agreed.”

      “In that case,” Ahlaksiz continued, “to make sure it’s clear, both of you are officially going to be welcomed into the fold when we return.” She patted Bloodsong on the back, then leaned over to shake Fiare’s hand. “It’s going to be fun.”

      Fiare was watching me hungrily, and when her eyes darted to the bathroom door, I had the feeling she was about to propose we not wait. I was too full, however, and the smell of grease and burnt meat was starting to get to me.

      As much as I was excited to have some time with all of them, this wasn’t it.

      Seemingly sensing this, Bloodsong spoke up. “So tell us your plan with all this STP stuff?”

      “Right.” I took a swig of my root beer, ate a Dorito, then leaned in, elbows on the table. “Way I see it, STP arranged this, so… what if they’re in with whatever this other group is?”

      “I thought STP was trying to stop monsters or something?” Arturo said, clearly getting an under-the-table handjob from Shelice.

      “That’s right. Except, what if that’s only part of it? If they tried to hand us over, for whatever reason.”

      “And you think we can find answers there,” Ahlaksiz said.

      I nodded, finishing the root beer.

      She leaned back, considering this. “For all we know, it could be over. At the same time, we had plans to take down STP anyway.”

      “Right.”

      “And if we get in there, we might find these answers?”

      I shrugged. “What do you think? Someone has to know something. Worst case scenario, we take them down, but nothing happens. Best case, we find out how they’re connected, then use it to put an end to this bullshit. Cut off their means of transport before they have a chance of getting to Earth.”

      “And stop them from ever returning to the monster world,” Fiare said, leaning back with an arm up on the chair next to her, where Jalee sat.

      “Exactly.” Eyeing the table, I took a swig of Milrae’s milkshake, cringed at how over-the-top sweet it was, then said, “Who’s ready to go on the offensive and show these STP punks what we’re made of?”

      Pounding on the table and cheers came as my answer. Whoever was working the back, to their credit, stayed out of sight, and the counter girl did her best to ignore us.

      “Only one rule,” Milrae said, snatching her milkshake back. “Get your own damn shake.”

      I laughed, pointed at her, and said, “Deal.”
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      Everyone was finishing and resorting to stories of growing up and where they came from when Arturo returned from going to the bathroom. He had his phone out, eyes wide as he said, “Dude, dude, dude…” He made his way over to me, putting the phone in front of my plate.

      “What...”?” I started, then saw what was happening and picked it up, watching explosions and that all-too-familiar platform. This was the hunter. That female hunter we’d gone through to stop, to keep from further hurting the monster world.

      Not only had she shown herself, but it looked like she had company.

      “It seems our timeline has just moved up,” I said, handing the phone over to Ahlaksiz. At curious and confused looks from the others, I explained, “That main hunter is here. Others, too, attacking.”

      “Meaning, she either brought more over…?” Jalee asked.

      “Let’s hope not,” Bloodsong chimed in. “Actually, I wouldn’t be surprised if there were some already here. Junior hunters who followed other monsters through, and either weren’t sure what to do so went into hiding, or knew exactly what was happening and stood by, awaiting orders.”

      “That seems far-fetched,” Fiare said, scratching her chin. “But better than the alternative—the idea that they have another way of getting through. Let’s hope for the less likely, then.”

      “And STP?” Koharu asked. “Are they there?”

      I frowned, looking over Ahlaksiz’s shoulder. “I don’t know.”

      “Is it possible this is a distraction?”

      That was a weird way to see it, and if true, I was glad we had the others back at the mansions for protection.

      “Arturo, we gotta drop you off, man,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “Hey, do what you gotta do,” he replied and grinned at his lady friend.

      She, however, was looking at the rest of us. “This fight… when do the rest of us join?”

      “Actually…” Ahlaksiz shifted to face her. “It’s not a bad idea to get some of you involved sooner than others.”

      “I can vouch for them if that’s the concern,” Fiare noted.

      It definitely was. But another thought hit me. “We’d have to keep them close to those with Greg’s items, right? I mean, those who aren’t claimed.”

      “Linked,” Fiare noted. “I like the sound of that more.”

      I nodded, seeing her point.

      “It’s agreed then,” Fiare said. “I’ll pick out some of the ones I think will be most useful, and we’ll either choose to link them, or assign them to groups with the items.”

      “None of this will be an issue once the hunters are gone, right?” Kinara asked.

      “Maybe, but I was able to use my connection to the spirit realm to see you all,” I countered. “If others, like that witch Void, can also do this…”

      “Good point,” Jalee said. “Better to be safe.”

      Milrae growled, and we all turned to her. She had her claws in what was as close to fists as they could be.

      “Are you okay?” Koharu asked.

      “It’s the idea of Ferris and…” She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath.

      “Actually,” I said, eyeing Arturo. “It wouldn’t have to be me. Or not only me…”

      “Wait, what?” He had been snuggling his six-armed lady, whispering something in her ear.

      “Ferris here just suggested you fuck a bunch of monsters to help them not be traceable,” Bloodsong explained with a laugh.

      His cheeks turned red, but the lady with him laughed.

      “I’ll see that he does,” she said.

      “What?” He guffawed.

      “Sure, there’s no reason not to. Should be fun.”

      He gulped, turned his eyes to me, then gave me a subtle nod. It was likely to say thanks,’ but I thought he was also a bit overwhelmed by the idea. Why shouldn’t he be? Some of those monsters were quite intense.

      “Don’t worry,” Ahlaksiz said. “Not all have to be linked, and I’m sure we’ll end up taking on another one or two.”

      “Enough talking,” Milrae said, still frowning.

      I had to agree, so stood, left a tip, and motioned everyone to follow. Soon we were on our way back for a quick stop by the compound to figure out who else we’d take to the fight.

      Jericho was checking on Lizzy at the front door when we arrived. To my relief, she seemed to be doing much better. We quickly briefed him on what was happening, and he assured us he and his team would be there, ready in case the enemy struck.

      The rest of us gathered in the living room, other monsters who’d recently joined us starting to file in. I glanced around and asked about Arturo, but the humored smile I received from Bloodsong told me he was already helping to bond some of the monster ladies. I’d wondered if he needed to be a summoner for it to act, but apparently not—as long as they were linked, their old spiritual energy connection was severed.

      It was quickly established that male monsters who wanted to join the fight would team up with those holding the devices, and those Arturo was linking with would join us. We only had two of the hunter platforms, one from before and one new one we’d brought over. Therefore, it wasn’t like we would be able to take too many with us. The rest would remain at the mansions.

      “How do we know where to find them?” Kinara asked. “The attacks had to have ended in that spot where we saw them, right?”

      “I have a theory,” Greg said, joining us with a tray of fruits and cheeses. He grinned, clearly excited to be part of the group. “I’ve been filled in that some of STP might be working with the hunters, or those who they work for. So, my thought is—they might not only have been trying to stop monsters but accumulating them. Turning some, or whatever. Point is—”

      “There will be a bunch in one spot,” I said, catching on. “So, if we’re close enough, I should be able to spot them.”

      “Exactly. They never told me where STP’s base of operations was, but I picked up a thing or two.”

      “And…?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      He held the moment for anticipation, then said, “Ladies and gents, and of course all you amazing monsters, we’re going to a little spot known here as Hawaii.”

      “The fuck?” I laughed. “Really? Why there?”

      “At first, I kept hearing about it and thinking people were taking vacations, but after the fifth or sixth time, I became suspicious. It wasn’t until I met your lava friend that I started putting it together, especially with talk of lava gods. Tectonic activity, volcanic eruptions, they all have their basis in science, of course, but what if they’re related to something else happening? Portals and monster tests, or monsters trying to break free? It might be nothing, but I’d be willing to bet that if we head over, we’ll find what we’re looking for.”

      “But the attack earlier, where was that?” I asked.

      Arturo had his phone and checked. “San Diego.”

      “Not far from here,” I said, frowning. “But also, not super far from Hawaii, I guess. What was the point of that attack?”

      “I know that one,” Bloodsong chimed in. “I wasn’t sure at first, but did a bit of research, looking over my notes, and I’m ninety-nine percent certain that was where one of the main monster orgs is based. They cross over all the way down to Rosarito, using crime along the border as cover for some of their more nefarious activity.”

      “My bet is they were either looking for new recruits or food,” Ahlaksiz offered with disgust.

      “Exactly.”

      I leaned back, let out a deep breath, and shook my head. “Fine, we ride out and get ourselves some spam for dinner, with a topping of STP for added flavor.”

      Greg chuckled. “Man, I envy you all. Traveling the world, kicking ass.”

      “Or getting our asses handed to us,” I pointed out, standing and motioning to the doors. “Let’s ride.”

      “Wait,” Milrae said, eyeing the group of monsters Fiare had lined up. “I just found our next recruit. We need to bring her in, ASAP.”

      “Huh?”

      “And my sister,” Jalee noted.

      “Ladies, we’re in a bit of a rush,” I pointed out.

      “Fine, we do it on the way over. You can manage, right?”

      I gulped, looking around, and saw Fiare approaching.

      “The other, maybe,” she said. “He and I can take care of it while the rest of you gather everyone up. It’s a simple bonding, right? Shouldn’t take more than like thirty seconds.”

      “Hey,” I started to protest, then shrugged. “Yeah, I mean, if that’s the goal.”

      “This time, it is.”

      Milrae grinned. “Good, get her in, get mine on the ride over. Let’s move.”

      Fiare took my hand, pulling me with her, while the rest of the team watched with humor, Ahlaksiz making a sign like pointing at a watch that she didn’t wear.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Hey, just because it’s going to be short and sweet, doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be special,” Fiare said. “To the balcony. When I was out there watching that show, it was all I could think about.”

      “While watching a show about death, blood galore?”

      She grinned. “Yeah. Sexy stuff.”

      I blinked but wasn’t about to argue. We emerged onto the balcony, and she wasted no time. With her clothes out of the way, she pulled out my cock and turned, hands on the railing. Ass out—a peach of an ass, with dragon tail lifted out of the way, curling around me and pulling me close. Her golden wings spread, too, and she reached back to caress my balls for a few seconds before taking my hard cock and guiding it in.

      Her pussy was tight but wet. I worked the tip in slowly, having to ease it in and out a few times before I could get fully in, then she was moving her hips with the motion. I was able to reach around and caress her clit with one hand, grabbing her breast with the other, though the wings were pressed up against me. One fluttered, pushing me back, and I nearly lost it.

      “Careful there,” she said, tail pulling me back in.

      “Sorry, this is different,” I admitted, considering that Kinara’s wings were connected to her arms, and Milrae’s weren’t so full as this.

      “Let me… speed things up for you,” she said, then took my hand, pressing it harder against her clit. “You go faster and harder, I’ll do the rest.”

      Sure. Of course. Harder and faster. Easier said than done, considering how tight she was, but I went for it, giving it my all. It worked for her, bringing her to a quick climax. To my surprise, when she started to cum, her whole body heated up and she erupted with a burst of flames from her mouth, making me damn glad I was taking her from behind. What I hadn’t expected was the surge of warmth that flowed through me at that exact moment; as her flames erupted, so did my cock. I nearly fell into her, gripping both breasts, and burying my face in her neck. Her wings folded back around me, and for a second I held her like that, body convulsing, cock throbbing.

      Cheers rose from below. I pulled back to lean over and see the team there, two hunter platform vehicles ready, all clapping and looking up our way.

      A glance over showed Jericho at his mansion, shaking his head and laughing.

      “You all are nuts,” he called out.

      I waved, having no response, and slid my cock into my pants. “Ready?” I asked Fiare.

      She turned, pulled me in for a kiss, then said, “Now I am.”
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      “My girl’s turn,” Milrae said excitedly as I reached the car. We all piled in, though Ahlaksiz took the other one to drive, leaving her daughter and me to figure out this one. Milrae gestured the others aside and said, “Give them room, give them room.”

      “Wait,” I protested, eyeing the only unknown monster girl in the car with us. A woman surrounded in black, but for her white hands folded together in front of her, and bright yellow hair sticking up and in all directions. Her face was dark as if covered by a shadow, hair covering half of it and one bright pink eye staring out at me.

      If someone had told me she was a cardboard cutout from an anime, I would have almost believed them.

      “We don’t have time to wait,” Milrae said, already moving to try and undo my pants.

      “At least let us get off the ground.”

      “Give him a break,” Kinara interjected.

      Bloodsong laughed, getting the car into motion, pulling away from the mansion and into the air. “We all did just watch him get off. You really think he’ll be able to again so soon?”

      “He’s proven quite able so far,” Suiko noted, floating up from the dashboard, so she was like a head resting there at the front of the vehicle.

      “Ladies…” I cloaked the car, then turned to Milrae. “Maybe… introduce us first?”

      She frowned. “Sure, Ferris meet—”

      A burst of growling sounds came from the yellow-haired lady, eye pulsing with that pink light.

      Milrae hesitated, then said, “She doesn’t want you to know her name yet.”

      “No?” I turned to the friend. “But you’re okay with…?”

      Milrae growled a few incomprehensible words, then nodded. “She is, considering what it gets her.”

      I guffawed and shook my head. “This is too weird.”

      “You have to. So that when the fighting starts, we don’t have to worry about her being tracked.”

      “But we have one of Greg’s devices,” Bloodsong pointed out.

      “Come on,” I said, watching as we left the Los Angeles area behind, already speeding out over the Pacific. We’d reach our destination in no time. “Why do I get the sense something is going on here, more than you’re telling me?”

      Milrae sighed, exchanged a couple more quick back and forths with the friend, then reached out and started caressing my leg.

      “If it’s a matter of not being able to get it up, I’m sure we can help,” she said.

      “You know that’s never been a problem.”

      “What then?”

      “It feels so forced!” I blurted out, swiping her paw away.

      “Ferris…” Kinara chimed in. “Maybe just do it?”

      I put my face in my hands, then turned to her friend. “Tell her to take off her clothes.”

      “Um…” Milrae leaned in, whispering in my ears. “She’s already nude. You just can’t see because of her shadows.”

      None of that made sense, so I shrugged and said, “Tell me why. That first, then, sure. Whatever, I’ll be this meat tool you seem to think I am.”

      “Fucking hell,” Milrae countered, putting a claw at my chest. “All the others give me a hard time about being jealous, and when I find one I’m excited about, you get squeamish?”

      “Just explain it for him,” Jalee chimed in.

      Fiare put an arm around me, nibbling on my ear. “Come on, big man. Do you really need to make it so complicated? You and I weren’t.”

      “I thought we were. At least compared to this.”

      “True.” Fiare leaned back, eyeing Milrae. “So?”

      Finally, Milrae groaned. “None of you know who this is? I mean, you at least have to.” That last part was directed to Fiare.

      The dragon lady considered the yellow-haired woman, then shook her head. “I know she came with some of the others, but don’t know much more than that. Not one of the ones I would’ve necessarily vouched for.”

      “She appears to be half of an amplifier! More hunted than even the Chirops.”

      There was an audible gasp from most in the car. At least, those from the monster world.

      “You mean a Gillean?” Bloodsong asked, turning back to where they had me in the middle row, the Gillean next to me. “I’d heard they could be split, distorted…”

      “Exactly!” Milrae exclaimed. “Shit, he could stick his cock in all the Gillean in the universe for the benefits it gets us. I wouldn’t care!”

      “That statement is helped by the fact that there might only be one or two other than this one,” Jalee noted.

      Suddenly, I was curious. “Go on.”

      “As she said, rare, and amplifier is a bit of an understatement. Once she’s with you… let’s just say our next fight will be fun in many ways. At least, according to the stories I’ve heard.”

      “And the other half?”

      Everyone looked around, as curious and confused in that regard as myself.

      “It would have been corrupted,” Jalee admitted. “I imagine, anyway, used for some dark purpose. Maybe taken and transformed through some sort of magic.”

      I met the Gillean’s stare. Or at least, think I did, but her eye with its pink glow seemed to stare at all of us at once, somehow. All, and none.

      “Okay,” I muttered. After all, how was I going to pass that up? “Let’s do it.”

      The only issue was, as hands began to undress me, my cock wasn’t responding. It hung there, embarrassingly limp. Frowning, not at all liking the idea of all this attention on me while it was limp, I closed my eyes and asked Suiko for some help. She took me to my memories, guiding me along my various sexual exploits.

      At one instant I was back with Fiare, then with Bloodsong, and going through each of them. As much as they were sexy as hell, the pressure to perform was killing me. Giving up on that, I returned to the present.

      “Sorry…” I muttered.

      “Nothing to apologize for,” Milrae muttered, frowning at it.

      “Allow me,” Kinara said, and climbed over the seat, in a very awkward position as she buried her face in my crotch and took me into her mouth. First my limp cock, then going to my balls.

      It simply wasn’t working. It felt damn good, but nothing more.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, running her tongue along me. “Your mind is too cluttered?”

      “I guess,” I replied, glancing over at the new girl. “We’re going into this fight, right? My mind’s kind of on that, and… you know, it’s a lot of pressure.”

      The ladies pouted.

      All but the Gillean, who moved close to me until her face was an inch from mine. This close, I could see that what Milrae had said was right. She was indeed nude, but even an inch from me, I could only barely make out the contours of her breasts. Her hair shifted, and where her other eye should have been, was instead a glowing symbol in the shape of a triangle.

      One of her white hands moved over to my lips, her finger brushing it ever so slightly. A flood of emotions and sensations swept through me, both in a ticklish and sexual way; suddenly I was clenching up, feeling like I might orgasm. My cock had never gone from zero to sixty so fast, but there it was, stiff as a rock, and she slid onto it.

      In that brief instant before I came, and I mean brief, she was revealed to me. A stunning beauty with a body as pure white as those hands, her face equally as beautiful, even with only one eye. That same sensation I’d felt on my lips flowed through me from my cock, so that it wasn’t only pleasure down there, but an orgasm that originated from every inch of me at once.

      For the first time that I could remember, I yelled out, “FUCCCCKKK” as it swept over me; then I was pulling her close, convulsing and shaking, vibrating even. She let out a quick yelp, then shot back, slamming into the back of the front seat and falling limp, Milrae catching her.

      I lay there, mouth open, unable to speak. At least, not until Kinara was snapping in front of my eyes, asking if I was okay.

      “I’m… I’m good.” I shook my head, then laughed. “Holy hell, what was that?”

      “Amplification,” Milrae said with a grin.

      “And she’s…?”

      “She’ll be fine.”

      As she said it, the Gillean rose, lips showing in that darkness for a brief instant, upturned. There was a smile there, and she wanted me to see it.

      “Thank you for sharing that,” I muttered.

      She growled a couple of words, and all looked to Milrae.

      “She said she was surprised you lasted as long as you did,” Milrae said with a chuckle.

      “It was that long?” I asked.

      “No. Maybe a split second or so.”

      I put a hand to my forehead, surprised to feel a layer of sweat. That split second had been damn intense. Feeling the urge to test my powers, I clicked my tongue.

      What followed was me not only sensing my surroundings in an echolocation way as before but like a map in a videogame suddenly becoming both visible and three-dimensional. I could feel the waves below us, and some of the wildlife beneath the surface. Then it faded, leaving me with an empty, longing sensation.

      “Whoa.” I held out my hands to stabilize myself. “Is it going to be like that every time?”

      Milrae asked, then said, “No. And it’ll be strongest immediately following connection. Plus, the benefit should spread to all linked to you, which will help you to focus the amplification power as you need it.”

      I glanced around at Kinara, Bloodsong, and the others, feeling very exposed. It was like they’d seen into my soul.

      “You all should try that,” I said, earning laughter. I glanced at our newest member, noting how she was back in that strange position with her arms wrapped around herself. Would I ever get to know her fully? The strange way of communicating that only Milrae seemed to understand was at least a language of sorts. If nothing else, she could translate, but maybe I could learn it, too?

      “How’s he stay alive with everyone draining him all the time?” Fiare asked.

      Kinara grinned, kissing me on the cheek. “The human body is a miracle.”

      I was pretty sure it was just biology, and figured my body created more sperm as it felt it was needed. Lately, it was needing a lot more than before.

      “Are we close?” I asked, scooting up to be able to see out the windshield.

      “According to this, we’re…” As Bloodsong spoke, we emerged through clouds; while there were more clouds below us, others gave way to reveal lush, green hills. “Ah, there we go!”

      “That would be Hawaii, sure enough,” I said. We flew over what I guessed to be Honolulu, but I wasn’t picking anything up, even as I focused on my spirit power.

      I glanced around, then said, “Lizzy is in the other car?”

      “She stayed back, wasn’t feeling well still,” Bloodsong replied.

      “Hmm, and as far as I know, the power of the mask latched itself onto her.”

      “From what we saw, that’s a good thing,” Koharu said.

      Bloodsong glanced over at me, looking worried. “Can you still access it? Check in on her?”

      “From this distance?” I eyed the Gillean, wondering. “If I lose my shit, we could all die.”

      The Gillean muttered something, and Milrae said, “She assures you, she’s tapped into you now, and can sense Suiko. The two of you should be able to manage any potential loss of control.”

      “Yeah?”

      Suiko became a ball of light and floated into me, pulsating as if to assure me she was ready. I tried connecting to Lizzy via Akame and felt a strange sensation like a phone ringing.

      “Ferris?” her voice said, and I started to be able to see her face, as if formed out of a dark shadow, but definitely there. Another presence was with us, but it didn’t seem to be Akame. It was strange, as if it couldn’t quite connect to us, but there, nonetheless.

      “Is everything okay back there?” I asked.

      “Well, you forgot Basty,” Lizzy noted. “But he’s keeping me company, and honestly, he’s quite comforting. Best pet ever.”

      “More of a friend than a pet,” I countered but smiled. “I’m glad to hear it. Take care and let us know if there’s any problem. This connection should work.”

      “Awesome.” She gave me a smile, then vanished.

      “That was… epic,” I said, glancing at the Gillean to express my appreciation. Since she had turned to look out the window, I left it alone. We were circling over a waterfall, with a small village in the distance.

      “I can’t believe I left Basty there,” I said, shaking my head. “Stupid.”

      “For the record, if you left me, you’d be in pain,” Kinara said.

      “Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s not nice to assault your partner?” I asked.

      “Assault? Shit, I’m talking blue balls. I’d get you all hot and bothered, then leave and make sure none of these other ladies helped you out.”

      I frowned. “Good thing I didn’t leave you behind and never plan to.”

      Below, we were flying past a Disney resort, complete with Mickey and Minnie character costumes.

      “If we have time when this is done, we’re going there,” Kinara said. “I had too much fun at Tokyo Disney to pass that up.”

      “Done.” I was so distracted by the water slide, that as we moved along, I barely noticed the blur of a glow out of the corner of my eye. Sitting up straight and going to the window—crawling over Jalee and Fiare in the process—I stared in disbelief.

      “I’ve got them,” I said, eyes on a hill below. “There!”

      “Under the green?” Bloodsong asked.

      “It’d appear so.”

      “We’re heading down.” She started steering us downward, the car behind following, and we descended.
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      “Green hills, waterfalls, the most beautiful landscape I’ve possibly ever seen,” Bloodsong said. “I can see why they’d have their headquarters here. But why this place to store monsters?”

      “Are you serious?” Kinara replied. “What better atmosphere to find calm for your subjects as you try to brainwash them?”

      Jalee put her hand on my leg. “The scenery here is very nice. And no, I don’t mean the lake.”

      I glanced down at her hand on my leg, looked up to her eyes, and said, “Thank you, that’s all very sweet. Let’s remember why we’re here. Not to stroke my ego.” My focus was too much on the moving glow of monsters below to notice the shadow that showed she was going to pinch my neck, so her action caught me off guard. “Ouch.”

      “Next time I give you a compliment, you say thank you and give me a kiss. I don’t care if we’re in the middle of the battle, or if you’re on your deathbed.”

      “Am I the only one who thinks that’s harsh?”

      At least two others nodded their heads, but I leaned over and kissed Jalee, then turned back to the window. We were close to touching down, at a point where the hills met in a plateau. From what I could tell, many of the monsters were directly below this point, but some were off to the left. Eyeing that hill, I considered entry points. My best bet was on the backside, where sprays of water told me we were closer to the ocean than I realized.

      “Can you take us around back?” I asked.

      Bloodsong glanced at me and did so. Of course, I could’ve just taken control of the vehicle, but I wanted to stay focused. I was still a bit upset about having left Basty behind.

      As we moved behind the hill, I was a bit distracted by the scenery. While I’d always ignored the thought of visiting Hawaii, I could easily see why everyone was so excited about the place. The green was lusher and more vibrant than any green you could get in California. I loved the way tall ferns rose higher than a standing man, and got lost in the purple flowers that lined a stream cutting through the valley.

      It wasn’t until I saw the glint of sunlight in the distance that I realized I’d missed someone. I used my amplified bat sense and confirmed the shape of a hunter by the jagged armor. Was there any chance the main hunter could have known we were coming and set an ambush? Or that this was all a trap to begin with? That was unrealistic. For one, we’d seen the news that showed the hunter on the attack. It had been far from here, and would have been an optimal ambush—use the news of the event to lure us in, then have more forces waiting. But that hadn’t happened.

      This was, most likely, a response to some sort of alarm we’d triggered.

      “On it,” Suiko said and appeared in front of me before flashing out from the car.

      I leaned over to see Suiko grabbing hold of the man, lifting him into the air. He was definitely a hunter. We pulled around, window down so Jalee could hit him with a blast of lightning as Suiko released and let him fall. He was dead before he hit the ground.

      “Vicious,” Fiare said. She reached over awkwardly, clasping her sister’s shoulder. “That’s what I’ve been trying to show you all these years. It took Ferris to get you there?”

      “It took me being part of the team to understand what was necessary,” Jalee replied.

      “Wait, didn’t you serve the hunters?” Kinara asked.

      Jalee nodded, looking uncomfortable. Milrae’s new friend shifted to be able to see her. There was clear unease, maybe a bit of distaste, though our latest addition didn’t show any emotion.

      “Is there a chance they don’t know you’re with us?” Kinara asked. “A chance he could go down there and infiltrate?”

      “Not going to happen,” I insisted.

      “Plus, I’m pretty sure they know now,” Suiko said as she floated up through the bottom of the car.

      We continued to the other side of the hill, me being extra alert with my bat sense. So far, none were coming, so I said, “We seem to be in the clear.”

      “Milrae grumbled something,” and her friend replied. Turning to me, Milrae explained, “She says you’re wrong.”

      “How so?”

      “No people, but… there.”

      I followed the direction where her claws pointed and cursed myself for not having found another means of defense. Out of the grass rose three turrets, and almost immediately they began firing. At least this vehicle of ours had a shield. I took over controls and began evasive maneuvers.

      “No point being discrete now.” Fiare had the door open, and grinned at her sister before jumping out shouting, “Are you going to join in the fun?”

      Jalee grunted as if that was ridiculous, but as her sister rode out and dodged the bullets, she cursed and threw herself out the door after her. I watched the two sisters go on the attack, spiraling and weaving between shots. While Jalee was aiming to take the turrets out with her lightning strikes, Fiare got low and lit the nearby brush on fire. Soon, half the hillside was alight, dark smoke billowing up over the hill.

      “Mind telling them to get back here?” I asked Suiko.

      She did, and as she left, I spotted the entryway I had been hoping to find. A metal door near the base of the hill, just below the water’s surface.

      We lowered as it opened for two men in suits to emerge in small, winged submarines. One rose from the water and was starting away from us, when Jalee came around the hill and made contact with a blast. It didn’t take the vehicle down, but did some damage, causing it to pull back in retreat. Now it was my turn. Commanding our vehicle’s turrets, I opened fire. The first ship fell, spinning and slamming back into the cliff, while the second had seen what was going on and joined the fight.

      Two shots pinged off our flying car, then Fiare joined the fight again, flames blasting into the glass panel that protected the strange craft’s flyer. As lightning, then more of our bullets, joined the assault, the second craft exploded.

      “Get us in there,” Koharu said excitedly, leaning forward and pointing to the opening and the door that was starting to close. It seemed we had caught them off guard, and they were getting the hint.

      I was happy to oblige. The closer we got, the clearer it became that wasn’t going to happen.

      “Pull back!” Kinara shouted.

      “Shit!” I said.

      Reaching out to my connection with the hunter drones, I was pleased to find them responding. I launched two drones into the opening and unleashed in every direction with sprays of bullets. Jalee figured out what I was doing and zoomed down to join the strike. Seconds later, smoke was rising from the closing doors, then they paused. We came to the landing on the surface of the water, finding that we would be able to fit into the doorway, but not the car. Already, as I exited the vehicle, I could make out corpses within. The click of my tongue showed me that more forces were coming up from below.

      “There must have been another exit point down there,” I said.

      “Plan?” Kinara asked.

      “Anyone with water powers, stick with me,” I commanded. “The rest of you, in there and clear the path.”

      As much as I hated to get my clothes wet, the idea of letting anything come up behind us while we were going to that doorway was worse. Milrae came with me, while Jalee and her sister avoided the water altogether and headed straight for the door. To my surprise, our new friend with yellow hair joined me.

      We submerged, and as I moved through the water assessing the danger, I glanced over to see our new friend in an entirely new way. For one, the shadow that surrounded her was spreading out as squid’s ink might. It flowed back in multiple directions, leaving her to simply appear as a young nude woman. This wasn’t the time to check her out, but I was amazed at her transformation. For a split second, my mind wondered if this worked similarly in a bathtub.

      Focusing, I decided I would refer to her as Shadow from then on. Clearly, she was so much more than that, as a blast of pink light shot out through the water and connected with one of our approaching foes. This was the first to come into the actual line of sight, and no sooner had it appeared, giving me a glimpse of a robotic creature, then it vaporized. Bits of it floated away as two more came to take its place. This time I got a good look at them and saw there were men inside the suits, which gave me hope for another entry point.

      I took care of the one to my right, my amplified water power going into action so fast I barely had time to summon the sword before I was already past a monster, blade slicing through flesh. By the time I turned to see the chaos of the dead monster I’d left in my wake, Shadow had dealt with the other. Both were gone. My senses picked up three more coming from below, but I wasn’t worried. Especially as, a second later, Milrae had dealt with one, and Shadow another. Water gave way as I hurtled toward the third, only to see it explode in front of me.

      I turned with the glare to Shadow, seeing her inches away from me, head tilted, one hand going to my mouth. I froze, wondering what she was about to do.

      “How is it you can breathe?” she asked.

      “How is it I can understand you?”

      She spun, arms out as if she was gesturing to the water around us. In response, I motioned to Milrae. At that moment, thinking of the fact that I had gotten powers from others that I’d claimed, it suddenly hit me that I might have powers I hadn’t even considered yet. Powers earned from my time with Fiare, a shared experience with Bloodsong, and even my brief fun with Shadow. There was no guarantee, as I hadn’t summoned any of the three, but I looked forward to testing it out. If indeed I could get powers from many of these monsters I had fun with, the possibilities were endless. As long as I could maintain my libido.

      “Shall we?” Milrae asked, voice coming out garbled as bubbles rose from her mouth.

      I nodded, then looked down in the direction of the attackers had come from. “Suiko, make sure the others are okay and tell them we’ll meet them up there.”

      Sensing she had heard me and would do so, I motioned for the two with me to travel down and look for other options. We reached the bottom of the ocean and turned to find several tunnels within the rocks of the cliff. All it took was one click of my tongue to get a layout and know which one we wanted. Thanks to Shadow, I also knew our route to meet the others above and that there was minimal issue getting to them.

      Swimming at high speeds through underwater Hawaii caverns was fucking epic. For one, it seemed many of the fish either lived within or had darted this way when the explosions went off out in the main area, because there were all manners of fluorescent fish. All those underwater shows about wildlife and diving came back to me, and I allowed a moment as I went to enjoy it all.

      Long ago, my father had taken me to the Monterey Bay aquarium, and that was probably the closest I’d ever come to experiencing this. But that was like comparing a McDonald’s burger to a Kobe steak. I couldn’t have been older than eight on that trip, but I still remembered the look of joy on his face while showing me the shark exhibit. Or maybe it was joy in reaction to my joy. Either way, the memory lingered, and I treasured it.

      At the end of the next cave, I turned upward and emerged from the water into a cavern with two passages off it. I already knew which to take but went to the other to ensure it was cleared while waiting for the other two.

      “Everyone good up there?” I asked Suiko.

      “Cleared out a passage, but they’re trying to use one of those dampeners on us.”

      “Dampener?”

      “What I’m calling the item that cancels out our powers. Only reason it’s not working completely is, by my guess, Milrae’s new friend.”

      “Ah, Shadow. That’s what I’m calling her now.”

      “Sure. Shadow. Thing is, it’s dampening our powers, so if you’re able to come up behind it and attack, great.”

      I used my spiritual energy to see where they were, then compared it to our trajectory and the direction they were facing. Based on that, I zeroed down on two places the enemy might be with their dampener.

      “Shouldn’t be a problem,” I said, seeing Milrae and Shadow emerge from the water.

      The former climbed out, but Shadow rose, darkness moving in on her and falling back around her body like a comforting cloak. Her eye met mine and I looked away, motioning them to follow.

      “They have those items that cancel out powers,” I explained as we went. “But we have our own special weapon.”

      Milrae beamed. “Told you she’d come in handy.”

      I nodded, unsure how to feel about the sense that we were using Shadow. Now that I knew she could talk underwater—as could I—we at least had a way of getting to know each other in the future.

      The tunnel opened into more of what one would expect from a government facility, and I had to wonder if this had once been a military base. Hawaii certainly didn’t lack those. We charged up a yellow hallway, then into a room where we found two agents. We didn’t waste time with them; Milrae took them both out by slamming their heads into the wall. Harsh, but effective.

      “Coming up on you now,” I said to Suiko.

      We rounded the next corner to find a metal room, with a mechanical device spinning, and a man grinning our way. He didn’t worry me, but the floating screen that showed the queen we’d met in the monster world certainly did.

      “What’s he doing there?” she asked. At least her surprise brought me relief. “Kill him already!”

      As I held out my sword, senses ready, I realized I had a nice upgrade ready and quickly focused my energy on it. What I felt was an ability to summon more than I had before, and what followed came as a great surprise. More figures were appearing, according to my bat sense, but we were fine with that. One second I was there ready for the attack, the next I’d summoned Fiare and Jalee to my side, so that we attacked the STP agents at once, from multiple angles.

      What struck me as odd about that was I could now summon my ladies wherever I was, and also summon the monsters who had already come over. I had to wonder what that meant for my powers, too, and gave my connection to Fiare a pull. Turning in the next hall as one of the STP agents tried to flee, I thrust out a hand to stop him, and my hand burst into flames. It was nothing like a flame thrower, but a ball formed around my fist and flared bright, stopping him in his tracks. At that moment, the other monsters attacked the spinning object that had to be the dampener, and the guy whimpered.

      “Where is she?” I demanded, grabbing him with my non-flaming hand. “The queen. Is she here?”

      He took a step back and looked to the screen for help as she vanished from it with a grunt of disgust.

      “You tell us, and you live today,” I said. “Don’t, and I can’t make any such promises.”

      He took one look at us, then at his dead buddy, and fell to his knees. “Of course, anything you want.”

      I grinned. This was working out just fine.
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      “Speak up,” I said, not about to let this guy waste any more of our time than was necessary. “Is the queen through?”

      The man stood shaking, eyes darting to one of the panels on the far side of the room. I stepped into his path and summoned my sword.

      “Not yet,” he said.

      “Meaning, she might be soon?” Ahlaksiz asked, and I turned, having not realized she’d made it down. Good, we had everyone who had come here. All in one cramped room, though some in the hallway beyond.

      “Rumor has it she has found a way.” The man gulped, starting to shake. “If they find out I said anything, and… they probably already have, I’m as good as dead.”

      “I’d assume not, considering STP is about to be no more. Considering also, that we’re about to shut the queen, and the hunters, down.”

      He nodded, then laughed. “It’s like I can almost believe you.”

      “How’s the queen making it through?” Bloodsong asked.

      “From what I hear she managed to get the sun disk. Or at least half of it… she’s not exactly through. She found a way to travel where she’s not quite here.”

      “I don’t understand a word he’s saying,” Koharu said.

      “The simple version is, there’s some way that the queen is using half the sun disk to be here.” I eyed the man, weighing him, waiting.

      “Are we going to have to scare the answer out of him?” Fiare asked. I was surprised that she sounded so excited at the idea.

      The man was really shaking now and fell to his knees. “We’re not evil here. Trying to make the world a better place. She has such power, made such promises…”

      “And you believe them?” I asked.

      “At first…” He lowered his head, shaking it. “But then the hunters came, and I heard them talking. She has bad plans for this world. Enslaving us, doing whatever else. Who knows?” He laughed. “If STP can’t stop her, we’re all doomed.”

      “Wrong.” I leaned in, growling, “You know what item we’re here for, don’t you?”

      “It’s down below, where we keep the monsters.”

      My bet was that the item we’d taken and given to that man with the golden armor and red cape was the type of item these others used to open the portals. If so, once we destroyed the portal from our side, it would, I hoped, be over. Without that golden pyramid, they wouldn’t be able to open the way again.

      “We’ll follow you,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “And this guy?” I asked, eyeing him. “I prefer we don’t kill him. You know, set a precedent.”

      “This one can put him to sleep.” Ahlaksiz stepped out of the way, gesturing to one of the monsters she had brought along. It was a man with dark skin that glowed spots resembling stars. It was as if his whole body was space itself.

      With a nod, the man stepped forward and held out his hand. We all sensed the energy flowing through him; a second later the STP agent was on the ground. We made our way back to the hall we’d come through, taking a different passage to get to where my senses said the monsters were located. We would find them, then end the portal.

      As we went, I heard Fiare saying to her sister, “You don’t worry he’s too soft?”

      “He’s hard enough,” Jalee chuckled.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do, and I also know that’s what I like about him. I wouldn’t call it soft, but… Considerate? Humane?”

      I cleared my throat. Turning and gesturing to the stairway on our right, I said, “They should be below us. Right through here.” Eyeing Fiare, I added, “I’ll lead the way.”

      Jalee rolled her eyes, but had a half-smile as she met my gaze.

      Ahlaksiz moved up beside me and said to Jalee and Fiare, “You two go first. We don’t want to go in there guns blazing, because we don’t know who’s on which side. The more we can bring over, the better. We’ll follow close behind.”

      I nodded and said, “If you say so. But I’ll lead the way down the stairs to make sure there are no problems, then step aside.”

      They didn’t argue, so I went ahead. My vision was showing the monsters, and my bat sense showed what I assumed to be STP members. Maybe hunters, but judging by the other STP guy above, they hadn’t infiltrated down here yet.

      What surprised me, however, was when we reached the bottom and there were two Marines standing guard. Huh. It seemed this was an actual military base. They couldn’t have possibly known about the monsters and all that, right? Because if the Marines were involved, I was about to be fucking out.

      I paused, glanced back to the monster guy who could make others sleep, and nodded him forward.

      “Careful,” I said.

      He eyed me, then turned back to Ahlaksiz. She gave him a nod. Apparently, this guy had an issue with my authority. I’d have to have a talk with him later.

      The Marines passed out a second later, and I considered being all badass and taking one of their uniforms. First problem with that was I wouldn’t fit into them. Now that I saw these Marines up close, it was clear they were way too skinny. As badass as they likely were, these were some tiny dudes.

      “You coming?” Jalee asked, while more monsters joined us.

      I frowned, looking around to see that the monsters had already moved on and were in the room ahead. I guffawed but ran in to find Ahlaksiz in the midst of briefing them, and Milrae already gesturing to a couple who had seemingly decided they were on our side. My role seemed to be to stay out of the way, so I motioned to Kinara and stepped back into the hall.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, poking her head out.

      “I’m going to let you all do your thing. Keep watch here.”

      She arched an eyebrow in doubt, which made sense because I was not seeing any more movement. The enemy had to know we were here. So, where were they? Why weren’t they responding in force?

      Turning back to the room, I considered our options.

      “Suiko,” I reached out. “All good?”

      “Seems to be,” she replied. “Devasla and Amabie are keeping watch.”

      I looked around at the monsters, one lion-looking dude with a huge mane was going off on Ahlaksiz, and I considered going in and punching him if he didn’t chill. Clearly, I was on edge. I’d have preferred to simply have a big fight than this not knowing business.

      The lion man suddenly stopped, turned my way, and marched over. He had a full line of fur going down his front, though it still wasn’t enough to hide the action downstairs. Worse, he seemed to be getting aroused the closer he got to me.

      Standing there, glaring at me, he was now fully erect. I wanted to turn away but had a feeling I couldn’t appear weak here.

      “You’re the one?” he asked.

      “Ferris,” I told him.

      His lips pulled back to reveal sharp teeth. “Showing off with your ability to throw your name around? I’ve got a name, too, and know one or two.” Almost under his breath, he said, “Jalee, get over here.”

      She stumbled toward us, looking horrified, then managed to walk the rest of the way. Her eyes met his with confusion, then turned to mine.

      “You okay?” I asked her.

      “This beast served the hunters,” she admitted. “In fact, his knowledge of my name is one of the reasons I was forced into servitude to begin with.”

      My distaste for the lion grew exponentially. Turning back to him, I asked, “And what do you think you’ll do with it this time?”

      “Maybe see how strong her bond to you is,” he growled, then motioned to his erection. “Maybe have her hold you down while I have my way with both of you.”

      I eyed the room, noting how most of the monsters were watching us now. Then I turned to Jalee, who looked genuinely worried. Her sister, however, had stepped up behind the lion man and seemed to be waiting for my signal. If I slaughtered him, the message sent to the others would be one of intimidation, but would set me up as no better than the hunters.

      Instead, I stared at the lion, eye-to-eye, and thought, “Suiko, be ready,” before saying, “I’m not here to control you. To take away any of your freedom, or anything of the sort. Only to set you free.”

      “You?” He laughed, then took up a fighting stance. “You can’t do shit here.”

      I opened my mouth to retort, then said fuck it and moved with my increased speed and power, sliding in to deliver a quick punch to the lion’s hairy chest. The force was enough to knock him back; Fiare had to catch him.

      As he roared, trying to regain his footing, I charged but didn’t touch him this time. Instead, I stood over him and said, “If he tries anything stupid, turn his cock into a fucking shish kabob. Flame-broiled.” Next, I turned to the group, unsure what had come over me but rolling with it. “This goes for all of you here. I’m not trying to play some game of domination or show you who’s boss, but I’m also not about to be fucked with. We’re here fighting a very real battle, or war, even. Not only for Earth but for your world. For you to be able to join us if you want or to go back home if that’s an option. Now, I’m going to ask my new friend here,” I gestured to the lion, “to stand and apologize for being an ass.” A grunt came from one of the monsters who looked kind of like a donkey, so I held a hand up his way and said, “No offense meant. What I’m saying is, we don’t have to be friends here, but we do have to work together. Anyone not willing to accept that needs to be dealt with.”

      “And you’d be the one to deal with us?” a monstrous woman with three sets of horns around her head asked. She was tall with dark purple skin and scales.

      “I am,” I replied. “But not only me. All the rest of us here who want to make a difference.”

      She scoffed, then looked around the room, considering. Finally, she went to one knee, head bowed, and said, “I accept your help, and offer you mine.”

      “And I,” the mosquito-looking dude next to her said.

      Others followed suit, but soon I turned back to the lion; a woman with a black-and-white panda look and a man like a rhino stood on each side of him.

      “What’ll it be?” I asked. At least he’d gone limp now, so there was one less distraction.

      His eyes went to me, then he pushed himself up and away from Fiare, eyes roaming over the others in the room. Finally coming back my way, he nodded and went to one knee.

      “I’m not saying I’m going to like it, or that I’ll be friendly with winged ones,” he snarled that last bit, showing me there was more about their world that I still didn’t know—that there was distaste between at least some winged monsters and those without. “That said, I will fight alongside you and yours. Agree that, in doing so, we will be free, and you have my word.”

      “Agreed,” I said.

      He bowed his head, but the panda woman at his side muttered, “Coward,” and lifted a hand. It was clearly a signal; two monsters from my right came at me—both had a bit of a ninja look to them, looking like demon ninjas, I guessed. No wings, but darkness swirled around them; each wore pure white masks.

      The first thrust out a hand and a blade extended; I had to rely on my speed and seeing the shadow of its trajectory to dodge. When I came up with my sword appearing in my hands and sliced that one’s arm off, a gasp rose from those who could see. Next, I sent a vibration through the ground, strong enough to knock the other off her feet. I was quick, not going for either of the ninjas, but for the panda. Slamming her fist across her face with the hilt of my sword, I swept her to the ground and brought my sword tip to her throat.

      “Call them off,” I said, sensing movement from three others who had circled around.

      “Death first,” she replied, and reached up to grab the sword, thrusting her neck forward at the same time as she pulled. I honestly hadn’t wanted to kill her, but she did it for me.

      At the same time, two monsters lunged from behind. One never made it, caught by Fiare’s flame mid-leap and falling to the ground as a pile of ash—the flame so hot that I and others nearby had to stagger away. The smoke and stench were so terrible, I knew it was time to get out of there.

      Our fight wasn’t done, though, as Kinara had caught another, pinning him to the wall with her claws digging into his eyes. He screamed, thrashed around, and only went limp when Bloodsong stepped up and shot him in the head with her pistol.

      “Any more?” Ahlaksiz asked, covering her nose to avoid the stench.

      None acted.

      “Follow me, then,” I said, gesturing them out of there and scanning the area, considering where the platform would be. I had it, then, charging into the room three doors down and on the right. The monsters followed, all moving around the unconscious Marines.

      Then we were standing in front of a metal platform with screens and whatnot that highly resembled the one we’d found before. While Jericho had taken care of that one, this one wasn’t hard to figure out. There were only two passages open, though its presence here made me ask myself how many others there might be. We had to hope this was the only one left.

      “Once this is closed, I believe it’ll be over,” I said, my team gathering close, others straining their necks to see what was happening.

      “Going through might take you back home,” Ahlaksiz said, “or might take you to the world of those bastards who sent the hunters after us. Does anyone want to take that risk before we close it?”

      “If I go through, I either go home or get to try and kill as many of those others as I can, on their own planet?” one of the demon ninjas asked. Eyeing me, she said, “I like those scenarios.”

      “Could also be that we have no idea what’ll actually happen,” the lion said. “Right?”

      Ahlaksiz nodded. “But those who stay will know exactly what they’re getting into. Which is at first war, then a completely new way of life.”

      I stepped forward. “We have room and board for all of you. Training if you want it, and a real sense of community. You will be welcome, as long as you don’t put the rest of us at risk.”

      The ninja demon grunted and stepped up to the machine. “Send me through.”

      I activated it and saw the world we’d been on with the upside-down pyramid. Not their home, but for those monsters who wanted revenge, it’d be a good start.

      The ninja snarled, made two blades appear, then stepped through to vanish to the other side. More followed, but by the end of it, only about ten had gone through, leaving us with still a small army.

      “Last chance,” I said. When no others went, I said, “Koharu, think you can guide everyone back up? Amabie and our lava friend will be up there to welcome them and prepare for the fight to come. Be ready.”

      “Fight?” a squirrely monster said.

      I nodded, indicating the other equipment in the room. “I don’t know where everyone is, but I believe we’ll be able to send out a communication demanding they face us. We’ll tell them exactly where we’ll be, and when they arrive, we’ll end this once and for all.”

      The others started up, while I and my team went about destroying the platform. When it was done, I went to the other STP tech there, commencing with sending the signal. We also gathered a bunch of goodies that Greg would be able to play around with. Knowing him and what STP was capable of, we’d be able to better keep our hideout hidden and protected, thanks to this little raid.

      “So,” I said, turning to Ahlaksiz. “Think these monsters will prove trustworthy?”

      “I think this fight will help determine that very question,” she replied, and we headed back up to the surface to await the coming fight. There was no way the queen and her STP allies would pass up this chance, and when they came, we’d be ready.
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      Taking an STP beacon that would give away our position in addition to sending out the call for a challenge, we prepared to make our stand. If there were any hunters out there, including the main huntress we’d met in the monster world, I had no doubt they would come. The issue was where to fight them. On the one hand, we could find a very secluded place, on the other we didn’t want to destroy the beautiful landscape. What we had found instead was an abandoned military base. I felt like quite the badass walking out onto the parade grounds, setting up our beacon, and standing there with my fists on my hips, waiting.

      What was quite annoying, was that we had no idea how long it would take for them to get to us. I got a hold of Arturo, back at the mansion, and had him checking the news, ensuring that everything was safe back there. In the meantime, as we waited, I decided we should have some Hawaiian-style fun. We got a hold of all the local catering places we could find, hired some fire dancers, and went about entertaining ourselves.

      As a pig roasted, hula dancers danced — topless of course—I found a quarter of an old barracks building to try and practice any skills I might have acquired. First, I clicked my tongue for my best senses, noting it had diminished slightly. The enhancement effect from our newest addition to the team, Shadow, was starting to decrease. That was fine because I could find her and have it enhanced again. At least my powers were working, and though the STP device had affected some abilities, now that we found them and had turned them off, we were good to go again. I took a deep breath and focused on my internal energy and how it flowed. Closing my eyes, I imagined my time spent with Fiare, and the others, and tried to sense if there was any new power in there. There was something there for sure, some sense of rage.  The strangest part was how it was affected by a lingering shadow, either from our newest addition or from the mask and Akame. I wasn’t sure.

      Giggling pulled me out of the moment; I walked over to the window to see that several of the monsters had joined the hula dancers on stage. They wore grass skirts as well, with leis of flowers around their necks, and were shaking their hips right alongside the Hawaiian ladies. Considering the sight, I had to watch for a moment.

      “Suiko, are we good? I want to try focusing a bit more, to see if I can harness my powers before the fight comes.”

      “I’m keeping watch, and we’ve managed to set up some of the old monitoring systems to warn us if there’s any sort of incoming attack. Kinara is also working with her bat sense, and some of the new monsters have other powers that are helping us to stay alert. She had plenty of time to evacuate the civilians when the time comes.”

      “Have I ever told you how much I love you?” The words were blurted out before I even thought about them, but once they were there, I put my hands above my head and stood still, wondering what she would say in return.

      “Aishteru yo,” she replied. “I love you too.”

      I released a breath and grinned. Even let out a little laugh. This was a new one for me; I’d never said those words to any woman before. Now that I had, I realized I felt the same way for Kinara, Jalee, Milrae, basically all of them. Was it love in the traditional sense, like you see in the movies? I didn’t know and didn’t care. This was better than anything those movies ever portrayed—it was something real. An emotion I felt would explode right through me. When this was over, I was going to tell each one of them, and make sure they never forgot it.

      Shit. A thought hit me that, if this was a movie and I was having these thoughts, that meant somebody was going to die. I was going to have to stay extra vigilant to ensure that didn’t happen.

      Going back to my corner, trying not to imagine those ladies out there doing their topless dance, and doing my best to ignore the tantalizing scent of roast pig, I sat cross-legged on an old bunk bed top, closed my eyes, and concentrated. Everything the ladies and Vaper had taught me came back. It was not like I was feeling the energy, it was like I was inside myself moving with the energy. Seeing my druid powers, live like plants moving around, I was the flowing energy that rose with trees as they grew tall branches and extended. And I was in touch with other elements, such as the water in my blue energy that I assumed was what provided my shield. Before I knew it, flying through the sky of my imagination, if that’s what it was, were wings of fire. Similar to how Jalee had wings of electricity. Next came the shadow. It was the mask; I felt it on my face like a solid, cold presence. And yet, that was affected by whatever powers our newest addition had given me. As if she and Akame had been connected, and now I was better able to control the shadow magic.

      I opened my eyes, watching black tendrils moving around me, turning to see the fiery wings spread out, singing the sheets of the bed I set on. Suddenly the sheets caught fire, and I threw myself to the ground, forgetting I was on the top bunk. The tendrils reached out and caught me, so I was levitating a few inches above the floor. With a thought, I was standing, and the powers were gone. I shook my head, shivering up my spine. This is so fucking badass.

      Before heading out, I practiced my new powers a couple more times. At once I was on one side of the barracks, and then used my wings of fire to propel myself across to the side. Then I would leap into the air and focus on the shadow tendrils, letting them catch me as I fell. It worked most of the time. If I wasn’t focused, I would slam into the ground in pain. When I remembered to direct them properly, it was no problem. On a whim, and feeling very much like Spider-Man, I tried using the tendrils to propel me off a hanging lamp. The only problem was the lamp was old. While the tendrils worked, the lamp gave way and I fell onto my back. If I hadn’t remembered to use the tendrils, it probably would have hurt a lot more than it did.

      Suiko appeared, hovering over me with a look of concern.

      “Don’t worry,” I groaned, managing to get the words out between heavy breaths.

      “I assume your powers are working then?” Suiko asked. She floated in front of me. I loved the side of her I saw now, wearing her kimono with her dark hair hanging straight down around her. Motioning her over, I had the shadow tendrils push me up right into a kiss.

      “What do you think?” I asked as I sent out wings of fire behind me.

      “Impressive.” Licking her lips, she kissed me again. Then she added, “Don’t let it get to your head.”

      “Think I could take Jericho yet?”

      She laughed. “I think you’ll never have to, therefore I’m not going to answer that question.”

      With that she vanished, leaving me to wonder what that was supposed to mean. In truth, Jericho was extremely badass. What if I could take him, or at least stand by his side without feeling inferior? Who knows, maybe now I could.

      Feeling pretty good about my powers, I made my way to the roof, taking in the sight. Beautiful, green rolling hills had deep shadows over them as rain clouds moved in. Music carried out from the festivities below, and I shook my head at the thought of how much fun we were having, compared to the chaos that was about to rain down on us. Not from the rain clouds, to be clear.

      With another deep breath, I ran to the edge of the building and leaped. Shouts of astonishment came from below, and I waited for effect before I sent out my wings of flame shooting down around them. They wanted a fire show, here it was. First, I simply glided down like the dragon firework at the beginning of Lord of the Rings, then I adjusted my trajectory and flew up. Clearly, I wasn’t as experienced with this as I’d hoped, or it didn’t come naturally enough, because my calculations were off and I flipped sideways, spiraling instead of going straight up. It must have looked damn cool but left me feeling a bit nauseated.

      As I straightened out, preparing to lower myself to the ground and not throw up, Jalee and Fiare came up to my side, flying in circles around me.

      “What’s this?” Fiare asked. “Could he always do this?”

      “The question is, what did he take from you to be able to do it?” Jalee asked.

      Shit, I had forgotten that was a thing. With a grin I said, “Hopefully nothing. But is the effect permanent? I thought it was temporary.”

      “You might be right,” she admitted, eyeing her sister and waiting for a response.

      “As far as I know, I feel fine,” Fiare replied.

      “Anything else we should know about?” Jalee asked.

      “Only that if I don’t land soon, I’m going to vomit everywhere.” Without waiting for them to respond or listen to their laughter, I lowered myself to the ground.

      Kinara and Milrae ran up to me then, congratulating me on my new powers. Ahlaksiz and Bloodsong seemed equally excited; when I summoned Devasla, I showed off my skill again, though much briefer and without the spirals. Amabie arrived at the tail end of that, emerging from the nearby water.

      “Do you think this means my fiery touch won’t hurt you?” Devasla asked.

      I chuckled nervously, eyeing Amabie as she approached. “I’m not sure I want to test it; then again it could be useful to know for other fire attacks. Maybe if Amabie could have me close to the water in case, we could see how it goes.”

      Devasla had a mischievous grin, almost sexual, as she reached out with her fiery hands and I braced myself.

      “Wait,” Ahlaksiz said, jogging over. “Ferris, you have to make sure you have that power activated, I imagine. Focus on it.”

      What she said made sense, considering what happened with me before when I hadn’t been focused on the shadow power. I was glad she spoke up and gave her a nod to let her know that was the case. Focusing on my fire power, the wings shooting out behind me, I said, “Go for it.”

      Devasla gently touched the back of my hand with her power; at first, it was only a warm caress. She ran her hand along my cheek next, causing me to feel incredibly relaxed.

      “I think it’s safe to say it works,” Devasla said. “We also might want to try it in certain places to see how much fun we can have with it.”

      I laughed, wondering how she could do so without risking burning down the place that we experimented in.

      “No use for me here, then?” Amabie asked.

      “You better be kidding, because there’s always a use for you.”

      “Good, because I brought you a gift.” It was only then that I realized she had her hands behind her back, and when she brought them forward, I was excited to see the small black lump she held.

      “Basty!” Taking him in my arms, I held him tight and put him up on my shoulder. “So sorry for leaving you behind, little guy. Ready to kick some ass?”

      “Good, good,” he replied while wrapping around my shoulders in a new way he had never tried before. He took on an armored look, complete with spikes on the sides.

      “Do I look as badass as I feel?” I asked.”

      Considering the way Amabie was checking me out, and how Kinara smiled and nodded enthusiastically, I had my answer. Looking into the sky, I half-expected to see the enemy pushing in. I don’t know why, but it felt like the right time. Yet there was no sign of them.

      “Anyone think we wouldn’t be focused enough to enjoy ourselves until they get here?” I asked.

      “I stopped by the mansion on the way over,” Amabie said. “Hence, bringing Basty. More than that though, I chatted with Greg briefly and he said he saw signs of them gathering. I think that’s why it’s taking so long. They’re putting together an army, so when they do arrive, it’s in force. Meaning, we might have longer than we think.”

      “Okay, that’s unexpected. I mean, I didn’t know they had an army.”

      “Most likely from the monster orgs that I talked about,” Bloodsong said.

      I nodded, considering this. Gesturing back toward the food and fun, Ahlaksiz said, “There’s some good dancing to be had. Amazing food. And I bet Ferris here would be great at doing the fire dance for us now.”

      All that sounded perfect.

      “By the way, I also gave the others some info on where we’d be, along with a tracker.” Amabie held up her wrist. “If they can join the fight, they will.”

      “Ah, good,” Ahlaksiz replied. “If we can save some roast pig for them, I’m sure they’d appreciate it.”

      There’s never anything wrong with sitting back and enjoying a plate of fire-roasted pork, watching topless dancers do their thing, and spending quality time with a handful of lovers. Or two handfuls. Devasla went up to the stage and joined in the dance, her breasts flailing about as she giggled and moved to the fast-paced music. She tried a grass skirt once, but they quickly burst into flames and vanished around her in a puff of smoke. This added to the excitement for some of the civilians, while more were confused about what was going with all the supposedly oddly dressed cosplayers. I’d been told that’s what they believed, anyway. Maybe they were simply more aware of monsters.

      When it became my turn to perform, I stood and instead went to the stage to hula dance with the others. It was all fun, until I did the fire thing and my clothes burnt off—maybe I got a little carried away. They chanted for me to keep dancing anyway, so I did, but brought up the shadow tendrils to cover my special area. It didn’t always work; flailing around like that was hard to conceal. But they all seemed to love it.

      It wasn’t until the sunlight had ended and evening began that Suiko came to my side and, after only a brief humored glance down, said, “It’s time.”

      I froze, wishing I had clothes, and instantly let the others know that we needed to send the civilians home. My team helped gather them up and sent them on their way.

      “How long?” I asked.

      “Any minute now.” Suiko rose in the sky above me, and I joined her. She looked my way and said, “I like this new look. Nude with fire and strange shadow tendrils. Kind of hot.”

      “No pun intended?”

      “You’re lucky I didn’t make a joke when asked how long, considering…”

      I glanced down at my exposed self, and chuckled. “I guess I should consider my word choices when nude.”

      “Only around less mature women than myself.”

      Moving on from joking, banter I never would’ve thought I’d see from Suiko when we first met, we both looked out at the ocean, the horizon, and the dark clouds above. To my relief, it still hadn’t started raining, but there was no doubt that it would. Even as I thought that, thunder rolled over the hills behind us, and lightning flashed. I half-expected to see Jalee next to me, as if she had caused the lightning. But no, she was on the ground, still looking up at me with her sister at her side.
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      As fate would have it, the slow pitter-patter of rain began exactly as the enemy arrived. There was simply a portal, opening similarly to an eye. Without a doubt, this was the enemy. The attack started immediately.

      As our assault on them began, they charged out, sending back a barrage of attacks as well. Flames, lightning, even bullets. We sent our protective monsters to the front line, putting up barriers and walls, counterattacks hitting their strikes midair and causing both to fizzle out.

      Then the hunter lady, Galeva, arrived on her platform, moving down toward us. Turrets shot holes through some of our allies, but I set my own drones to meet her. I motioned to my flyers and shouted out, “We take the air, but the rest handle these ones.”

      I moved first, my wings of fire shooting out behind me. With the sword in one hand, I felt like some sort of angel, like Michael himself come to smite down a demon. Jalee and Fiare were at my side a moment later, Suiko circling around me. Others moved up behind us, and after an initial barrage of attacks from both sides, Galeva with her white masking green lines held up a hand and shouted, “Halt!”

      “Where is this queen of yours?” I asked.

      Ignoring my question, low laughter emanated from the hunter. “What is this, boy? You’ve been learning new tricks while I was gone.”

      “I do what I can. Want to get closer and find out what exactly I’m capable of?”

      “Please don’t flirt with me, I find you revolting.”

      “Then what are we doing here? If not flirting, we should be fighting.”

      Again, she laughed, then held out her hands gesturing to the orders below. “What a fool I’d be to assume you might consider surrender. You don’t belong here. None of you do.”

      “Me more so than you,” I countered.

      “Not anymore. You sold your soul to the devils…” She motioned to Jalee and Fiare on each side of me and said, “And look, here they are now. Little devils, aren’t you on the wrong side?”

      “We don’t serve you anymore,” Jalee spat back at her.

      “After this day, nobody will,” Fiare added.

      “Well, then, let’s stop wasting time.”

      Without further ado, the green on her body burst forth, surrounding her in a circle and shooting out tendrils toward us. I felt a sudden urge to turn on my friends, and even saw a vision of it, with me striking out flames and sword and shadowy tendrils. I threw myself at the huntress, giving her everything I had. I was shooting around her as best I could with my fiery wings, shadow tendrils grabbing hold of her platform and blinking around as I thrust my sword. Her green bubble pulsated, expanding, and though the urge to attack my own grew stronger, I was not giving in. Every time the betrayal took hold, I focused on the spirit energy and leveraged my shadow tendrils closer for another strike. Each time I nearly landed a strike, her green light flickered, until finally, it vanished when I managed to kick her from the platform.

      She fell, shouting and reaching, until she landed on the hillside nearby. She turned to face me, and I saw her white mask was cracked in half. The green light fizzled around it; I knew it would heal itself shortly. Not if I acted fast enough.

      As I charged, I saw my team around me fighting. Devasla tearing through the enemy, Amabie pulling others into the water. Lightning bursts from Jalee, and all manner of strikes from these monsters that I hadn’t gotten to know yet. Shadow was working her magic darkness, while one of the enemy monsters had grown ten times his normal size and was bringing them quite a beating.

      I reached Galeva, swinging with my sword and sending a vibration out to cause her to stumble. She came back at me with two blades, but I had her where I wanted her. Foliage and vines wrapped around her body kept her pinned to the ground, so my next strike came unhindered. A crack of my shoe against her mask sounded, then it was gone. Her face stared back at me—a horrible, six-eyed beast. Two forked tongues shot out, long and dangerous. I moved to the left and brought up my sword, cleaving one of them off so she recoiled and shrieked in pain. Something caught me, and I was flung away from her, sent rolling across the grass. I needed to gain the advantage, to find a way to one-up her.

      Amabie was up in a wave, clashing with another water fighter. Seeing her gave me an idea. Instead of focusing on Galeva, I used my totems to have Jalee send a blast of lightning her way. As much as I hated controlling any of the ladies, this was faster, and I needed the distraction. My tendrils pushed me up and I used the fire wings to shoot myself forward until I was at the water’s edge. I leaped in, using my water power to propel myself until I came straight up through my sword, cleaving Amabie’s opponent in half.

      “We need to get the huntress in the water,” I shouted.

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” she replied, and pointed past me. Where the huntress had been, now Devasla was raising hell—seemingly literally. Lava spewed forth, and Galeva was nowhere to be seen.

      “What…?” I started, then Galeva was there, plowing into me so we went spiraling. At first toward the water, then she adjusted our trajectory, sending us instead toward land, where two monsters stood, arms held out and creating an energy field between them. It had to be those two pulling us toward them, so I used my totems again, this time drawing Milrae’s attention toward them. She had been fighting a worm-like monster, but turned at my signal, slicing it in three before running over to help. Along the way, she snagged Koharu. The two made contact, breaking the monsters’ connection, and leaving Galeva and me to fall.

      We were over the edge of jagged rocks, at the point here water met land. No doubt, this would hurt. But as we approached, I pushed out with my shadow power and propelled us back toward the water.

      The huntress lunged to escape, but a wave crashed over both of us. She was pummeled against the rocks, while I drew my sword and let the water carry me into her.

      A sickening crunch sounded as the sword pierced her armor, the wave pulling us both back, so we tumbled over the rocks and fell into the ocean.

      She pushed herself up, snarling and letting loose with a string of alien expletives—and I caught a glimpse of the queen.

      But it wasn’t really her—only a screen projecting her, as if she was trying to call and we weren’t letting her through. Fine by me. I used my druid powers to command the seaweed to engulf Galeva, then stared into that disgusting face of hers as I dragged her into the water and used all the powers in my arsenal. The swipe of my sword was fast and heavy, her head quickly removed from her body. As before with the first hunter we’d encountered back at Big Bear, this fight was ended with a beheading.

      Milrae plunged into the water at my side, ready for a battle. At seeing what I’d done, she gave me a big thumbs up with her claw, then motioned back to the surface. I took the head with me, and a second later we had surfaced. I saw why she wanted me up there—flames, lava, bodies, and chaos. This wasn’t looking good. My premonition of death returned, and I propelled myself up and out of the water, shouting, “Enough!”

      As if that wasn’t enough, I heaved Galeva’s severed head at the giant monster, so it bounced off of the fucker’s skull and landed at the feet of several others.

      Flying up to hover over them, at the giant’s eye level, I demanded, “Is this who you follow? A hunter who would see you treated as cattle?”

      “As what?” the giant said, voice deep and gravelly.

      “Ignore that. Like shit. Am I right?” Turning and dismissing my sword to show I wasn’t a threat, I beseeched the crowd. “End this, join us. Fuck all this fighting bullshit!”

      “Fuck that, we love fighting,” the giant said, swiping at me as if I were a pesky fly.

      Ascending out of his reach, I said, “We can fight others! Their queen, she’s out there, right? We find her, we fight her! But not your own kind.”

      “You’re not our own kind,” he countered.

      The others, I noticed, were silent, nobody fighting. Figuring that at least had to mean something, I lowered myself down to a hillside between Jalee and Fiare. Kinara stood a few paces ahead, crouched and ready for more action.

      “I wasn’t born one of you, but I’ve come to love many of your kind,” I said. “And to that end, I would hope you all would accept me as if I, too, were a monster.”

      Mumbling rose from the monsters. Before any could answer, though, a sharp pain hit my head, and I fell to the ground on my hands and knees. A vision of Lizzy came, screaming, of the queen there, transparent but there, a hand held out over her suffering form, chanting the name, “Akame.”

      “What’s… happening?” I asked Suiko, hoping she would know.

      “I can answer that,” another voice came, and I turned to see Jericho emerging from a portal behind me. Through the portal, I could see the witches, and arched an eyebrow.

      “Can you?”

      He nodded, then waved to Amabie where she stood on the water. “Thank you. Couldn’t have made it without your help.” Then back to me, he added, “A dark force has taken over your mansion, and it’s expanding. Something is in there, threatening to destroy the whole compound. It’ll be night soon, but not yet.”

      The rain started pounding, another crack of lightning sending a flash through the sky.

      “Meaning, your gargoyles are at risk,” I said, catching on. He was right, this had to be dealt with immediately. Turning back to the monsters, I said, “You can stay here and fight, or… decide to give that up right now.”

      Images of the queen pulling at Lizzy’s spiritual energy, as if extracting Akame from her, hit me, and I cringed.

      “Ferris?” Jalee asked.

      I held up a hand to show I was fine, then continued, “I know where the queen is, and with the tech we can take from this place, I believe we’ll not only defeat her, but be able to end all of this once and for all. You will have the options to find a new home with us, or return to your world.”

      “But you have to decide right now!” Ahlaksiz added, already walking over to me. She turned and indicated a point on the ground. “In the next thirty seconds, you can cross that point. After that, anyone on the side beyond is an enemy and will be dealt with accordingly.”

      This taking charge shit was hot! I watched, impressed, then watched many of the monsters coming over.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked Fiare.

      “Some of us will gather STP supplies and follow you,” she said.

      “Others will finish the fight,” Jalee added, hands in fists.

      “Great,” I replied, eyeing Jericho.

      He stepped forward, staff raised, and said, “TIME!”

      Only the giant and a harpy-looking lady replied. Both looked at each other, and the harpy started to move as if to come to our side, but the giant grabbed her and bit into her neck, sending blood spraying. Before we could react, the head was detached, and the giant was laughing, bracing for more of a fight.

      “Fuck this guy,” Jericho said, and blasted him. Seconds later, all that remained was green grass strewn with bloody chunks of giant flesh and pools of blood. Judging by the expressions of horror on the other monsters, they were impressed. Or… horrified. Either way, they weren’t likely to betray us anytime soon.

      “Good call,” I said, feeling a bit sick. “Everyone, get to action! We have a war to finish.”
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      Stepping back into the compound, I was stricken by how the darkness and holes in the walls reminded me of when we’d come back to find Lizzy that first time. Combined with the orange glow of sunset, it was truly creepy.

      “Psst!” Arturo said, calling out from the hedge of the next building over. Other monsters crouched with him, along with Steph and Megha. Several more peeked out from the windows above.

      I quickly jogged over. “Everyone’s safe?”

      He shook his head. “Greg and Yuki…”

      “They’re still in there?” I turned, horrified.

      “And the baby,” Steph added. “We tried to go in, even Jericho, but this magic, it’s too strong.”

      I guffawed. There was no way Jericho couldn’t make it, but I could. Right. But when another wave of visions showing Lizzy in pain hit me, I was reminded this case was different. It wasn’t about who was the most powerful overall, but who had the right kind of power. My connection via Akame had to be the key.

      “Everyone, stay back,” I said, then turned and charged in.

      The building seemed to convulse as I entered, and I felt a shift, as if Suiko and Basty were both thrown from me. Indeed, my attempt to reach out to them was met with silence.

      Shadows moved along the wall like snakes, slithering, trying to escape, as I charged up the stairs to find Lizzy. The closer I got, the stronger my connection with Lizzy became, along with the pain the queen was imparting on her. Akame was being torn out from her, but now that I was here, I could feel Lizzy resisting. Through me, she was able to hold out. Our bond was all that helped her resist.

      Attempting to spot them, I was reminded that Lizzy wasn’t a monster. Akame was, but she was all over the place, so the glow was everywhere.

      “Akame!” I shouted, trying to reach into my connection with her. No response came, other than a twinge of panic, then a pulsing within as Lizzy and I became one. Our minds connected, and she told me to run, to save myself.

      “I can’t hold out,” she said.

      “You don’t have to,” I countered. “Not by yourself. I’m on my way.”

      To my relief, our connection gave me an exact ping on her location. Advancing, I remembered to search for the others, too. A light glow showed ahead, though my connection to Lizzy showed this wasn’t her. Maybe Yuki? I leaped up the stairs two at a time, then froze in place as I turned to see a face in the darkness halfway up the stairs. It was Randi!

      “Ferris!” Randi called, held in place by those shadows. When I turned to her, her hand moved, something glinting there. “Take it!”

      I had no idea what she was trying to give me, but I reached out. Shadows pulled her back, but since I was connected to Akame as well, I used that. The shadows pushed me to her, and even as she was yanked away and the darkness consumed her, I had the item.

      She was gone, darkness swirling around me, and somewhere in there, a baby was crying. I stared at the glimmering object in my hand as its sharp edge cut into my skin. A piece of a mirror?

      What did it do? I stared at it, even using my spirit sight, but nothing stood out as special about it.

      The baby.

      Its cries echoed from the walls and I spun, searching. No sign of them, but Lizzy and the queen weren’t far. If I could stop the queen, the others would be safe. I had to believe it.

      The queen’s power pulled at me, her mind reaching into mine, telling me to come over. My first thought was to hold the mirror shard up to her, hoping it would trap her within or something like that. Nothing happened. She laughed, and I felt her influence growing. No, no, no, I thought, trying to resist, but feeling helpless.

      Then Lizzy and I were somewhere else, standing in the middle of a stream as water went by our feet. She grasped my hand and looked at it as if unsure our connection was real. Hell, I didn’t know if any of this was!

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “Somewhere we don’t belong,” I replied, head swiveling to look for answers. But all I saw was the sunlight glistening on wet tree leaves and grass. This wasn’t right. Our fate wasn’t to lose, and I wasn’t about to let this bitch separate me from the rest of the women I loved.

      I wasn’t the type to surrender. Who was I? Not the same guy I’d been back when this journey started, that was for damn sure. A thought hit me.

      “The mirror!” I shouted, and was back in that room with the darkness. Instead of showing the queen the mirror, I turned it back on myself to see my own reflection.

      It was me. No darkness. No outside influence, just me. A smile forming on my lips.

      The mirror’s power made sense. It wasn’t going to trap her, but would let me see who I truly was. No outside influence. Turning my unhindered attention to the queen, I said, “It’s time you leave this world.”

      “I’m here to stay,” she growled. “You can’t do a damn thing about it.”

      “Wrong.”

      Now that her influence was gone, I was able to reach out to Suiko and Basty, and the others. I told them it was time—if they had the STP items to cut off her connection, they had to do it now.

      Using my enhanced spiritual connection, it was like I was there with them, seeing through Suiko’s eyes as I’d done before in the monster world. Ahlaksiz had destroyed the platform, and now she was there, kneeling outside the mansion, and at a signal from Suiko, placed a small compass-looking object on the ground. She moved back, letting Milrae step forward and summon the sword to bring it down on the item.

      CRAACK!

      It was gone, and I was back in that room, watching the queen vanish.

      “You haven’t seen the last of me,” she said. “Somehow, we’ll find a way. No matter how many years may pass… Earth shall be ours.”

      Then she disappeared, and I knew it was over.

      Lizzy sat up with a gasp, staring at me. Then she collapsed back onto the bed as shadows moved around her, mending her body again. While the queen was gone, another presence was there with us—Akame.

      She looked like a sister of Shadow, perhaps. With white hands and a body of darkness, her hair was similar but pink, and instead of the right solo eye, she had one on the left that glowed bright yellow.

      Silence.

      Greg’s voice said, cutting through the quiet, “Hey! We’re in the security room. One of the new STP devices we took from their ship when they tried to invade. It kept the powers from reaching us.”

      “You’re safe now,” I called out, using Shadow enhancement for my voice, so it carried through the mansion and without. “She’s gone. Forever… I think. At least for now.”

      A portal appeared, Jericho entering. Something shook the building and a second later, the balcony door opened, Ebrill the gargoyle looking in.

      “We missed all the fun action?” Ebrill asked.

      I chuckled, letting out the stress. “Sorry to say so, but yes.”

      “So it’s over?” Jericho asked, eyeing the two figures—Lizzy and Akame.

      Randi slithered in, and behind her came Greg and Yuki, carrying their baby.

      “It seems so,” Yuki said, the baby asleep in her arms.

      “We’re going to need much stronger wards,” Jericho said, and winked my way before going about working his magic.

      Ebrill stepped up to Akame. “You’re the one causing all this trouble?”

      Akame turned to me, then went to both knees and bowed. “I’m sorry. My body was split, so I wasn’t myself.” As she lifted her head, Shadow appeared next to her, and the two women merged, so now there was one pink and one yellow eye staring up at me. “We won’t have that problem anymore, thanks to you.”

      I nodded, unsure I understood but accepting it, nonetheless. Holding out a hand to help her up, I said, “Welcome back.”

      She accepted, standing and grinning. “Having both memories is… interesting.”

      “The world isn’t all black and white. Nor is it pink and yellow.”

      She frowned, but when I held up the mirror piece to show, she laughed. “Ah, my eyes. Corny joke.”

      I shrugged, turning to the others and feeling my connection to Suiko to ensure everyone had heard the message that we weren’t in danger.  When done, I sat next to Lizzy, caressing her cheek.

      Her eyes opened, and she said, “We won?”

      “We did,” I replied, smiling at the sound of the others entering below, running up the stairs and calling out for us.

      “I’ll let them know that you need rest,” Yuki said.

      “No,” I replied, standing. “If anything, the opposite. It’s over and we’re all safe. We need to celebrate.”
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      After dressing and getting everything set up, we all gathered into the reception area of the third mansion on the left. It was one we didn’t go into much, but considering that ours needed work again, and the fact that Lizzy was a bit put off by the idea of spending more time in there at the moment, this one made sense. Plus, as far as grandiose reception areas went, this one took the cake.

      Ahlaksiz had me dressed up in a nice suit. Suits weren’t normally my thing, but she must have guessed that, and went a little overboard on thinking outside the box, because she had me set up a nice Zoot suit style. Corny, but fun. And if there was anything I wanted people to think of the new me, it was fun. Badass and fun.

      We had music playing, drinks galore, bags of chips with salsa and guacamole, and I was loving it. Fighting for now, at least, was over, and we had new monsters to welcome.

      “I have to say, all this feels like the good old days,” Randi said as she slithered past me. While this was a monster party, so nudity was expected, we had Jericho and his team to think about. So the compromise was that the monsters would wear at least jewelry or enough clothing to cover the main parts. In her case, she wore a golden necklace with bits that hung down to cover her nipples. Plenty of underboob was still visible, and it was a good look on her.

      “Thanks for your help back there,” I said with a nod of appreciation. “How did you know that mirror piece would do it?”

      “Honestly having the whole mirror would’ve been more efficient,” she replied. “But the enhancement effects in place must’ve done the trick. That mirror and other magical items are extremely valuable when dealing with monsters and the like. I hope we can get back many of the others that were taken from me when so many monsters left, before when Lizzy had been taken over by darkness.”

      Glancing around, I asked, “And these monsters here? Are any of them among the group that left and took your stuff?”

      “It doesn’t appear to be so, though I’ve been checking. Some of those back at the fight were, but later disappeared or were killed. I’m sure there are still some out there who would know what happened to my stuff.”

      I nodded, and said, “If there’s anything I can do, you know I will help.”

      “Actually, that’s what I came over to talk about. Not you helping me, but me helping you. All this visual novel stuff, Hollywood… I’m going to make sure it works out. You have my full devotion.”

      “Now you’re talking my language.”

      She nodded at Fiare and Akame, who were approaching, then slithered away. Fiare wore the loosely hanging cloth she’d had on before, while Akame was fine with her shadow covering her like a heavy veil of darkness.

      “Now that our shadowy friend here has regained her form, I’m finding I quite like her,” Fiare said with a hint of flirtation in her voice. “Maybe we’ll get her to join the next time we have a little fun.”

      My eyes darted over to Akame, and she must have guessed what I was wondering, because she said, “Yes, all times are fresh in my mind. Both as the mask, and as the other thing. Still, I look forward to doing it as me. The real me.”

      I gulped, glad for the extra material in the suit that helped hide the bulge forming below. With a quick nod, I said, “Me, too,” and grinned with relief as Arturo joined us. I was happy for the distraction. As much as I looked forward to the time these two ladies were referring to, talking about it openly always made me uncomfortable.

      “This party is off the hook,” Arturo said. He gestured to the six-armed lady, who had four of her arms around four other monster women. “You don’t mind if I excuse myself for a little bit?”

      “Arturo, buddy… I think we both know it’s not going to be a little bit, and that is perfectly fine.”

      He laughed a boisterous laugh, gave me a fist bump, and walked off to join his ladies.

      The other two had wandered off, and I saw them talking to Randi, but Kinara was nearby so I moved over to her. She was leaning against the food table, occasionally taking little nibbles of raw meat. Basty was next to her, doing the same.

      “You two doing okay?” I asked. “Not bored now that we have nobody to fight?”

      “Oh, we always have someone to fight,” Kinara replied.

      “Doing good,” Basty said.

      “Hey, now, adding new vocabulary to your repertoire?”

      Basty rose on his hind legs, transformed so he looked like a little shadow demon, and grinned to show pointy teeth. “I’ve learned a lot with you all. Including much about the human and monster mating rituals. Language isn’t it so hard. I’d say it’s more that I’m too sleepy most of the time to really bother.”

      Kinara and I shared a look of surprise, then she reached over and scratched under his chin. At that, he transformed into a shape that was more like Totoro again, and even purred.

      To my surprise, I noticed the door opening and a familiar face entering. The Protector! His crew followed close behind. They seemed humored, but not put off, by the attire of the monsters.

      “I hear we missed a lot of fun action?” the Protector said, entering the living room and eyeing the drink table.

      “Fun?” I scoffed, standing and grabbing a beer for him. “Here. I wouldn’t say you missed much, but… yeah. It was epic.”

      He laughed. “Tell you what, I’ll try to be there for the next one.”

      “Deal.” We clinked bottles, then each took a swig.

      “Holy shit,” Red said at his side, and we followed her line of sight to see that one of the male monsters had a female monster pinned up against the wall, starting to slide his cock into her.

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “Sort of their way, but I’ll have a talk with them.”

      I took a step to go over and deal with it, when Red put a hand on my arm and said, “Let’s enjoy the show.”

      A glance from the Protector showed me he was okay with it, so I shrugged and let monsters be monsters. Suiko hovered over next to me, along with Devasla in what appeared to be normal clothes.

      “The one time I try to wear clothes, and barely anybody else is.” Devasla did a little spin for me, showing off her jeans and T-shirt that were holey from the smoke and fire. “What do you think?”

      “Very cute. I of course prefer your natural state, but yeah, I like it.”

      “I’m trying out different materials to see if any don’t burn,” she said, then turned to Suiko. “Maybe Suiko here can just give me some ghostly fake clothes that make me not have to worry about it?”

      “That’s not exactly how it works,” Suiko said. She gave a nod to Jericho, who had walked up to talk to the Protector. Then, noticing the Protector had brought with him the queen of fairies, she floated off to have a conversation with the woman.

      Koharu bounded over, and the three of us watched the monsters in action for a moment before turning and heading for the drink table.

      “What’s next for us?” Koharu asked.

      “Randi needs some help obtaining some magical items, so maybe that.” I considered, then shrugged. “And whatever else we want to do? Catch you all up on some movies, maybe?”

      She laughed. “I like the sound of that. Relax, drink some sake. Great.”

      “Have you seen Amabie?” Devasla asked.

      In fact, I hadn’t recently, so I excused myself and strolled outside to check on her, seeing Greg instead by a tree.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” Greg said, motioning me over to the tree.

      I stood there, eyeing the burial spots beneath, feeling the spiritual energy that came from nature, from my druid connection to it all. When I realized he was waiting for some sort of response, I asked, “Yeah?”

      “It’s my nephew.” He glanced around, nervous. “Thing is, he needs to come stay with us for a bit, if that’s okay.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I know, it’s fucked. But yeah. Bad situation, I don’t want to get into it, I just need to know if this is going to work, because I kind of need it to.”

      Considering him, I simply nodded. “I trust you. You know what this means, so if you’re saying it’s how it is, then yes, it’s how it is.”

      “Thanks, man. It means a lot.” He went in for a hug, so I gave it to him, then watched him walk off. The thought of some random kid coming to live among a bunch of monsters was something I couldn’t quite process.

      There was no way to keep him from knowing what was going on here, and that was how it would have to be.

      When he was gone, I moved to the water and knelt next to it, dipping in my fingers to see how it felt. I focused them, moving my attention to Amabie as if calling out to her. She surfaced a moment later, pushing herself up through the water and not bothering to cover herself with her scales. What a beauty she was, pale skin glistening in the moonlight.

      “Sounds like quite the festivities in there,” she said.

      “I wanted to check on you, after all the chaos.”

      “Check on me? Is that all?” She beckoned me into the water; I looked out my new suit and bit my lip.

      “Just to check on you. I mean, there’s lots of time for that… right?” I nodded toward the house. “Want to come in?”

      She considered, then shook her head and walked out the rest of the way to meet me. Her fins had turned into legs, and she took one of my hands, placing it on her breast. I wasn’t going to argue with that, so I moved in to kiss her, and she ran her wet hand along my bulge.

      “Actually, I can’t stay.” She kissed me again, then turned back to the water, receding into it until only her head was visible. “A new plague is breaking out in Laos. I’m going to do what I can. It won’t take long but I needed that kiss before I go.”

      “Oh…” I licked my lips in thought, then added, “I can give you more, if you want?”

      She laughed but shook her head. “Gives me something to look forward to when I come back.”

      She vanished into the water, and I turned back to the house and the party, taking a deep breath before making my way back in.

      “There he is,” Fiare said when I entered, and I turned to see her down the hall, wearing one of the Japanese yukata’s we had brought from Japan. It hung open, revealing her breasts and golden pubic hair. Slightly curly, thin enough to allow a nice view of her slit.

      I licked my lips, unable to take my eyes from her. “Is this… I mean, the others?”

      Hands took me by the waist, and I startled, half-turning to see her sister grinning, staring up at me in a little negligee.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Jalee said, “they’re’ going to be part of this, too.”

      “But the party,” I protested. Those words left my thoughts completely when I was pulled into the family room and saw what was waiting for me.

      “We’re going to have our own little mini-party,” Bloodsong said from the bed. She wore something similar to a cop uniform, clearly purchased at some sex shop, and complete with a strap-on. Shit, it was pink and a good eight inches long.

      “Um, I’m not sure I’m ready for that sort of party,” I said, eyeing it.

      She laughed, then shook her head. “Not for you. For fun while you’re occupied.” Standing, she went over to Koharu and ran a hand up her thigh, then between her legs. “You’ll see.”

      I gulped, slightly aroused but also worried for Koharu. The monkey lady was smiling, though, tail moving over to slide along Bloodsong’s ass. If it worked for them, why not?

      Akame was on a white couch, one of those white hands moving along her thigh, the other working up toward her breasts as she watched Ahlaksiz and Jalee move over to undress me. Jalee paused at my crotch, staring at the wet mark there.

      I grinned and shook my head. “Nothing to worry about. Saw Amabie outside and she had to say goodbye.”

      “Left a little treat for us?” Kinara said, coming over and kneeling in front of me.

      “No, no. Just… her hand was wet.”

      “Was, good.” Kinara’s hands moved up my thighs, caressing my package over the pants, while Jalee started to undo my buckle. My eyes found Koharu bending over, watching me as Bloodsong knelt behind her, licking her pussy. Then, as Jalee and Kinara pulled out my cock, Bloodsong held that massive pink strap-on, sliding into Koharu. A yelp was followed with moans of pleasure, and the music outside the room grew louder.

      A burst of blue electricity shot out from Jalee’s tongue as it flicked across my tip, but Kinara pulled it away and shook her head.

      “None of that now,” Kinara said. “We gotta make him last.”

      Considering how good even that little burst had felt, I had to agree. This wasn’t only about pleasure—it was about the whole experience. Kinara tenderly ran her tongue along my inner thigh as she pulled my pants off, then up to my balls and shaft. Jalee joined, taking it fully in her mouth, while Bloodsong was making Koharu yelp even louder.

      I let out a big breath and pulled up the two ladies kneeling there, guiding them over to the bed so I could slap Koharu’s ass before bending Jalee and Kinara over next to her. Ahlaksiz laughed as she saw what I was doing, then led Milrae over, situating her in front of Jalee and herself in front of Kinara, so both could go down on the ladies before them.

      Meanwhile, I slid my hard cock into Jalee, my fingers into Kinara, and used my other hand to high-five Bloodsong. It just seemed like the right thing to do.

      She reached over to slap my ass when I started thrusting harder into Jalee. A burst of electricity sent me tingling, and I had to pull out. Luckily for her, Koharu had just climaxed, so Bloodsong moved to Jalee next. Those sparks didn’t do much to the strap-on but seemed to be sending vibrations through it, because soon both were moaning in orgasm.

      I turned Kinara over, so she was at the side of the bed while I spread her legs and slid in. She kissed me while one of my hands caressed her breast, then pinched her nipple. Someone came up behind me and started licking my balls from below while I fucked Kinara, and when I had a chance, I looked to see it was Devasla. She grinned, and I smiled back.

      “Go wild,” she whispered, putting her face back between my legs. I could feel my balls moving across her face, sometimes slapping her in what I assumed was the forehead, while I thrust away.

      At one point, one of her horns pierced my flesh and I yelped, falling to the floor and clutching the wound.

      “On it,” Kinara said, throwing herself at me and licking up the blood and wound. It was enough to slow the bleeding.

      It seemed, however, that Akame was into the sight of blood, because when I looked up, she was hovering over me.

      “Mind if I…?” She glanced around the room.

      “Please,” Kinara said, gesturing to me, then going for the strap-on, taking it from Bloodsong. She motioned to Devasla and laid back on the bed. “Ride me, fire lady.”

      Devasla giggled and went to it.

      I stared up at Akame, wondering what was in store for me. She hesitated, then fell onto my body. As she did, her shadows moved out to engulf me like a blanket, carrying me into the next room faster than I could realize what was happening. A whirlpool bath was already filled and bubbling, candles lit, and we landed with a splash. In the water, I saw her body again as I had before in the water. It wasn’t deep enough for us to fully submerge, but I leaned my head back, reclining, and she straddled me. Her lips met mine as her pussy slid around my cock, and I couldn’t help yelping at how cold both were. It was welcome in the hot water, though, and brought its own sort of pleasure.

      Moaning came from the other room—Devasla, I imagined, before I noticed in the mirror’s reflection that Jalee and Ahlaksiz had followed us in, both watching, caressing each other.

      “Join us,” I said, between kisses, then pointed to the bath to my left. “There.”

      “Gladly,” Milrae said as she entered behind the other two. She sat on the bath’s edge next to me, spreading her legs so I had a nice view of Ahlaksiz burying her face down there. I turned back to kiss Akame, still confused about my feelings toward her, but definitely warming.

      She suddenly leaned back, breasts flickering with shadows as they moved in and out of the water, and she gripped Milrae’s hand as she seemingly tried to restrain herself from shouting. What happened instead was darkness shooting out and covering the walls and us in an ectoplasmic way.

      I stared, stunned, and turned to see Milrae and Ahlaksiz. Milrae took the latter’s head, pushing it back down as she said, “Not a reason to stop.”

      “Sorry,” Akame muttered, hand to her mouth.

      “It’s okay,” I chuckled, and pulled her under the water to kiss her nipple and bite it softly, but also to let the water wash the darkness away. When we emerged, I put a towel behind Ahlaksiz and took her from behind. Her tail kept moving in my face as I slid in, so finally, I gripped it, pulling it hard as I thrust.

      She bit her lip as she turned to me, then hissed. Honestly, that was hot. I did it again, and this time she nearly collapsed, shuddering with pleasure. Okay, she was into it. This time, harder, and I sent some of my vibration power through my cock. Yeah, that ended it for her. She squirted, collapsed, and would have hit her head if not for Milrae.

      Helping her to the other room, we returned to find Suiko nude with Devasla, steam rising as they caressed each other. I wasn’t sure how that worked, exactly, but joined in, with Milrae. She and Suiko started kissing while Devasla gave her full attention to me.

      “Wait,” Devasla said, holding up a hand and making it smoke. Flames burst out, and she said, “Concentrate,” as she reached for my cock. I did, though my heart was pitter-pattering with worry. As her hand gripped me, it was only pleasure.

      I leaned back, watching the flames dance around my cock as she stroked it. When I couldn’t take anymore, I pushed her back and moved along her body with my lips. Each kiss sent warm tingles through my body, and when I slid my cock into her, she almost burst into flames, scorching the floor.

      Honestly, that frightened me, so I pulled back. She let out a, “Noooo,” then pushed herself up, eyes taking me in hungrily. Before I knew it, she had me up and against the wall, one leg behind me, vertically riding me. She got hers.

      I was almost out of breath, catching myself on the nearby chair.

      “Running out of energy?” Ahlaksiz asked, stepping up to me and caressing me from behind, kissing my back.

      “Because we have more in store,” Kinara added, moving over to kiss my neck. Then Koharu was there, and we were kissing, while others came to me, too, and there were hands and tongues on practically every inch of my body.

      My energy flooded, then suddenly they were off, running away. “What…?”

      “Catch us,” Koharu said. “We have a surprise!”

      They went out the far door, the one nearest the bathroom, and all but Milrae were gone before I processed what was happening. Laughing, I pursued, ignoring the murmurs and laughter of other guests at the sight of me and my ladies running around naked. I pursued them up the stairs, right into our main room, where Fiare was waiting for me, wings spread, ass pointed my way.

      “Oh, nice,” I said, slowly approaching. The other ladies formed lines on either side as if a welcoming committee. It seemed to be a bit much, until I reached the end and ran a hand along Fiare’s ass, moving until my finger slid into her pussy.

      “Wait, there’s more,” Kinara said, the closest of my team.

      As if on cue, the closet doors opened and two ladies in maid costumes emerged. Not exactly ladies, as one had colorful butterfly wings, and the other green hair and green wolf ears. Each had other oddities, like pointed ears on the butterfly lady, and long claws on the wolf girl, but that’s not where my focus was.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Our two newest members,” Fiare replied, moving her hips so my finger slid deeper into her. “Also, my two most trusted generals, you could say. They’re going to help bring you the most amazing orgasms you’ve ever had in your life.”

      The butterfly one started to strip, but I held up my free hand, saying, “No, leave them on.”

      They grinned, moving in to caress me, kiss my lips, and do the same to Fiare. Soon I was on the bed, taking Fiare, and she pushed me back and was riding me. I pulled out wolf girl’s breasts and rubbed my face in them, then scooted her up to kiss Fiare while I ate out her pussy.

      My other ladies had joined us again, interacting with their new teammates. I couldn’t hold it in anymore, moaning; then Fiare moved, Jalee taking her place.

      “I want to have your baby,” Jalee said before deeply kissing me. Our tongues met and I felt my cock throbbing, unleashing inside of her. If ever I was going to impregnate her or any of them, I felt that was the time. It was simply too perfect not to.

      The thought of what that meant wouldn’t come to me until much later. In the moment, all I could do was lean back and say, “I love you. All of you.”

      “Wait, love?” the wolf one said. “Too soon! This is—”

      “Sorry,” I said, pushing myself up to my side, eyeing her and the other newcomer. “I meant all the ones who have been with me longer than a few minutes.”

      “We love you, too,” Kinara said, coming in and kissing me. The others did the same, and when it was over, I felt life couldn’t get any better than that moment. Although, we would have to get Amabie and Lizzy in next time. For now, this had been amazing. Bliss.

      I cleaned up, then went to the balcony, something catching my eye. Out there, in the night, gargoyles flew past. What a sight.

      I simply stood there, staring out the window, considering how far I’d come in such a short time.

      Finally, turning to see the ladies all asleep, and with a moment of peace, I went to my laptop and the little desk. I opened it up to my latest visual novel and got to work. It had been too long since I’d been in there, so I had to read through my code and pull up the art.

      Oddly, it didn’t feel right. Like it wasn’t enough. We had money, a place to live, and so many friends now. I was in a different spot than I’d been then, and now I could have the freedom to simply do it how I wanted. Just have fun.

      So I closed that folder and started a new one, a visual novel with so much fucking heart and flavor. There was no way in hell this was going to be anything but epic, just as my life was now nothing short of epic.
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      I must have passed out at some point in the night, because I woke up with a line of Ts on the screen, and Devasla was at my side, nudging me.

      “Huh?” I asked, turning to see her stunning eyes glowing bright gold. Something was different about her, and as I took her in, grogginess fading, I realized she was glowing a bit more gold all over. “What’s up?”

      She put a finger to my lips and whispered, “Don’t you feel it?”

      Kissing her finger, I then took her hand and concentrated, listening. So far, nothing. Then it came to me. Not through my ears, but through my spiritual connection. Focusing on that, I was able to pick out a voice, one that was calling for me.

      “I don’t understand,” I whispered.

      “Come,” the voice said, then added, “Find the spiritual connection, then join me.”

      Devasla arched one of her thick eyebrows but didn’t seem to have any answers. Closing my eyes, I focused on finding that spiritual place. The voice grew clearer, but all it did was repeat what it had already said.

      “Spiritual…” I muttered, then opened my eyes, taking in Devasla again. When I’d met her, it had been at one of the most spiritual places I knew—the shrine atop Mt. Fuji. Taking her hand, I was aware of a flowing energy I hadn’t noticed with her before, and I looked inside myself, connecting with my ability to upgrade with spiritual energy. Focusing on her and our connection, I pushed my upgrades in that direction, and suddenly felt our bodies merging, energy flowing between us.

      In an instant she was arching her back, mouth opening as if mid-orgasm. Then it hit me too—true bliss, pure, as if our bodies were one, and also as if we were making love in a new way, never experienced by anyone before.

      This energy was powerful, and so I embraced it, leveraged it to focus on the voice, and reached to the amplification effects of Akame. Energy flowed around us and Devasla and I were kissing, lava surrounding us, and someone was shouting. Then the voice was gone, and we had emerged onto the side of a crater.

      It took me a second to realize where we were. First was the blanket of red clouds beneath us, then the shrine to my left. I spun, clinging to Devasla’s hand as I searched for an explanation, and my eyes landed on the man—Vaper.

      “You did it,” he said.

      “How…?” I started.

      He held up a hand. “I’m not truly here, but the good news is that you don’t need me. You have succeeded in closing off the portal, for now.”

      “For now?”

      He nodded. “There will always be new threats. New ways for the enemy to get through, or other enemies that will arise. Rest now, though, with the knowledge that you have won.”

      I beamed, chest out, and noticed that he was starting to fade. “And you?”

      “My time of rest is at an end, Ferris. We will meet again, I have work that I must attend to alone. Take care.”

      “You brought me here to congratulate me?” I asked.

      He grinned and nodded. “To congratulate you, to let you know that I sense no other way for them to get through, yet, and to help you see how far your powers have advanced.” He nodded to Devasla, then added, “Enjoy each other.”

      With that, he faded.

      I was left standing there with Devasla’s hand in mine, staring at the spot where he’d been. A cool wind pulled me out of it, and I countered the wind with a burst of warmth that moved along my body. When I looked down, I was glowing gold like Devasla. She noticed, and when I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers, we were both smoldering, smoke rising from our bodies as flames danced about us.

      “I’ve been meaning to say…” she pulled back, nose almost touching mine, eyes glowing so brightly that if I hadn’t had this power shared with her and the others, I imagined I might have gone blind.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “Before, what you said… about love. You meant that?”

      I nodded. “Of course. This isn’t some fling, some online dating experience… This is real. I love you—each of you—with all my heart.”

      “And I love you,” she replied.

      We stood like that, staring into each other’s eyes, hands enjoying the hot, burning feel of each other’s bodies. In that moment I understood what Vaper had meant, about bringing me here to help me understand my powers and how they’d advanced. Not only in terms of the magical side of it all, but in my ability to be with these women one hundred percent. To love them to such a degree that even the thought of anything less was impossible. We were a team, there for each other, and nothing would ever change that.

      As the thoughts moved through my mind, my summoning powers took effect, almost subconsciously. All I knew was that I wanted each of the ladies there with us, and one by one they started to appear. First was Kinara, letting out a small gasp of surprise, then smiling and joining us. Our fire moved out to welcome her, and she didn’t burn. Next came Milrae, then Jalee and her sister, Ahlaksiz, Bloodsong, Koharu, then Suiko and Amabie. Even Basty appeared, yawning and, for once, not going to sleep. Akame and Lizzy arrived last, and I stood there looking over all of them with a pleasant smile.

      It might have surprised the old me that I’d been able to summon those who weren’t truly monsters, but no, they were part of the team and being able to bring them here with us made perfect sense. I wasn’t a summoner, exactly. Not anymore. This was something so much bigger—this was about our connection. Our love.

      We all joined hands and wrapped arms around each other to watch the sunset over Mt. Fuji and the clouds moving apart below, no words needed. This was our team. We had won, had saved so many others.

      Now it was simply our time to relax and enjoy the moment.

      I mean, of course that only lasted about another ninety seconds before we started tearing each other’s clothes off and going at it like animals, but you get the picture. Isn’t love grand?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      That brings the six-book series to a close! Clearly, though, their story isn’t over. I assume you can guess what I have in mind, maybe? If you’ve been part of my Facebook group, at least, you’ll have heard me talking about a multi-POV (Point of View) book for the Supers books, which would include one big story with POV chapters with the teams of Ex Heroes, Ex Gods, Ex Succubus, Psychobitches, and maybe more. So yes, I’ve set up something similar here, but with the Monsterverse, Myth Protector, and Stone Cold Mage side. So if you haven’t read the other books, please do so now. I’m not saying these new multi-POV books will come out tomorrow, because I want to outline them and really get them right. But you’ll want to be ready!

      

      Thank you again for reading these and my other books. It means a lot to me. At the time of this writing, I’ve been a full-time author for about four years, but during the COVID time, sales have not been so great. I’ve been looking at other options, like getting a job or doing some ghostwriting. As of now, I’ve found a couple of gigs in the ghostwriting category. The downside, that means my own books will come slower. They won’t stop, of course! I plan on doing something like one for me, one for them, give or take. However, I can keep writing fun stories while being able to pay rent. And preferably, be writing. So far, the two ghost gigs I have lined up are pretty much me writing stories I want but getting paid upfront for them. Pretty great, actually. Maybe in the future I’ll find a way to get this in a similar way, like someone investing in my books and being co-owners or something like that. Ideas? Times are changing, so I have to think outside the box.

      

      That’s all for now. Stay tuned, please leave reviews, and again, THANK YOU!

      

      Best,

      

      Jamie Hawke

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie Hawke

      

      After working on Marvel properties and traveling the world, Jamie Hawke decided to settle down and write fun, quirky, and sexy pulp science fiction and superhero books. Are they all harem? Oh yeah. Oh yeahhhh. 

      

      It all started when Jamie was eleven, creating nude superhero comics with his best friend. What perverts! But hey, they were fun and provided good fodder for jokes up into their adult years. Now the stories have evolved, but they capture that same level of fun. Hopefully you will enjoy them as much as the author loved writing them! 
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        * * *

      

      I’m super excited and hope you’ll follow me on Facebook and Amazon (Click here and then ‘Follow’ under my name/pic). That way, you won’t miss it! It’s probably my best work ever.

      

      Thank you again, and I look forward to hearing from you!

      

      To connect directly:

      

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/JamieHawke/
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