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      “Monsters are nothing more than our way of trying to comprehend humanity’s shortcomings,” Alex said, leaning back in his large recliner, talking with a mouth full of brisket.

      “I don’t know,” I countered, leaning in for another serving of macaroni and another rib. Thursday night was usually pizza night for me and my boys, but since it was my birthday, we’d gone all out with an order from my favorite barbecue joint—Gus’s. Alex owned the condo across from the one I rented, and lived there with my buddy Arturo. As always in these kinds of conversations, Arturo was leaning back with a silly grin on his face, working on his third or fourth beer. It was hard to keep track.

      “You don’t know?” Alex took a swig of his beer. “What’s not to know, we’re talking reality versus not reality.”

      “I’m just saying, in my work I’ve come across some legends that make me wonder.” I took a bite of my rib, loving the St. Louis style. I followed it with a swig of root beer. As much as I could enjoy a good beer from time to time, I had big plans to put some finishing touches on my work after our little get-together. Alcohol was best saved for drinking while working.

      “Work.” Alex scoffed, and Arturo laughed.

      “Hey, I get paid.”

      “You do. But, come on—you make clicking image thingies and call that work.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Visual novels, jackass.” As if he didn’t know the difference. “You try making one, see how hard it is.”

      A moment of silence followed. We’d had this conversation enough times that we knew it got us nowhere. His job as a backend developer or some bullshit at some firm seemed so very important to him, while I thought his coding wasn’t so different from what I had to do in Ren’Py—the program I used for my visual novels. Basically, I had to code them, get all the art, music, all of that, and then of course do the marketing. I was a one-stop shop, making it happen on my own, while he worked to make someone else richer. Arturo, on the other hand, worked at a shop that sold mostly board games and miniatures for tabletop gaming, which was where I met him in the first place. I introduced him to Alex, and sometimes felt a bit guilty for that.

      “What about the movie?” I said, breaking the silence. “I’m telling you, it’s not often they do a showing of The Princess Bride at the theater here, and if we miss it…”

      “Not for me,” Alex said, frowning.

      Arturo avoided the question by taking a drink. “All I know is that I could definitely go for some cake.”

      I frowned, annoyed that nobody wanted to go see the old movie at the theater with me. “Still waiting on Vincent.”

      My older brother was supposed to have stopped by an hour ago, but L.A. traffic could be a bitch. Since he was taking the 134 during rush hour, we had to give him some leeway.

      “Vincino,” Arturo said with a laugh, then held up his beer in salute before chugging it. “Fucking hilarious.”

      “That’s not his name,” I pointed out.

      “But… isn’t it?”

      Both guys grinned at me. They loved poking fun at the fact that my parents were super big film nerds, especially regarding films from the 1980s and ‘90s. They had named me Ferris, as in the one who had a day off. Middle name, Westley. My older brother had at least received a cover name—Vincent instead of Vincino—but by the time I came along three years later, they had apparently decided it was more fun my way. Ferris Westley Parrone. At least my last name wasn’t so out there, but the guys found a way to connect it to the Italian beer Peroni. Since my parents claimed to have consummated me in Italy—gross—I had to wonder sometimes if even the last name was made up. Changed for the point of fun.

      What Does the Fox Say started blaring from my phone, and I cringed.

      “Speak of the devil,” I said. Vincent had changed the ringtone once and, as smart as I was with Ren’Py and all that, I never could figure out how to change my ring tone. Maybe part of that had to do with actually enjoying the song, but I wouldn’t admit to it.

      “You here?” I asked.

      “Yup, coming up, but … sec … elevator … got … run.”

      I held the phone away from my ear, then hit hang up and went for the door. “In the elevator, I’m guessing.”

      Opening the door, I saw the elevator door opening with a ding. Vincent strolled out. He was a few inches taller than me, broader shouldered, and had thick, black locks of hair. Unlike him, I had always been a bit annoyed that I was short and, since my hair had started thinning in my early twenties, I now shaved it bald. Arturo was another half a foot shorter than me, give or take, while Alex stood a whopping six-foot seven-inches. Yeah, talk about a monster. The irony!

      “Yo,” my brother said to Alex, as if the guy being taller than the rest of us meant he deserved the most respect. What was up with that? He turned to Arturo with a nod then to me with a sheepish grin. “Bro, I gotta run.”

      “What?”

      “We waited to have cake for him to not even be staying?” Arturo frowned, but his constant smile returned a second later. “Ah well, more for me!”

      “Sorry,” Vincent said, “it’s just, this girl over this way made me promise to swing by later, and with that fucking traffic, well… it’s already later.”

      “Forget about it,” I said, waving him off. At least he’d stopped by, which was more than I usually got from him. Whenever a lady was involved, anyway. It’s how he had always been, and one reason I blamed for my lack of success with ladies. No matter how nice they were, something always seemed off about them—like we were on two different wavelengths. Alex would say that’s why I made my visual novels and included all manner of crazy chicks in them. I would say he’d be right, and fuck it.

      “Before I go though, I had two things for you.” Vincent had a bag at his side, but went for his phone. “First, to show you all that I’m serious and what’s waiting for me…” He held up the phone with an image of a Korean woman who I guessed was in her thirties, breasts exposed, finger at the edge of her lips, suggestively.

      “Dude.” Alex stepped closer, hand to his chin as if analyzing a work of art. “You are forgiven. Go forth and spread the good word.”

      Vincent laughed harder than he probably needed to. I swear he had a man-crush on Alex.

      “Go, have your fun,” I said, mind off in thoughts of which lotion I would use for yet another night alone at home.

      He grinned, putting the phone away, and then said, “You’re into myths and shit, right?”

      “You do love me,” I replied, playing around. Honestly, I was surprised he listened—my latest visual novel was about modern-day fairy-tale characters and definitely played with myths and legends.

      “Then I hope you’ll like this. It’s kinda something I stumbled upon, but that’s a long story.” Digging into his bag, he pulled out a small obsidian bat. “I’m told it holds spiritual energy for some tribe in Papua New Guinea, or maybe it was Laos… I don’t remember. Anyway, it has this whole legend about it, like that there’s a bat spirit or god or something who will protect you. Just… thought about you, so here we are.”

      “Vince, this is…” I was actually dumbstruck for a moment. Not only was it strange for him to listen to me, but to get me a gift that was anywhere near being in my area of interest was unheard of. Last year, for example, he had come over with a new driver. As if I had any idea how to play golf or ever would. This though… it was epic. I took it in my hands, feeling the smooth surface.

      “Glad you like it.” He clapped me on the shoulder, then said, “Got me some titties to fuck, boys. You all make sure your soggy cookie game doesn’t get out of hand, and be sure to save some for me.”

      He winked, laughing as he left.

      I turned to Arturo as the elevator doors closed. “Sorry.”

      “Your brother’s a homophobe, bro. I get it… but I’m not gay.”

      “No, I know, but with your twin brother being, and… I don’t know, I hate when my brother acts like a tool.”

      “Forget about it.” Arturo grinned. “So you really like that thing?”

      I held up the bat so they could see. “If it’s anything like what he said it is, it’s totally going into my next story. Maybe I’ll have it summon a horde of bats or something. Could be cool for a fight.”

      “Or it’s like a pocket bat signal,” Alex said. He liked to try to bring the nerd-conversations around to superheroes, because that was at least one place he could somewhat hang.

      Arturo was too focused on getting himself some cake, though, so let the conversation go and B-lined it back into the apartment to get it going. They had picked up a Bundt cake and soaked it in rum, and I was one hundred percent impressed as I bit into it. Enough moistness to be perfect, but not so much that it was like soggy bread.

      “Shit, if I could get toasted on this cake, I totally would,” I said. “But I got work to do.”

      “Don’t be a puss,” Alex said. “It’s your birthday! Do something wild—hit up the clubs with me, I’ll have you back here with some chick who likes to bend with her feet behind her head as you ram her. Come on.”

      I frowned, not wanting to tell him that not only did I have no interest in going to a club, but that I was a virgin. By choice I should say. And because of the whole not-being-able-to-hit-it-off-with-females thing. But also by choice. I wanted it to be special, was all. And until I could talk to a girl while making eye contact, I highly doubted this pretzel fucking he was talking about was going to happen.

      “Got deadlines,” I said with a shrug. “Arturo, wing man him up, will ya?”

      “You know it. Twins right here,” he laughed, loudly. Apparently, the beers and cake were working their magic.

      “Twins,” Alex said, rolling his eyes. He hadn’t gotten the reference to the old movie with Danny DeVito and Arnold Schwarzenegger when Arturo had first made it, and for some reason never showed any sign of being amused by it since. He turned back to me, frowning. “You sure?”

      “I appreciate it, but… yeah.”

      With that I thanked them again, gave them each fist bumps, and said, “Good luck with the pretzels,” only to realize neither of them got the joke. I didn’t bother to elaborate, instead heading back to my apartment across the hall for an evening of chocolate-covered espresso beans, art organization, and new dialogue writing.

      Working a regular job had never interested me. Imagine the choice between washing dishes or working on making stories about monster girls? Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought there was any chance of reality to these stories. Had you told me that monster girls were real, I would have flicked you in the nuts and said one had just given you a blowjob. That’s how ludicrous the idea would have seemed to me.

      That was, until that night. Before finding one in my closet,.

      I’d been in a bit of a dark place, in spite of so much in life going my way. The day had been going on like so many others lately. I’d put on my vampire mask to get groceries—not a full mask, of course. A simple cloth one that I had bought from a woman at the farmer’s market. Everything about the world around me in the last year had been a comfort to my way of life. From the mostly empty streets to the masks everyone was forced to wear by their government and social norms. COVID-19 had been a game changer, but it was the outbreak of the new strain of swine flu and then the unleashing of a new one that really started the pandemic.

      Even though that had mostly ended a few months ago, I still wore the mask sometimes. It made me feel safer. In those days, I didn’t have to waste my time on social encounters and grabbing drinks that I didn’t want. No more fake conversations—I had been in heaven. Now life was back to normal for most, and back to an overall state of discomfort for me.

      That said, I was out of chocolate-covered espresso beans, had the latest Final Fantasy remake to play between sessions of working on my visual novel, and didn’t have another delivery of groceries until the next day. So I went out at dusk, braved the city of Glendale, and grabbed myself a bottle of Irish whiskey while I was at it. Trader Joe’s had a new brand that, to my taste, was better than most Scotch that I could afford.

      I went home and powered on my PS4 so that it would be ready, and powered up my laptop to get to work. My eyes started to close, so I opened my espresso beans, not yet bothering with a cup for the whiskey. Everything was going smoothly enough until the power surged. I cursed, even as it came back on. Worst part about it, I thought, was the fact that now the PS4 would have to do its slow-as-fuck reboot process, and I hadn’t even had a chance to play yet. See, I had a routine—thirty minutes of work, twenty minutes of play. I would pause the game, get more work done, then hop back and forth through the night until I passed out. It was a routine I loved.

      This power spike was a hassle, though, so I took a swig of the whiskey. I leaned back to wait, and adjusted my package at the thought of Tifa soon appearing on my screen. The camera never failed to show off her tight abs and perky, huge breasts. If women like her existed in real life, I had never met any. If they had, they certainly wouldn’t have given me the time of day. The designers of this remake certainly knew what they were doing, and how to please their target audience.

      I turned back to the visual novel, looking it over. It wasn’t flowing, and I wasn’t going to reward myself with play time until I had at least made some progress. Something was off—and worse, when I clicked the button to test what I had been working on, it came up with an error.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, kind of wishing I had more of that rum-loaded Bundt cake. With a glance at the door, I considered going over to get some, even if it meant breaking into their apartment. But then I saw the obsidian bat on the nightstand next to my door, and realized I just needed to find my Zen. My happy place, as Adam Sandler would put it. So I picked up the bat, sat it next to my laptop, and then took out one of the black focus candles I had found on a trip to New Orleans.

      While my college buddy had been on his bachelor party, I’d been going about on ghost tours and visiting voodoo shops, trying to find anything I could to help with my focus. Don’t judge me, I’d spent some time with them at the end of the night and had a nice anatomy lesson of what breasts did when a nude lady was hanging upside down on a pole, but escaping into my stories always brought me more pleasure. Something about the idea of them rubbing against me for money when I knew I couldn’t get the time of day with anyone half as attractive kind of turned me off more than on. Sorry, I’m weird.

      I lit the candle, sat down at my desk, and closed my eyes. The scent was like charcoal and chocolate—reminding me of a mocha I’d had on that trip. Focusing on that moment and clearing my head, I took the bat in my hand and ran my thumb along the smooth obsidian, hoping the spirit would inspire my muse. Not that I really believed in such things, but if it could help, I’d try.

      The focus was coming to me. My Zen, all of it starting to make sense. I leaned forward, about to let the scene from my head explode onto the page, when a loud crash sounded. My head spun, trying to place the noise. Shuffling, then a thump. Another crash sent me scrambling up onto the couch and holding my whiskey bottle like a weapon, even though it was open so it caused whiskey to spill over my couch.

      “Who’s there?” I shouted, realizing I was spilling the whiskey and quickly taking another chug before putting the cap back on. “Hello?”

      My first thought was to call the police, but then I stood there, listening, and didn’t hear any more sounds. Had I imagined it? Maybe I had left something on the dresser and it fell?

      Taking the bottle still as a weapon, I slowly crept into the hallway, eyes on my door. If anyone was in there, I wasn’t sure exactly what I would do. In my youth I’d taken some aikido classes, but always found they left me in too much pain, so had quit after a few months.

      On the other hand, I really wanted to play my game and knew I wouldn’t be able to until this was settled. Better to get it over with and find out.

      “Hello…?” I said again, but this time in more of a whisper.

      Slowly pushing the door, I saw in the mirror that my room at least appeared empty. I took a step in, then quickly leaped in with a shout. A thud came from the closet, and I fell back, shouting, “Ah, fuck! Fuck-sticks with shit ball!”

      Climbing up onto the bed, I stared at the closet door, open barely an inch. I waited, heart thudding, and realized there was a strange smell in my room—something like lemon curd. More than that, it was exceptionally hot for a cool, spring evening.

      “I swear to God, if someone’s in there…”

      A whimper sounded. I frowned, caught off guard by that. What sort of invader or thief whimpered? Maybe it was a lost child, or some sort of animal? Moving over to the edge of my bed, I leaned forward and reached out, grabbed the doorknob, and then threw the door open while pulling away and preparing for the worst.

      At first, all I saw was my dark closet. Then… movement. I glanced around, eyeing the window to see if I could make it if needed, then back at the door to the hallway—which was, unfortunately, blocked by the wide-open closet door. Why the fuck hadn’t I turned on the lights? Inching over to the light switch, I strained my eyes to try and see what was in the closet. No luck, but then I was at the switch and flipped it on.

      A scream followed, then a figure charging out of there and right for me! She had bright-red eyes, large animal ears on the top of her head, and what looked like wings attached to her arms. Her scream turned into more of a screech as she froze in place, stared at me with wide, terrified eyes, and then pointed as her eyes narrowed.

      “Don’t you dare fucking touch me!” she shouted.

      The only part of me that could move was my eyes as they roamed over her in confusion and terror, taking in those ears and eyes again. Her hair and ears were like a rose-gold in a way that matched her wings. Her skin, too, I realized, had that very pale, almost pure white look but with hints of rosy-pink in blotches. I could tell, because she was completely exposed. Nice little patch of hair down below, and perky little breasts calling to me.

      Another part of me moved then, and embarrassment at her noticing caused me to drop to my knees to avoid it sticking out. Why I was having a physical reaction to what was clearly a monster girl was both odd and entirely sensical—I would be a liar if I said I’d never jacked off to monster girl anime porn before.

      “I…” I started, unsure what to say. “I didn’t plan on touching you.”

      “Good,” she muttered, eyes moving across me, then frowning. “What are you?”

      “What am I?” I frowned. “Human.”

      “Huma—aAHHH!” She turned and ran back into the closet, knocking all my clothes over and, judging by the thudding, slamming into the walls. “How do I get out of this fucking hell? Where’s the door, dammit!”

      I stood to go after her to try to help, but instead sat there, watching as the light caught the curve of her ass, highlighting too the edge of her wings that connected to her back. This was insane. A real monster girl in my room! Well, closet to be specific, but my room’s closet. How many times had I dreamed of this? Of course, in each of those dreams I’d imagined a kitsune or maybe neko girl, with long, bushy tails. In my fantasies, they would arrive and push me back on the bed, totally in awe of me, and we would make wild passionate love until I had a nosebleed. Why a nosebleed? I had no clue, but it’s what so many anime showed, so hell if I knew.

      And since I hadn’t exactly had sex, it was entirely possible—as far as I knew at the time.

      The thudding stopped, and I realized she had turned to look at me. Her eyes followed my line of sight to her ass. What man could avoid staring at that ass? I did my best to pull my eyes away, though her cute little tail made that harder.

      “By the gods,” she whispered to herself, “why is this humanstrocity looking at my ass? Shit-shit-shit, he wants to taste it.”

      “What?” I spluttered. “No, I don’t want to taste your ass.”

      “You do!” She leaped out, brandishing claws at the ends of her fingertips. “You want to take a big bite out of my ass, then eat all of me! Admit it!”

      “I, what? No!” She had caught me off guard with the eating comment. I thought she’d meant something kinky, like me wanting to lick her ass—which, honestly, I wouldn’t have said no to. “And what’s a humanstrocity?” As I said it out loud, it clicked. “Oh, like a monstrosity. That’s funny.”

      “Funny?” She arched a brow, eyes moving for the door, and then she ran.

      I sat there for a second, not processing what was happening until I heard the front door unlocking. Shit, she couldn’t run out there. Not even accounting for the virus and all that other plague shit going on, she was a fucking monster girl—people would lose their shit. Maybe try to kill her.

      Charging out, I found her with the door half-opened. I slammed it shut, but she opened it again, clearly stronger than me.

      “Out of my way,” she commanded.

      “You can’t go out there!”

      “Try and stop me.”

      She had the door open all the way and was taking a step, so I did the only thing I could—wrapped my arms around her waist, planted my feet, and turned. It worked! I lifted her off of the ground and we spun away from the door, the two of us falling as I leveraged her away from the exit. What I hadn’t meant to do was lose my balance, and I also hadn’t meant to fall with her, so that when she tried to scramble away from me, one of her nipples poked me in the eye.

      “Ouch!” I protested, then laughed at the thought of what had happened. The closest I had ever gotten to a girl’s breasts, and it was to get poked in the eye.

      She was halfway to the door again, but turned back to me with confusion. “What—what is that?”

      “What?” I said, my laugh fading.

      “That sound you made.”

      “Laughter?”

      “Ooooh, do it again.” She took a step toward me, for the first time her terror and anger morphing into curiosity. Maybe even infatuation?

      “I… I’m sorry. You want me to laugh again?”

      “I liked it. I mean, I know what laughter is, but I like your laugh.”

      “Your…” I pointed at her nipple, trying not to stare. “Poked me in the eye. It wasn’t that funny, I guess, but… to me it was.”

      She glanced down at her erect nipples, frowned, then eyed me again. “Why do you wear cloth over your chest?”

      “It’s cold, for one.”

      “I… see.” She glanced around, then back to the door where, as if to emphasize my point, a gust of cold wind blew in. “Yes, I agree. So cold.”

      Pushing myself up and thrusting out a hand, I said, “Ferris.”

      “What, your name?” She looked at my hand and took an uneasy step away from it, so I retracted the offer.

      “Yeah, that’s right. And you?”

      “I… I can’t tell you that. But thank you for trusting me with yours. That… that really means something.” She stepped back again, then closed the door. Apparently, something about me telling her my name changed the situation. “You’re right, it was cold. I can’t go into that. Does it get warmer here?”

      I nodded. “In the daytime. Tomorrow. I’m sorry, but… why are you here? What are you?”

      “The why… is complicated. But I’m called a Chirop where I’m from.”

      Something about that word sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it at first. Not until looking over her wings again and suddenly remembering a paper I had done on the zoo for my community college anthropology class.

      “As in chiroptera—or bat!” I laughed, not able to believe I hadn’t seen it before. “Of course, you’re a bat girl. Not the Bat Girl, of course, but… yeah. A Chirop. Why not?”

      “You’re strange.” She eyed me nervously. “You’re sure you don’t want to take a bite out of my ass?”

      I shook my head. Nibble it, yes. Spank it and watch the flesh jiggle, fucking A, yes. But none of that would come out of my mouth.

      “You still didn’t explain what you were doing in my closet.”

      She pursed her lips, eyes moving back to my room, and her eyes took on a lost and confused look. “I… don’t know.”

      “Can we back up, then? Where were you before that?”

      She cleared her throat, and I realized my eyes had drifted south again. It wasn’t my fault! A stunning monster girl appears in my house, almost nude—not looking would have been a crime, if you ask me.

      “Think I can… get one of those cloths?” She indicated my shirt. “If it helps with the cold.”

      “It does,” I admitted, sad to see her covered up but looking forward to the opportunity to be a gentleman. Quickly going to my coat closet, I found a jacket with long sleeves that I thought should be loose enough to fit her wings in. Seeing as they were attached to her arms, it wasn’t like she could fold them behind her and hide them under the jacket.

      She fit in, then closed the jacket around herself and looked impressed. “Huh. Back home it’s never cold, so this isn’t a concern. But still, there’s something to be said about this—like, maybe men wouldn’t always stare at me?”

      I chuckled, nervously. “If your breasts are always out, do men still stare?”

      “With perfect breasts like mine, what do you think?”

      I was about to say they were a bit on the small side, but thought better of it and just nodded. “Back on the subject of where you’re from.”

      “Ah, right.” She glanced about, then went for my couch and had a seat, leaning forward.

      “Right.”

      Her face scrunched up. “See, I was… in this strange cave and trying to escape. And I ended up here. That’s it.”

      “Huh? A cave?”

      “I don’t know. I was being hunted by someone, but don’t know who, so… can’t say much. Only that instead of killing me, as I thought they would do, I ended up in that house. And there were others, too. Different species of women.”

      “That’s horrible,” I said. “Why would they hunt you?”

      “Oh. Well… it’s complicated?” She looked troubled at first, then grinned my way. “You are kind of cute, after all. And so rich that you wear extra clothes for no reason.”

      “If it’s for no reason, then give me the jacket back.”

      She looked at the jacket, back to me, then frowned. “You’re kind of a pervert, aren’t you?”

      My mouth fell open. “Ah… I was trying to make a joke.”

      “About seeing my tits?”

      “Sorry. Just… forget it.”

      “Well, I’ll be going back home now.” She frowned, staring at me. “Any idea how I can make that happen?”

      “Can’t you go back through the closet?” I remembered how she had tried and failed, and felt like a jerk. “Let me try.”

      She followed me into the room. I went into the closet, pressing against the walls, even knocking on some of them.  When nothing seemed to work, I turned around and saw her standing there, face barely two inches from my own.

      That’s how I knew the smell from earlier had to be her—it was strong now, that scent of lemon curd. It reminded me of a diner my mom had often taken me to when I was a child, and I would always have a scone with lemon curd. Even now, the memory makes my mouth water. Smelling her, feeling her breath on me and being so close that I could see little lines of gold in her red eyes, I wanted nothing more than to taste her lips.

      I leaned forward, knowing she had to want it too.

      BAM! A punch took me right in the lips.

      “What was that—” I started, when she hit me again, this time shoving me back so that my head slammed into the closet wall and I slumped to the ground in pain.

      “How dare you?” she seethed, then turned and walked out of there, feet stomping down the hallway as she went toward my kitchen, it sounded like.

      I groaned, pushing myself up, and followed. My place was small—basically a main room you entered, a connected kitchen on one side, and a bathroom. Not much more, other than the closet.

      “Sorry, it’s just that… I mean, I don’t even know what came over me.” I wanted to call out her name, to get her attention. Only, she hadn’t shared her name with me yet, so I decided to call her by what she had said she was. “Listen,  Chirop—”

      She spun on me, fridge open, and motioned around the kitchen. “What’s all this? Where’s your food?”

      “This is food.” I frowned. “You’re hungry?”

      “Famished. Part of the hunt, see. I don’t think I’ve eaten in at least a day.”

      “I’ll whip you up something,” I said, motioning her out of the way and watching to ensure she didn’t punch me again. “About back there, really, I didn’t mean to, I don’t know, be presumptuous.”

      “Good.”

      Frowning, I pulled out peanut butter and jelly, then went for the bread. “You like PB&J, I assume?”

      “PB and what?”

      I showed her and she scrunched up her face. “That… looks… disgusting.”

      “No, try.” I scooped out some peanut butter and held the spoon for her to try. She frowned, scrunched up her nose all cute-like, then shook her head.

      “Chirops eat mostly fruit and small animals. Do you have that?”

      I glanced around, then shrugged with my best ‘so sorry’ look. “We can go to the store for the fruit, but—oh, wait! Jerky.”

      Rummaging through the drawer next to the fridge, I found a package of buffalo jerky from Trader Joe’s. It wasn’t bad, and I kept it around for those times when I forgot to go shopping but didn’t have time. “There you go.”

      She held up the bag, eyeing it with skepticism. “I should have been more specific. We only eat live animals, and prefer to catch them fresh. Ourselves.”

      I stared at her, realizing this was going to be much more complicated than I had realized.
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      Staring at Chirop, as I had taken to calling her, I couldn’t help but imagine her running around in the woods trying to catch birds or squirrels. The thought made whatever lingering bulge that had been going on in my pants subside, helped by her having the jacket to cover all that flesh.

      “Can’t you just try to eat something I have here?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No. Your food is disgusting.”

      I opened my cupboards, pulled out a box of pop-tarts, some Ritz crackers, and a bag of almonds. “There. Something has to appeal to you.”

      “Not at all, actually,” she said. Staring at the pop-tart bag, she licked it, then cringed and eyed me like I was an idiot.

      “Here.” I opened it, put the pop-tart in the toaster, and held up a hand to show her she needed to wait. She turned, looking out the window at the neighbor’s house, trees, and hills in the distance. “What a strange world, in here. But the trees and hill there, they don’t look so different from what I’m used to.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “My world?”

      I nodded.

      “Monsters like me mostly, living in houses of wood or stone, not… this.” She knocked on the drywall, frowning. “Whatever it is. Some people live in the hills, others the sky—”

      “The sky?”

      She grinned, turning back my way. “Only the fancy ones.”

      A click sounded as the pop-tart came up, and I tossed it on a plate. It burned my fingers slightly, but I ran them under water, then nodded to the pop-tart. “Give it a few seconds and it’ll be cooled down enough for you to try.”

      “You made this, for me?” She looked confused and giddy.

      “Toasted it, yes.”

      “Oh, and you hurt your hand?” She stepped over, taking it and staring at my reddened fingertips. “Let me.” Pulling my fingers close, she licked them, then grinned. “You taste like iggert. Yummy.”

      “I’ll take it.” To my surprise, the slight burns—as little as they had been—were completely gone. No pain at all. “I imagine that comes in useful.”

      She shrugged.

      “Ah, the pop-tart,” I said, handing her the plate. “Should be ready.”

      “It looks like a cake, but… flat.” She took the plate, eyeing the pop-tart.

      “So you know what cake is?”

      “Nasty, disgusting stuff.” She eyed it again. “Do I really have to try this?”

      “Since I don’t seem to have anything you would like, and you’re hungry.”

      “Right.” She sighed, picked it up, and nibbled at it. As soon as she started to chew, her face contorted and she closed her eyes and then spat right on my floor. “Disgusting!”

      “How can a pop-tart be disgusting?” I countered, flabbergasted.

      “Just… take me to get some animal, will you?”

      I ran a hand through my hair, joining her at the window. “See, problem is…” I turned back to her and eyed her long, furry ears. “You don’t exactly blend in.”

      “Well since I can’t eat this garbage, and since you’re not giving me real food and I can’t find my way home, what do you propose?”

      For the longest time I stood there, simply staring into her red eyes with lines of black. Lost in the realization that not only was I at ease with her, but I was making eye contact. For her part, she stared back, eyes focused, unmoving.

      “Is this some sort of dominance thing?” she asked. “As if… I’m supposed to be intimidated by your eye contact, turn over, and stick out my ass to let you take me?”

      “Huh?” I blinked, then laughed. “Wha-what? I was just… no.”

      She frowned, then shrugged and turned to the window, leaning against it and looking out. I couldn’t help but notice then, but only because she had just been talking about it, how her ass was sticking out. Covered by my jacket, but nothing else.

      “I need food, and I want to see your world. Can’t we just… dress me up? Make me fit in.”

      “A disguise?” I glanced at the obsidian bat in my hand, then pocketed it. All of this was too much, I almost laughed at the thought of trying to make her fit in. Too bad it wasn’t Halloween. On the other hand, with so few people out there on the streets, disguising her wouldn’t be too tough, and I had some leftover costumes from previous Halloweens that could work.

      “Come here,” I said, going back to the closet.

      “We already tried.”

      “I know.” Reaching up to the box on the top shelf, I retrieved my previous Halloween costumes and handed her a red, yellow, and blue clown wig that I had used to be an evil clown two years previous. “Think you could fit your ears in there?”

      “And how would I find my way around?”

      “Sight.”

      She frowned. “It’s hard to remember that you have no idea how I work. When something’s more than a couple feet away, I use sonar.”

      “Oh, damn.” Turning back to the box, I pulled out a Batman mask and chuckled. It had been Alex’s, but he and Arturo both kept their costumes with mine. Still, the ears weren’t near long enough to work.

      “Ah!” I pulled out a cloak that I had used to dress as a wizard. Technically I was supposed to be Gandalf, but it wasn’t perfect. For our purposes though, and since she didn’t know what people in my world wore, I figured this should work. “Wear it over your head.” I showed her how, then tossed it over. “That way, your ears can at least still work forward, but people shouldn’t see them.”

      She eyed it, then dropped the jacket—yes, exposing it all again—in order to put on the robe.

      “One second,” I said, and ignored the humored glance she gave me at having said that while she was nude. Trying not to be a perv, I recached and found her some boxers, a shirt, and sweatpants. “Wear this underneath, in case.”

      “You prefer me covered up like this?”

      “I…” Not able to answer that, I bit my lip and turned away so she could dress. What I had seen on my trip to New Orleans and on the internet had nothing on her. She was petite and her breasts weren’t overly large, but her skin was smooth, proportions perfect.

      “Ready,” she said, and I stifled a laugh to see her in my clothes with that wizard robe hanging extremely loose around her.

      “You have a cute laugh,” she said, then grinned. “If I wasn’t so hungry right now, and well, if you were one of my kind…” She scrunched her nose as if me being human instead of a monster was disgusting. That made me laugh harder, because for some reason, while human women made me incredibly uncomfortable, I was almost at ease around her.

      I led the way to the door, opening it for her, and then grabbed my mask.

      “What’s that for?” she asked.

      “Oh, right, you’ll need one, too.” Some people still wore them, and it wasn’t like we’d get unwanted attention for doing so.

      I glanced around, realizing I had only the one. In my Halloween box, though, I had a ninja cloth mask, so that would have to do. She actually looked kind of badass in it—like a ninja sorceress. The fact that she had those bat wings underneath, and the ears holding the hood up higher, made her even more intimidating.

      “I’ll fit in?” she asked, voice muffled.

      “Well enough, anyway.” Leading the way out of there, I glanced around, glad Alex and Arturo weren’t home to see me leaving with her. They would have too many questions, the likes of which I wasn’t ready to answer.

      With my new monster girl friend at my side, I headed out to get her some food.
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      The night was young, a cold chill on the otherwise-warm night. Someone was cooking what smelled like Indian food, making me crave chicken tikka masala and a mango lassi—my dad’s go-to order. How long had it been since I’d had good Indian food? Eyeing Chirop in the robe, I had to pinch myself. Why the hell was I thinking of Indian food when she was there with me?

      Her eyes met mine and she gave me an awkward grin, hand on her belly as it rumbled. “Where’s the best place to seek out some food?”

      I gulped, wanting to say Mint Leaf over in Pasadena. They had the best samosas. We both knew she didn’t mean that, though, so I pointed to the trees at the rear of our apartment complex.

      “Out that way, I guess?”

      “Goody.” She headed off with a skip to her step, clearly very excited to get to the search. The irony seemed lost on her—that she had been hunted, and now was becoming the hunter. Of little bunnies or birds, but still. Not that I could talk, as I was about as far away from being vegetarian as one could be.

      The trees grew right up to the side of our building, one large oak’s branches even almost scraping the walls. Oaks like that were one of the reasons I loved Glendale, the way they rose tall and loomed over their surroundings, but also how some branches hung low to drape you in, creating little bubbles of what could have been fun play areas for a child. I used these areas now to walk with Chirop, cringing as I heard twigs breaking under her feet—bare feet, I noted.

      “Shit, sorry,” I said. “Should’ve found you some shoes.”

      She followed my line of sight, then looked at my shoes and laughed. “Humans, so silly. I’ve survived this long without shoes, why would I want them now?”

      “Don’t your feet hurt?”

      “Not at all.”

      With a low clicking of her tongue that I barely noticed at first, she froze. Her eyes darted up as her knees bent and hands moved out to expose her claws. Apparently, she had heard movement, or maybe her sonar helped her hunt somehow? The clicking of her tongue had to be part of her echolocation-based hunting. Watching her was fascinating.

      She crept forward, clicking her tongue softly again. This time I heard movement above. Whatever she was after had become aware it was being tracked. My gut clenched, then turned, and I had to look away to avoid imagining Chirop tearing off some bird’s head with her teeth, blood dripping down her chin. As sexy as I found her and the idea of monster girls in general, that image was too real. Then again, nobody was perfect, right? I had to accept the good with the bad.

      I had to chuckle at myself as I stood there watching her slink through the shadows. Who was I kidding? It wasn’t like this monster girl would stick with me. First chance she got, I had no doubt she would split. After all, this wasn’t her home and I wasn’t exactly a catch. She likely batted her eyelashes at huge-dick swinging minotaurs, not nerdy story guys like me. Her body was perfect, her claws and teeth looking very deadly. Me? I had a little pooch of a belly from one-too-many bags of Doritos. Or maybe it was the microwave burritos, or the root beer. Whatever the reason, who was I kidding here?

      First woman to be nude in my bedroom, and of course my mind went on a straight line toward wedding plans. Fuck me. Even then, as I thought what an idiot I was being, I imagined bringing her home to meet the parents and laughing at their reactions to seeing her ears and wings. Oh, God, that would be amazing. Both of them were hardcore on the religious side, and I could already imagine them crossing their hearts and uttering prayers, likely taking her for a demon. Not that it was likely anyway, but I grinned at the thought, imagining next how I would tell them off for being judgmental, how I would take her in my arms and tell them I loved her.

      Ah! What was wrong with me? Pushing those thoughts aside and telling myself to keep cool, to not get too far ahead of myself, I watched her dart forward, then around a tree trunk. Her eyes were on the branches above, likely stalking her prey.

      I followed her along the tree line a bit more, to the point that it curved around a cul-de-sac on the other side. One glance around to check that nobody was watching, and when I looked back she was gone. Shit, was this it? Had I lost her already? My dreams of taking her to dark bat caves for our honeymoon quickly shattered as panic took hold.

      “Chirop?” I hissed.

      Receiving no response, I glanced around, then moved back toward the trees. Shadows covered much of the ground, but enough light shone through from the street lamps that I should have been able to see her if she was on the ground. Since I couldn’t see her, I looked up—and nearly fell back on my ass. There she was, crouched on a branch right above me, grinning like the Cheshire cat. She held a finger to her lips for silence, then pointed. Following her direction, I saw a small, bushy tail twitch from a branch above.

      In an explosion of movement, she was up and scrambling across branches in pursuit. I cursed and stumbled out of there, trying to get a better view, and yelped as Chirop suddenly fell from the tree! She landed with a thud, and I ran to her side to see if she was okay. Before I could reach her though, she was up and biting into the wriggling form!

      My tongue stuck out and I tried to resist the gag reflex. I imagined that once upon a time humans ate like this, too, but it reminded me way too much of Gollum biting into the rabbits in the Lord of the Rings movies. The last thing in the world I wanted was to associate this beautiful monster girl with that creature, as badass as the movies were.

      She turned around, wriggling squirrel held high, grinning to show off her cute little pointed teeth. “Dinner time!”

      As she held it up to her mouth, though, someone nearby laughed. “What the fuck is this bitch?”

      “Hey,” I turned to the voice, not expecting to see three teenage boys. One of them wore a face mask with vampire fangs on it, while the other two went without, leering at us.

      “What is she doing…?” one of the boys asked. This one was tall and muscular—certainly not the type I wanted trouble from.

      “Fucking shitbricks, man,” the one next to him said, “that poor squirrel!”

      “She’s eating the damn squirrel?!”

      The third had been silent, but Chirop took another bite, this time with bones crunching, and that caused the boy to barf all over the guy to his right. The tall one.

      “Motherfucker,” the tall guy said, and turned on me. “You! What is this, some witchcraft shit? Some… You know what? I don’t fucking care, you’re dead.”

      He stormed over, fist raised, while the non-puker quickly realized what was happening and followed, circling me to attack from another angle. I had never been jumped before, though faintly remembered my training in multiple opponents from Aikido.

      “Dead…?” Chirop muttered, taking one more bite, then lowering the squirrel. With a full mouth as she chewed, she said, “What do they mean?”

      “They mean they’re going to try and break my face with their fists,” I explained, taking a defensive stance with hands at the ready. “I’m hoping they don’t succeed.”

      “They want to hurt you? Why?”

      “Because I said so,” the tall guy said, and came in for a punch. My Aikido came back to me and I managed to catch the punch and manipulate it into an arm bar, twisting his wrist and pressing my forearm to the back of his upper arm, just above the elbow. But his buddy was there, and I didn’t act quick enough. A good punch to my kidney made me let go, and then the tall guy had spun and caught me with a cross that sent me stumbling away.

      None of us could have expected the half-eaten squirrel corpse that came flying to smack the tall guy in the face, guts and blood splattering. He retched, standing there in a stupor, while the other guy fell to the ground as Chirop swept his feet out and slammed him in the throat.

      He gasped for breath while the first guy—Mr. Vomit—took off running, shouting, “Fuck this, guys. They’re crazy!”

      Tall dude recovered to see Chirop coming for him, and he was smart enough to yelp and turn to run as well, but the guy on the ground had pulled out an extendable baton. I tried to shout out a warning as I moved for him, but he caught Chirop with a good whack to the back of her thigh as he pushed himself up.

      “Fucking monster,” he growled, swinging for her head.

      Her eyes flashed green—I’m talking mutant-ooze-green—as she barely dodged out of the way, then came at him with claws that tore into his cheek, spraying blood. He shouted and stepped back. She didn’t give him a chance to try and attack again, this time growling as she took him by his jacket and swung him, flinging him into the trunk of the nearest tree.

      With an “oomph,” he hit and fell to the ground, where he tried to push himself up but was trembling, on the point of collapse.

      She advanced, but this was getting out of hand. If I didn’t intervene, she was going to kill this kid!

      “Chirop!” I charged over, grabbing her by the wrist. “That’s enough!”

      She flung me back, turning on me and leaping. Apparently, she had meant to fly but the robe sleeves stopped her—because she leaped but fell, sort of stumbling as she charged. That didn’t stop her, though, and as I backpedaled, she collided with me, eyes wild—no longer red and black, but slime-green, and saliva fell from her mouth as she gnashed her teeth at me.

      “Shit, shit!” I fell and heard clanking as something fell from my pocket. There, next to my head, was the obsidian bat. I instinctively reached for it, grabbing hold, and then turned on her as I prepared to kick her back.

      Only, she wasn’t attacking anymore. She stared at me, confused, green glow fading. I looked from her to the bat in my hand, then back to her again. “Holy shit,” I muttered as I realized that holding the bat meant bringing her out of that crazed monster state. Maybe because it had played a part in bringing her here, it in some way acted to keep her under control.

      Was she like a djinn or genie, where I had control of her if I had the lamp, but in this case… this thing? Would she give me three wishes? I shook my head, snapping out of it as the boy whimpered nearby.

      “Come on.” I stood there staring at the form of the now-collapsed boy. Considering what I had just seen from Chirop, I wasn’t about to get too close to her. “We need to get back to my apartment.”

      She nodded, looking confused, and followed me as I booked it. We ran the whole way, and as soon as we were in my apartment, slamming the door behind us, I was on her. Not in a physical way, but finger in her face, shouting, “You can’t do that! Do you understand? This isn’t some fucking monster world where you can… do that. FUCK!”

      She stumbled away from me, hitting the bed and falling onto it. Her eyes met mine and for a second she looked like she was going to cry. Then, without warning she was up and tearing off the cloak and clothes, throwing it all to the floor so that she was completely nude, then turned on me with her finger in my face now.

      “You think I want to fucking be here! As hungry as I am, dealing with fucktards like that? And now you… you think you can talk to me like you’re my master?” She stomped a foot, little breasts jiggling, and thrust her hands in fists at her side. “I’m going home.”

      She went over to the closet and threw open the door. I couldn’t help but eye her cute little tail, right above the crack in her ass. Then she was gone, into the closet and I thought that might actually be the last I saw of her. A thud sounded. Then a growl, followed by kicking and pounding, even screams of frustration.

      My neighbors were definitely going to file noise complaints. I threw myself over to the closet, saw her flailing around as she attacked my closet walls, clothes falling from hangers. A hanger hit her in the head she spun, kicking a hole in my wall, then turned on me with those green eyes again. Shit. I reached into my pocket and held the obsidian bat.

      “Don’t you even think about it.”

      She frowned, seething, but the glow faded from her eyes. After a few seconds of her chest rising and falling—me still doing my best not to look—she stumbled out and fell to her knees, winged-arms wrapped around herself, ears back. She hung her head.

      “I’m stuck here, aren’t I.”

      I knelt at her side, unsure if I should comfort her, but then put an arm around her shoulder. “In the stories, usually… I mean, I think there’s often a quest. Right?”

      She eyed me, opened her mouth, then closed it again and looked away.

      “Right. Sorry… Stupid idea.”

      “It’s not stupid,” she admitted. “But what could it be? Maybe it was to kill those three attackers out there, but you stopped me.”

      “I assure you, killing three teens was not your quest. If anything—”

      Sirens sounded, cutting me off. The flash of red and blue lights. My arms were like stone, suddenly immobile and extremely heavy. Then, as fast as they had come, the lights and sirens were gone. I let out a long breath.

      “Your heart…” She eyed me for a moment, then leaned over to press a hand to my chest. “Are you about to die?”

      “I thought so, for a second there.” With a sigh, I said, “That was the police. I thought maybe they’d come here for us.”

      “Ah, like local magicians. Your enemies?”

      “No-not either. They are law enforcement. What we did back there, what you did to that boy. It’s illegal, and if they catch us, we’re in trouble.”

      She pursed her lips, eyeing me. “But… you’d protect me, even if we haven’t performed the ceremony?”

      “Ceremony?”

      She scrunched her nose. “Forget it.”

      “I… don’t follow. But, honestly, there’s nothing I could do against them. They’re the police.”

      “You mean, your magic isn’t as strong as theirs?”

      I guffawed, then did a double take. “Wait, you know magic?”

      “Not a lot. I’m a fairly low-level monster, but everyone has at least one ability.” She eyed me again. “You really have nothing?”

      “Humans don’t do magic. At least, not that I know of.”

      “Wow, disgusting and hopeless.” She shook her head. “How have your kind existed this long?”

      “I…” I shrugged.

      She glanced at the door. Back to me. “If I left, I’d be hopeless out there.”

      “Aside from your ability… which is…?”

      “Not going to tell you, at least not yet.” She frowned, then pushed herself up. Seeing as my face was now level with her bush, I stood too.

      “You want to leave?”

      “I want to go home, kind of. Except, not really, either.”  A look of worry took hold. “Oh, damn. What if I returned to exactly where I came from?”

      “It was that bad?”

      She nodded, hand to her mouth. “I was being hunted for sport. Some of the more powerful monsters do that from time to time. Only, I had ducked into a cave and was crying out for help, when I ended up here.” Turning to me, her eyes went wide. “And you saved me.”

      Not on purpose, but I wasn’t about to point that out right there. She gulped, looking at the closet.

      “What if they find a way to follow me through?” she asked. “Or… what if those police come, and you’re powerless.”

      Fighting the police wasn’t about to happen, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. “I don’t know.”

      “We can’t have you powerless.”

      I shrugged.

      She looked me up and down, cringed, and said, “If we did the ceremony, I would be yours. You would be my defender, basically, but you would share my ability.”

      “Which is?”

      She considered the question, but shook her head. “It’s possible you could get a variation of the ability, depending. But is it worth it… You probably don’t even have hair on your cock. Ugh.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She gestured at my crotch. “Show me. I hear humans have hairless cocks—disgusting. Saw a painting of it once, just like this fleshy thing hanging there, like a finger. Not even a huge finger, just… yuck.”

      As much as her nudity was a turn-on, all this ‘yuck’ talk was having the opposite effect. Frowning, I said, “I’m not having this conversation.”

      “We can’t do it if you don’t show me, so… come on with it.”

      Glaring, I shook my head.

      She cupped her breasts and even stuck out her hips. “You’ve seen all of me, so come on. Give me the goods.”

      I blinked, trying to wake up. I couldn’t really be having this conversation. “How could you even know? Other monsters have come here before?”

      She laughed. “Um, yeah. Of course.”

      “Of course?”

      “Where do you think you got all your myths and legends and all that. One of you even came to our land, once, but he was hideous, a truly terrible human, always led around on a leash by his master. A monster woman by the name of Liria.” She sighed, then, glancing at the door again before walking over to me, not stopping until I stumbled back and fell onto the bed. She straddled my leg as she bent over to undo my pants. “Now, listen, if you want to have some sort of ability, this is the way. I certainly don’t want to do it, but… you need my ability, and I need you to figure this all out. We need each other, so I’m going to have to…” Her words faded away as she got my dick out.

      I propped myself up to see the little guy, totally flaccid, but at least not looking as small as I had expected it to look, based on how nervous I was. For the first time in my life, a woman was actually touching my dick. Oh, there had been that one female doctor when I was ten, which I would never forget, but other than that, this was a first. A shiver ran through me, and I stared at Chirop, waiting for her to tell me how disgusting it was.

      “Oh, that’s it?” She smiled, playing with my penis, moving it back and forth so that it flopped about. “It’s actually kind of cute. Like my little friend who wants to—oh!”

      “What?”

      “It moved. I felt it move!”

      I blushed, lying back. “It might tend to do that.”

      “Ahhh. Like a little pet that just wants to cuddle.” She bent over, rubbing her cheek on it, then laughed. “It moved again! Oh, I feel it growing against my cheek, this is so weird.”

      I couldn’t believe this. She had her face pressed up against my cock, smiling and laughing, eyes turned to the side to watch as the tip of my penis came into view. “There he is!”

      She pulled back, then, and her eyes were wide. “Wow, it actually grows quite a lot, doesn’t it?”

      “Ummm.” I really had no idea how to respond to this situation.

      “So about that magic.” She ran a finger along my cock, biting her lip. “The way it works is… if we go through with the ritual, I become yours. And that means you get to share my power. The only other way… well, let’s just say that way doesn’t work for me. This way… might.” At that, her finger made it to the head of my cock, tracing the contours around and then playing with the area just below the hole. “I’m going to assume that this,” she suddenly gripped it, hard, and let out a soft moan, “means you’re interested.”

      I couldn’t take it, having never had a woman grip my cock like that. Tingling ran up my spine and I opened my mouth, two quick heavy breaths coming out, and then… yup, my cum shot up and all over my navel and shirt.

      She stared at it, then me, and then fell back, laughing.
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      “How’s this funny?” I asked, looking at the cum on me, my cock exposed, and this naked bat girl rocking with laughter on the floor. It was mortifying, and yet amazing—did that count as my first hand-job, or did her hand have to actually move up and down for it to count? Either way, it was the farthest I’d ever gotten with a real woman, so yay! But what she had seemed to be insinuating would lead to more had instead ended with a premature ejaculation on my part, so… damn. Color me embarrassed.

      Deciding I had been exposed and humiliated long enough, I awkwardly stood and covered myself on my way to the bathroom. I had just managed to get my shirt off and drop my pants when movement registered in the mirror. Chirop stood there, grinning like a crazy person, eyeing my ass.

      “What’ya doing?” Chirop asked.

      “Getting clean.”

      “I see…” She glanced around, frowning. “What is this room?”

      “The bathroom. Where you take showers, pee, stuff like that…”

      “Oh, good!” She glanced around again, then hopped into the shower to squat over the drain.

      “Not there,” I started, but… too late. At least, standing there and watching her squat over the shower drain while she tinkled, my premature ejaculation didn’t feel so embarrassing.

      She eyed me and smiled. “Ah, I’d been holding that in for a while.”

      “Here,” I said, offering her some toilet paper.

      Taking it with confusion, I motioned to her nether regions. She took it and tapped, then dropped it on the shower floor before stepping out and walking past me. She paused, eyes on my ass again, and shook her head.

      “Human males really don’t have much hair on their bodies, huh?”

      I shrugged. “Some guys do. I have some… here.” I turned to show my chest hair—not much, but it was something.

      She ran her fingers through it, then glanced down. “Oh, the little guy’s starting to grow again.”

      “That’s what happens when a beautiful monster girl caresses my chest.”

      “You think I’m beautiful?”

      “Gorgeous.”

      “Aw, and you aren’t as disgusting as I’d thought.”

      “Thanks…?”

      She gave me a light slap on the ass, then leaned against the wall, arms folded in a way that made her breasts push together. “Go on then, get cleaned up while you tell me about your world.”

      “With you in here?”

      “Why not?”

      I wanted to say because that wasn’t how it was done, but… in the anime and whatnot I liked, shower and bath scenes often involved a man and women together. Apparently it was romantic, and I kind of liked the idea. Kicking off my pants, I offered my best smile—feeling how awkward it was in my state of unease—and stepped into the shower.

      “Wait, you’re going to clean yourself in the pee hole?” She stuck out her tongue. “Yuck.”

      “No.” I turned on the water and stepped out of the way as the cold came out first. “You were supposed to pee there.” I indicated the toilet. “Here’s where you wash up.”

      “Ohhhh.” Now she looked slightly embarrassed, but stepped over, watching with fascination. “It’s… like a waterfall. Sort of.”

      “Yeah, like that. And.” I reached out to test the water, then took her hand and guided it to do the same.

      “Oooh, it’s hot!”

      “Modern plumbing,” I said with a chuckle, cleaning up the paper. After washing my hands, I stepped into the water to finally wash myself. She stood there eyeing me, seemingly enjoying herself. “Did you want to… join?”

      “No thanks, I like watching.”

      I gulped, nodded, and went for the soap.

      “Agh, what’s that smell?” She covered her nose.

      “This one… is called Apollo.” I picked up the bottle. “Sage, mandarin—”

      “I don’t like it. Your natural scent was much more appealing.”

      Not sure how to take that, I quickly lathered up, then rinsed. I stepped out and took a towel to dry myself off, then took a hand towel and wiped off some blood on her chin from her meal before. When she was clean, I led the way back to the main room for clothes.

      “Fascinating,” she said, following. “This whole ritual you have.”

      “Oh, speaking of rituals…?” I had just pulled my underwear on. “The ceremony, weren’t we going to do something to see if I could get some of your ability?”

      “I look forward to it, yes, but… I think it’ll have to wait.”

      “Why?” I pulled on my shirt.

      “First, you would have to be pulling those off instead of putting them on. Second, with what happened back there, I don’t think you would be able to do it again so soon.”

      “You mean…?” I gulped, imagining the two of us making love. Pressure started in my boxers, but she was probably right. Eying her nude form, I certainly wanted it, and was curious about this ability that doing so might give me, but didn’t want to fail to impress on my first time.

      That, and the doorknob started to turn.

      “Shit,” I muttered, then threw myself at the door, slamming it shut.

      “Yo, what the hell?” Arturo said from the other side of the door. “Brought you some gyro.”

      “Thanks, just… uh, one sec.”

      “Dude’s yanking the one-eyed willie,” Alex said and both laughed.

      “I’m not…” I saw the wizard robe and grabbed it, throwing it to Chirop and hissing, “Put it on.”

      She cocked her head, but did so. When she had it on, I stepped over to pull up the hood, covering her ears, then nodded. As I finished, the door opened again. Should’ve locked it.

      “Better have put your eel away, because…” Arturo stared, open mouthed at Chirop. Alex poked his head in behind Arturo, and did a double take.

      “Are you seeing this,” Alex asked, “or did I have one-too-many drinks?”

      “Nah, there’s… there’s a woman in our boy’s room.”

      “You know these two?” Chirop asked, inching over to me.

      I was relishing the way they both looked like they’d just seen a ghost. When I’d let it sink in enough, I cleared my throat and said, “Ladies, this is…” Shit, Chirop wouldn’t work. Instead, I went with, “Crystal. Her name is Crystal.”

      “Crystal?” Chirop asked, then turned back to them with a sneer. “Yes… Crystal.”

      “Alex,” Alex said, stepping close with his hand outstretched. He was already wearing that smooth-operator grin he liked to apply to the ladies, which annoyed me because it seemed he was putting the moves on a girl he’d just found in my room.

      “You’re supposed to shake it,” I whispered. “Take it with your hand.”

      She eyed the hand, then looked my way. “If he knew where my hand had been, would he want to touch it?”

      Alex frowned, pulling his hand back, then laughed as he turned to clap me on the shoulder. “My man! That’s both gross and fucking amazing.”

      “Excuse him,” Arturo said, stepping in front of Alex. “And us. We didn’t mean to… intrude.”

      His eyes met mine and he shook his head, impressed. “We’ll just be going.”

      “Oh, the gyro?”

      “Sure, sure.”

      “Sorry to bother you.” Alex handed over a wrap of tinfoil. “We’re going to go back over and finish off that cake. Our concession prize.”

      I started diving into the food right away.

      “Unlike somebody here,” Arturo winked my way, “we struck out, hard. No girls are out and about.”

      Alex grunted. “While the bars may be open, the only ladies there were in their sixties. That was fine for Arturo here, but… they weren’t having it.”

      “You two got rejected by some ladies in their sixties?” I laughed, offering some gyro to Chirop, but taking another bite when she refused. “Where’re the cougars at when you need ‘em?”

      “Cougars?” Chirop took a step back, hands out with claws showing. Her eyes darted about. “Not here, are they?”

      Apparently, cougars were something where she came from. More likely, some sort of monster-cougar, I guessed.

      The two guys stared at her in confusion, but then turned to head back to their apartment.

      “Anyway, sorry to intrude,” Alex said.

      “We’ll let you get back to it,” Arturo added with a chuckle as he nudged Alex.

      “You know…” I said, not sure if this was the right move or not, but feeling the need for a bit of alcohol after all I’d recently been through. “I could go for some of that cake. Even a beer, if you have one?”

      “Oh, shit,” Arturo said, hand to his mouth. “Did you actually say you’ll have a beer?”

      “I could use one.”

      Chirop eyed me with confusion, making a motion along her face like a beard, but I shook my head.

      “Mi casa es su casa,” Arturo said.

      Alex grinned as he stepped aside, presumably to let us go first as if he were a gentleman, but I knew it was really to get a look at Chirop. She didn’t seem to mind, strutting her stuff as she went out before me. Alex gave me an impressed nod, whispering as I passed, “What’s up with the robe?”

      “You know me,” I replied with a wink.

      He laughed, heading over to Arturo’s side to lead the way into the apartment. Both of them had brought ladies over to hang out from time to time, but this was my first time. I went straight for the cake, taking a slice for her as well. We sat on the couch and chairs around the coffee table, with her looking completely lost and confused about the cake.

      “Give it a try,” Alex said, bringing me a beer. “Oh, you want one too?”

      “No,” she replied. Taking the cake with her fingers, claws showing and looking very much like claws—not fingernails—she took a bite. Her face contorted, one second disgusted, the next amazed, the next confused. She spat it back into her hand and offered it to me. “I’m not ready for it.”

      “You can just… put it on the plate.” I chuckled, grabbed my beer, and took a swig. Judging by the way Arturo was staring at her hand, he was either really confused by the way she had offered me her chewed-up food, or had seen the claws.

      “This hits the spot,” I said, holding up the beer.

      “What happened to getting work done?” Alex asked, then rolled his eyes. “I mean, I see what happened, but…” He leaned in toward me. “You don’t gotta hide stuff like this from us, man. If anything, I’m impressed. Much respect.” He held out a fist for me to fist-bump, so I went for it. What the hell.

      “How’d you two meet?” Arturo asked.

      “He summoned me,” Chirop blurted out, before I could answer.

      “Ah, yes.” I shrugged. “Dating app. This new one for nerds like me, where you summon the person you like.”

      “The fuck?” Arturo laughed. “Get me on that!”

      “I’ll set you up, sure. Maybe tomorrow.” By the time the next day came around, he would likely have forgotten.

      “Well…” Alex’s eyes went from me to her, then to me again. I knew exactly what he was thinking, but to my surprise he didn’t say it. He had to be thinking how out of my league this girl was. From what I knew, though, Alex would consider her a freak if he knew the truth. He was about as experimental with ladies as Arturo was with food. For Arturo, he would only eat pasta, hamburgers, and most Mexican dishes. For Alex, tall blondes all the way. I had never seen him with anyone outside of that description. On his laptop’s search history? Tall blonde blowjobs. Yup.

      “Tell us about yourself,” Arturo said, leaning in and eyeing Chirop with narrowed eyes. “Where’re you from?”

      “Far from here,” I cut in, before she could answer this time.

      “Actually, I want to know about you all,” she said, grinning and leaning back on the couch. “You’re all friends with…” She glanced my way.

      “Ferris,” I hissed.

      “Shit, you… you don’t even know his name and you’re in his room?” Alex asked, then turning to me added, “I like her already.”

      “Shut up.”

      He held up his hands. “No offense meant.”

      Arturo and he shared a sideways glance, and I took the hint. These guys thought I was a joke, incapable of finding a woman. The fact that I had one now humored them, and if we stayed any longer, it would be as the butt of their joke. Well, no thank you.

      “Come on,” I said, standing as I set down the half-drunk beer and plate. Reaching for her hand, I told the guys, “Sorry, pretty tired.”

      “I’ll bet,” Alex said with a knowing grin.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to play with your friends more?” Chirop asked. She glanced around the apartment, likely comparing the bachelor pad stylishness of it to my nerd den. “On second thought, yeah, let’s go. I mean, I’m tired, too.”

      She took my hand and we headed out of there, very much aware of the snickers coming from those two. Whatever. I was the one going home with a woman that night while those two only had each other.

      “They seem nice,” Chirop said as we entered my room. “But… I like your place more.”

      “Most of the time, they’re okay. And yeah?”

      “Yeah. I felt like they were trying to recreate a palace or something, which it clearly wasn’t. You… you keep your dwelling natural. True to yourself.”

      “Thanks.”

      I adjusted my Night King bobblehead so that it looked at the window as it was supposed to, then eyed her, sitting on the bed. She motioned me over. My Night King toy suddenly seemed much less important.

      “This is more comfortable,” she said as I sat next to her. She pushed me back, then lay down at my side. “Us, together. Nobody else.”

      “Mmm,” I said, feeling both at ease but not sure what to do in this situation.

      Her hand moved along my chest, over my shirt at first, but then went under my shirt to play with my chest hair. After a few minutes of this, she pulled off the wizard robe and snuggled up close to me before moaning, softly. A moment later, she was breathing heavily, presumably asleep.

      I had never had a girl fall asleep in my bed before, let alone while cuddling with me. Then again, I’d never met a real monster girl or came while anyone touched my dick before, either. All things considered, it had to be the most bizarre and awesome birthday yet.

      Of course, it was only the start of my crazy adventure.
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      Waking up in the middle of the night to the sounds of a woman’s voice threw me for a loop, but when I remembered all that had happened and saw her silhouette outlined by the streetlamp, I sat up and shook away the grogginess.

      “Oh no, oh no,” she kept saying, hands against the window.

      Part of me wanted to focus on the way the light met her curves, how the shadows on her ass made me want to run over there and grab it, but the responsible side of me listened to what she was saying and the panic in her voice. I sat up and cleared my throat.

      “Come back to bed.”

      She startled, turning back to me with a look of worry. “They’re here, I’m sure of it.” Running over, she grabbed my hand and pulled me to the window. “What do you see out there?”

      “Huh?” I rubbed my eyes as I turned to look. “What am I hoping to see?”

      “Not hoping, just… look. Please.”

      From what I could tell, it was a normal night. Lights flickered from a deli sign down the street, a couple walked by, holding hands. One of them stumbled—likely drunk.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” I said.

      She sighed, then pulled me to her, so that our bodies were pressed together.

      “Oh,” she said, then pulled back to glance down. “That quick?”

      “It’s a waking up thing. Sometimes.” I went to adjust my boxers so my boner wouldn’t be sticking out so much, but in doing so the tip stuck out of the top of my boxers a little, and that looked weird. Instead, I just held a hand over it and kept one arm around her for comfort. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I get this sense. It’s what helped me avoid death during the hunt, and what helped me get here. Kind of like how my sonar works, but more mental.”

      “It’s your ability? Your magic?”

      “In part, yes. And I sense them here. Those same people who were hunting me.”

      My mind spun, my throat going instantly dry, so that when I spoke it came out as more of a croak. “You’re saying…” I held up a hand, turned to take a swig from my water bottle, then turned back to her. “There are other monsters here, the type that would hunt you for fun?”

      “I… can’t be certain.” She nodded, pulling close to me again, so that her soft nipples brushed against my ribs. It sent warm tingles through my body, that surprisingly calmed me.

      “Okay, but you sense them. Or at least are experiencing the same warning signs you did before, when you were in the hunt.”

      She leaned her head on my shoulder, one of her long bat ears tickling my ear. “That’s right.”

      “Damn.” I gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Although, if they were able to follow you here, that means there’s a way home for you.”

      “You think?”

      “There has to be, right? Clearly the way you came through can’t be the only way. At least, not if there are others—I would know if monsters were coming through my closet. At least, I think.”

      “You’re right. So… maybe I’m sensing them, but they’re not close.”

      “Right.”

      I glanced back at the window, not at all liking the possibility that monsters could be out there trying to hunt the one I happened to be with. This was made worse by the fact that, in spite of barely knowing Chirop, I was starting to care for her. In part that might have been because she was naked and pressed against me, or related to her being the first woman to ever make me cum… and how fucking hot it was that she was a monster girl. But all of that only served to enhance the fact that she was fun, nice, and a pleasure to be around.

      “Tell me if you’re worried,” she whispered.

      “I am.” No point in denying it.

      She nodded. “Too bad we don’t have more of that rum cake left. It would probably help put you at ease.”

      I leaned away to see her face. “Did you just make a joke?”

      “Maybe? My attempt at humor to release some of the tension.”

      Without even thinking about it, I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers. It wasn’t my first kiss, per se, but that’s only if counting seventh-grade truth or dare. When Chirop’s tongue darted out to meet mine, I knew she was into it. We melted to the bed, me on top, my raging boner pressed up against her thigh. Feeling my body start to tingle again and really not wanting to cum again so fast, I pulled away, trying to think of ways to distract myself. Monsters hunting us came to mind, almost instantly bringing me down to chub-status.

      “Don’t stop,” she said, and reached down to move her hand over my boxers. “Wh—what happened?”

      “I’m not sure I’m ready. And with the monsters out there…”

      “Oh.” She pursed her lips, then looked away. “There might have been a reason I was going along with this. Other than, you know… for fun.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “They can track me, as long as I’m not… you know.”

      “Not at all.”

      She grunted, frowned, then said, “As long as I’m not linked to anyone. You know, claimed. Bonded. All that.”

      “In the same way you share your ability?”

      “Right.”

      “Meaning…” I leaned back, not sure if I should be offended or intrigued.

      “Meaning that, if we fuck, I become yours. Your responsibility to protect, but also I would protect you. That’s part of the reason my magic ability would be shared, as well.”

      “Whoa…”

      I gulped, trying to be sure I understood. She wanted to fuck me to keep our scent away from the hunters, basically. It had the added bonus of me getting some sort of spider-sense type of ability, I guessed, and… of getting laid.

      There wasn’t much to consider, aside from the fact that I had no idea what I was doing. Neither did I have protection.

      “I don’t have a condom,” I noted.

      She frowned, shaking her head to show she didn’t follow.

      “Protection. A little rubber thing to put on my penis to catch the semen, so—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there. If you put anything on down there, it wouldn’t be the real act, right?”

      “Wouldn’t it be?”

      “No.” She laughed. “And, of course you would want your semen in me. That’s part of the claiming process.”

      I blinked. This was getting more complicated. For one, what if monster girls carried some sort of STD that humanity wasn’t even aware of? Second, I wasn’t ready to be a father. How would I raise kids who had bat ears?

      Hating myself for turning her down, I said, “If I got you pregnant, I would freak out. That… can’t be the only way.”

      “You are human, I’m a monster girl.” She shrugged as if the rest was common sense. “Obviously, you can’t get me pregnant.”

      “No?”

      “I mean… seems like you shouldn’t be able to anyway.” She stuck her tongue out in thought, then propped herself up on her elbow. “So… wanna?”

      I gulped. No words came, so I simply nodded.

      “Great. Um, get it back up again.”

      “It’s not so simple, with my mind distracted.”

      She grinned. “I got you.”

      Then, suddenly she was moving down, kissing my chest, my abs, the area next to my hip bone, and pulling at my boxers. Yup, that did it. Before she even had my cock free, it was ready to go. She greeted it with a kiss on the tip, eyed me mischievously, and had just opened her mouth to take me fully when the window exploded inward. Bits of glass shot down on us, cutting into my chest and cheeks, and I assumed her ass and back. Talk about a one-eighty. One second I thought I was getting a blowjob, the next I had glass imbedded in my skin, blood starting to seep out as I sat up, screaming.

      Chirop was up, back arched and teeth clenched, a metal ball floating behind her. It had a red, glowing eye, and was scanning her. Shit, if we didn’t move soon, we were in trouble. I pulled up my boxers with one hand, grabbed at her with the other, and the two of us booked it for the door. Charging out of there, we sprinted across the hall to Alex and Arturo’s. I pounded on the door, and two seconds later, Arturo opened it with a gamer headset on, controller in his hands.

      “What the fuck?” he said in astonishment, eyes moving over the blood on my chest, me in my boxers, Chirop completely nude. Oh, and with the bat ears and wings exposed.

      “Inside,” I said, shoving our way in past him, glad the adrenaline was keeping most of the pain at bay. We entered, closed the door, and I pressed my eye to the peep hole. Seeing the inside of the hallway, I waited. A loud thud sounded, shaking the place, but so far no sign of that metal ball.

      I turned back to see that Arturo was staring at Chirop, hand adjusting his crotch, while she stared at me, hands at her mouth.

      “It’s them,” she muttered. “Shit, it’s them. We weren’t fast enough.”

      “Can someone tell me—” Arturo started, but I ran to him and put a hand on his mouth. “Quiet, someone’s trying to… trying to…?” I turned to Chirop, realizing I wasn’t sure exactly what the hunter would do.

      “Kill us,” she finished, confirming my worst fear.

      The room seemed to spin, bile in my mouth. “Yes… kill us.”

      Arturo finally stopped checking her out, eyes going to the glass and blood. “Damn, that looks bad,” he hissed. “Wait. Hold the fuck up. Someone’s trying to kill you and you came here?”

      I nodded, realizing how thoughtless that had been. “We had nowhere else to go.”

      “And speaking of, we shouldn’t stay,” Chirop said. “Staying here will put your friends in danger and get us caught.”

      “So… what? We run?” I motioned to the door. “Won’t they just find us?”

      “Not if we move fast. They can track me, but something must be delaying them. We don’t want to be here when that trace leads them here. Then we’ll move again, and keep moving.”

      “Clothes?” Arturo asked.

      “Shit,” I said, not even thinking about it. Then there was the fact that I didn’t have a car. “Hate to ask, but… Can I borrow your wheels?”

      He clucked his tongue, looking like he wasn’t sure, but then his eyes went to the blood again and he nodded. “Fuck it. Here, and… I don’t have much that will fit you, but she should be fine.”

      “How do we escape?” Chirop asked as she followed Arturo to his room.

      “There’s a way to climb out back,” Arturo said. “Had a girl climb that way once, to avoid… well, details aren’t important.”

      A door cracked and Alex stuck his head out. Groggy, barely able to open his eyes. When he saw the three of us entering Arturo’s room—in our state of undress—he muttered something about kinky fun, then closed the door with a laugh.

      Arturo had thrown a workout shirt my way—baggy for him, but likely the only shirt of his that would fit me, and some shorts. For Chirop, he went with a tank top and sweat pants, but she pushed past and held up an outfit that was about the last thing I expected to find in Arturo’s place. Basically, a half-top and matching skirt, both white with curving floral patterns. The top had a black bow, and black straps connected it to pantyhose or stockings or whatever they were. The shoulders were puffy, and a pair of black gloves was pinned to it.

      “What is this?” Chirop asked, giddy.

      “Uh.” He pursed his lips. “Some chick brought it over to wear to that Halloween party I ended up not going to.” He eyed me and shrugged, having never really apologized for ditching me the prior year. “Yeah, we had our fun, she left in a rush, and must’ve forgot.”

      “Mine now!” She turned, trying to figure out how to put it on without making her injuries worse.

      “Is that glass?” he asked.

      “We need to get it out,” Chirop said. “But… no time.”

      I glanced down, kind of hating that there was actual glass lodged into my flesh, but nodded. “Bottoms only, we’ll figure out the shirt after we deal with the glass.”

      She frowned at the clothes, but put them on. As she covered up, Arturo let out a sigh. I felt him—hiding a beauty, even if only halfway, seemed a crime.

      “Let’s move it,” she said, and Arturo was already at the window, opening it and busting out the screen. Loud thuds and an explosion sounded from the direction of my apartment and I cringed, very much dreading ever finding out what was happening in there.

      Not wasting any more time, we climbed out.
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      I led the way, cringing with each movement as I extended an arm out to the tree. It was an old oak, so at least the branches were large and some curved down low to the ground. Apparently the adrenaline was wearing off, because the pain was no longer dulled. It was made worse by the fact that we’d moved on without shoes.

      A soft yelp came from Chirop, showing the pain was hitting her, too. I reached back and helped her toward me, careful not to touch her back where the glass likely was. Arturo stood at the window, giving us a wave. Man, I hoped he wouldn’t be in any trouble with whatever was coming for us.

      Together, we climbed down. At one point I caught a glimpse of her back, and sure enough, it was spattered with glass.

      “Watch out,” Chirop said, pulling me down as another of those flying metal balls went past. Unfortunately, in doing so she had knocked me off balance, and we both fell.

      Have you ever fallen from a tree? How about when you already have glass in you? Yeah, that fucking hurt. Worse, her leg was right between my legs, so that I wasn’t sure what to complain about, if I could complain with the wind knocked out of me.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, half on me, and kissed my cheek. “This… will all be over soon. One way or another.”

      “One way or another,” I repeated in a wheeze, not liking that.

      After a moment, she moved, gave my crotch a gentle caress to show she felt bad about it, then helped pull me up. We were both holding our shirts, and I was glad nobody was around to see.

      “There,” I said, indicating Arturo’s blue hybrid. It was right next to Alex’s red El Camino, which would have been cooler to drive, but the hybrid would do. We looked at the sky, making sure we were in the clear, then hobbled over to the car. I took the driver’s seat. She was about to get in, when she cringed.

      “Come on!” I said, motioning her in.

      “My ass… glass on it.”

      “Just—”

      Before I could finish the sentence, she had climbed in, on her stomach so that her face was almost in my lap. I wanted to argue that I couldn’t drive like that, but on the one hand it was nice having her head there, and on the other, I saw a red light scanning the tree where we’d been a few seconds ago. Doing my best to slowly drive out of the parking lot, I was actually glad we had the hybrid over the El Camino—it was quieter.

      “You’re not distracted with my head here?” she asked.

      “I’m distracted by flying metal balls and the idea of a monster out there trying to kill us.”

      “Good, then… you won’t mind if I do this.” She laid her head down right on my lap. “Sorry, it’s not comfortable trying to hold my head up, and as we were so close back there anyway…”

      “I don’t mind,” I said with a gulp, and turned out of there and onto the main road. As we started moving, she gripped my legs, clearly out of place in a car. Most likely, she’d never been in a car.

      A glance left to make sure there were no cars gave me a glimpse of lightning, and something in the clouds. Floating there, almost invisible, was a small, metal platform. It had two tall pillars of metal on each side, and a silhouette of a figure in the middle—most likely the monster we were running from. God, I hoped he hadn’t seen us driving off.

      At least there were other cars on this road. Only two that I could see, but still, enough to make us not totally stand out. It wasn’t until I turned onto the 210 that I knew we were in the clear.

      “Can you try to get the glass out while you drive?” she asked.

      “You want me…?” The thought grossed me out, but as I’d need my glass out too, it made sense. I had no idea where we were going, but without a doubt we would need to get bandaged up. Not only that, we needed to perform the ritual to ensure they couldn’t trace her—A.K.A., fuck.

      My cock was getting way too much practice going up and down lately, and that moment was another example. The simple thought of making love to her caused it to stiffen, right up against her face.

      “Oh…” She chuckled, moving her head so she could rest her hand on it. “At the thought of pulling glass out of me?”

      “No, it’s not that.” I frowned, moving on, and reaching down as I drove. There weren’t many cars on the freeway, and it was wide enough that I could try this without worrying about the driving situation. Still, I was out of my comfort zone. That and, I realized I could just as easily cut my fingers while trying.

      “We’re going to need something to use,” I pointed out. “Tweezers, or at least some cloth or something.”

      “Hmm.” She maneuvered, making it a bit uncomfortable downstairs, then pulled up the shirt Arturo had given me. “You don’t need a shirt, right?”

      “I don’t.”

      “There you go.”

      I glanced around the road, giving it a try. Taking the shirt and using it like a glove, I went for one of the larger pieces of glass—not too big, but enough that I could get a grip on it.

      “This might hurt.” Gripping it, I pulled. She grunted, gripping me hard—yeah, my cock, that is. Over the pants. At least this time I didn’t cum—probably because of the strangeness of the situation.

      “Having something to squeeze helps,” she said.

      “I’m guessing that hurt,” I said, watching the blood and then looking up in time to swerve back into my lane.

      “It wasn’t pleasant.”

      “Can we pull over?” I glanced around, looking to see where we were. “This would be easier that way.”

      “Not until we, how did you put it? Fuck?”

      I nodded, my cock throbbing in her hand. One thing was clear—we needed to get to the ritual as quickly as possible. Making up my mind, I went for the next exit.

      “We’re going to have to do it with… with the glass in us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded, cringing in pain and thinking whether what I was saying was actually possible. “If they catch up with us, glass will be the least of our worries, yes?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Then… that’ll do it. I’ll pull over and recline the seat.”

      She adjusted to look at me, and for the first time, she seemed to be nervous about the idea. I had to keep my focus on the road as I pulled off, a fact that became much more difficult when I felt her moving my pants out of the way. Her tongue, warm and moist, found my cock first, then her lips. She took it fully in her mouth, then she was bobbing up and down on it and I thought I was going to crash for sure.

      Glad to pull over, we found ourselves in the back parking lot of the first place I could find. My seat was back and she yelped in pain as she climbed onto me. Then it was my turn, as she accidentally hit some of my wounds as she tried to get in place.

      This was my first time? In a parking lot with shards of glass in us? I chuckled at the thought, but soon stopped caring as she had her silly outfit off, my hard cock sliding along her wet pussy. She licked her lips and managed to lean in to kiss me without pressing on my wounds again, and then my cock slid into her and I was in bliss. Fuck the car and parking lot. Fuck the pain. None of it mattered, not compared to the perfection that was her pussy sliding up and down on my cock.

      “Is this how you like it?” she asked.

      I bit my lip, suddenly aware of the pain, but in some way it added to the pleasure. Not only that, if I focused on it, I could use the pain to stop the pleasure from taking me too fast. As she rotated her hips and started moving faster, closing her eyes and smiling wide, I even flexed my chest so that the pain hit harder, then groaned as she was reaching back and caressing my balls.

      “Holy, holy…. Ah!” I said, so damn close my body was shaking.

      “You’re lasting longer,” she said between heavy breaths, then said, “Oh, you’re… you’re growing so hard and big.”

      I stared into her eyes, seeing the red turn almost pink, then a bit of blood as she bit her lip too hard and clenched up.

      “Ahhhh!” she let out, and fell onto me as she came.

      “FUCK!” I screamed, her breasts pressing against the glass and cutting me deeper. She pulled back instantly, new cuts on her chest, but her orgasm kept going, and mine hit then, too, strengthened by the pain.

      I thrust up with my hips, her head hitting the roof of the car, and we were both laughing and moaning. We wanted to kiss and caress each other, but knew what pain that could cause. Finally, when it was over, she slid off and moved her hips back to her side of the car, sliding off of me, and then laughed.

      “What?” I asked. “That was crazy, right?”

      “Not only that, but… some of your cum just leaked out. Hope your friend won’t mind.”

      I cringed, imagining that he would mind. I’d have to get this car professionally cleaned before giving it back, somehow.

      “Wow,” was all I could think to say.

      “Now, drive us somewhere to get this glass out of us. The trace won’t work anymore, but he might have been able to trace us to this spot.”

      I nodded, doing my best to recover in spite of the blood now actually running down my chest. Fuck, that hurt. Now that the elation was passed, even with it fresh in my mind, every movement was torture. Without even bothering with my pants, I put the car in drive, and got out of there. We only went another ten minutes or so before I pulled over at a motel parking lot, around the side so as to avoid attention.

      “Why here?” she asked.

      “It looks low-class enough so that they likely only have one person working, nobody bothering to check cars. And… maybe we could find a room?”

      “Oh, like an inn?”

      I chuckled. “Sure. Of course, neither of us has money.” My eyes did a quick check of the car as I pulled up my boxers and buckled my pants. No sign of money in the car, which made sense. If I’d had my own car, I wouldn’t have left money lying around—especially not enough to grab a room for the night.

      “Spending the night in the car is better than spending it being torn to shreds by the hunter.”

      “I imagine so!” I laughed, but it hurt. “Ow. How… do you want to do this?”

      She sighed, propping herself up, and eyed the glass on me. “I have claws, so… maybe I can get yours easier. Let me…” She reached out, using her claws to grip a piece of glass, and yanked.

      “FUCK!” I shouted, pounding the side of the door.

      Her eyes went wide. “That bad?”

      “I…” A sudden tingling went through me, and it was like I could sense attention on us. “What was that?”

      “What was what?”

      “Someone heard me, and I know they heard me.” I gulped, almost forgetting the pain and blood, turning to her. “Is it…?”

      “Goodie!” She dropped the glass in the cup holder and clapped her hands. “So you have a variation of my ability, though not the exact same. That actually will be more useful. If we both could do the same things, how would we complement each other?”

      “Right.” I glanced around, seeing that nobody was coming, at least. “I’ll try to be quieter. But… shit. Couldn’t you have a pain dampener or healing ability?”

      She chuckled. “I have a ‘make you feel complete ecstasy’ ability, but you already had a taste of it.”

      I smiled, wishing we could go at it again. “Fine, get another.”

      Each pull was painful, but at least as they went on I stopped cringing like a little bitch. By the last one, I was kind of having fun with it. “Let’s see what you got!” I said, bracing myself.

      She laughed, took it out, and then kissed me long and hard. Damn, her tongue felt good in my mouth, her soft lips perfect against mine. Only once did my tongue brush against the sharp part of her teeth, and it didn’t freak me out at all. Even if her teeth happened to draw blood, which they didn’t, I was already in enough pain and with enough holes in me that I wouldn’t have cared.
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      We pulled away from our kiss and it was my turn to take out her glass, first with her back. I hate to admit that I kind of enjoyed pulling the glass out of her ass once the back was done. Never in my life had I been able to simply stare at a perfect, round ass while being able to touch it. Even if said touching caused her pain and made little lines of blood streak across that beautiful ass. At one point, as I finished the last, I was feeling extra cocky, and said, “One more.” Instead of pulling glass, though, I ran my hand down the curve of her ass, between her legs, and along the lips of her pussy.

      She moaned, turning to look at me. “There better not be glass anywhere near there, or I’m going to be irked.”

      “No glass, just… enjoying.”

      She smiled, turned back, and let me touch her a bit longer. As with her ass, this was the first time I’d ever been able to caress a woman down there, so I took my time with it. Moving around the contours of her legs, feeling the soft pubes, spreading the lips to touch her moist inside and find her clit. She moaned, moving her hips, and started caressing my package.

      “Should we… go again?” she asked.

      I was about to say yes, when I made the mistake of looking down at the bloody pile of glass in the cup holder, then to my chest. It was gross, with the little cuts and blood in lines down into the tops of my pubes.

      “Lost your focus, did ya?” She squeezed my cock to emphasize the fact that it had apparently lost its rigidity.

      I nodded with a sigh, then had an idea. “The trunk!”

      “The what?”

      “Sorry, back of the car. It’s where some people have first aid kits. Arturo got one last year for a camping trip, so… maybe.”

      What I found back there was even better—the first aid kit, yes, but also a bottle of vodka, some double-stuffed Oreos, a sleeping bag, and an old phone! The phone was cracked and not connected, but I turned it on and found that it could still get a Wi-Fi signal. Seeing as the Dunkin’ Donuts across the street had free Wi-Fi, this could get us some answers.

      First things first, though, I looked at my cuts, then the vodka, and thought… maybe it would kill the germs? Hadn’t I seen that on T.V.? Not wanting to get infected, I opened the bottle and poured it on my chest. Damn, that stung. I did it again to be safe, doing a little dance as it burned, then took a swig. Straight vodka—the cheap kind—didn’t agree with me. Face puckered up, I hopped back into the car and tried to ignore the smell of cum and blood. A weird combination, for sure.

      “You got it?” she asked.

      I showed her my treasure, then set the rest aside as I found gauze and bandages. We applied these, and I checked the phone. With the Wi-Fi working, my email did, too. I couldn’t believe it! First things first, I emailed Arturo. Dude, are you okay?

      “Sent,” I said, grinning. “It’s not like he’s going to be up at this hour, but—” The phone dinged, and I glanced down to see Arturo had replied! We emailed back and forth real quick, then I filled Chirop in on the details.

      “They’re good.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Apparently, the monster started at the apartment above mine, for some reason, but someone had called the police, and they were nearby. When they arrived, there was shooting, but nobody knows what it was.”

      “That’s good, at least. Maybe.” She pursed her lips in thought. “Although, it would be better if you could tell me they had killed it and we wouldn’t have to worry anymore.”

      “So, we could focus on you going home?”

      “What?” She frowned, then shook her head. “We’re linked now, silly. Why would I go home?”

      I blinked, confused. “I mean… Wait, what?”

      “Once we are linked, it’s not like we spend a day together and then go our separate ways. It’s best if we stay together.” She was looking at me like I was an idiot. “What, do you just fuck everything that moves on this planet?”

      “Of course not. You know you were my first.”

      “First, as in… now you’re going to go off and fuck everything else that moves?”

      “No!” I put my face in my hands. “Can you just tell me what this means? In simple terms?”

      “Quite simply, I’m not about to go fuck anyone else. And you either, unless…”

      I frowned, waiting.

      “Unless we both agreed, and shared.”

      This time, I gulped, suddenly feeling both aroused and confused. “You mean like a threesome?”

      “Or more. It’s not unheard of that this happens, either with one man or one woman at the team’s center, others as part of the team, all linked. All loyal within that circle.”

      “Fuck.” She was talking about a harem situation, basically. “I see.”

      “You want that?”

      “I don’t even know if I can handle you!”

      She laughed, caressing my thigh. “I think you can. But you’re right, now’s not the time.”

      I nodded. “You’re right. Right now… we have to go back, or at least, I do.” I hated to say it, but there was no other way to move forward. I needed my phone, bank cards… computer. “Back to my apartment to gather supplies.”

      She squeezed my leg, nodded, and said, “Kanre!”

      “Kan—what?”

      “Oh, sorry. Where I’m from, it’s like… Let’s do it!”

      “Ah.” I grinned. “In that case, KANRE!” I reached for the keys, suddenly aware of someone approaching. With a click of my tongue, it was like I knew the person wore a specifically shaped hat—it was a cop.

      “Shit,” I muttered, realizing I didn’t have my driver’s license or anything on me. Glancing over at Chirop, I realized I’d gotten so used to her not wearing a shirt, it only seemed natural. Now that a cop was coming though, I hissed, “Law enforcement, incoming. Dress, quick, so he can’t see you.”

      “Can’t you just… drive away?”

      I frowned, sat up, and realized it was my new ability telling me the cop was coming. He was still meandering our way, as if he preferred not to come over.

      “Fuck it,” I said, feeling a bit wild after losing my V card, pouring vodka on my cuts, and having a new ability.

      So we booked it out of there, pedal to the metal, and the cop only shouted after us, “Stupid teenagers!” apparently making the assumption that we were teens. Maybe that was the normal place for a quick tug when people needed to escape their parents’ house.

      “That was amazing,” Chirop said, and pushed herself up to sit next to me in her seat.

      I cringed. “How are you sitting right now? Aren’t you in pain?”

      “What?” She leaned forward to show me her back. “All good now.”

      Sure enough, it was. She had completely healed!

      “How?” I asked. “I thought you didn’t have healing magic.”

      “I don’t. How long do humans take to heal?”

      “A lot longer than you, apparently.”

      Wishing I was a little less human in that moment, I glanced down at my cuts in hope of them having healed without me noticing. No such luck. We drove for a bit and I kept flashing back to how amazing she had felt on me, even enough to cancel out the memory of the pain. I had to chuckle, imagining what a younger version of me might have thought if someone were to tell him that was how I would lose my virginity. Not the most common way, that’s for sure.

      For some reason, those thoughts made me remember days working on my stories and occasionally seeing images of beautiful girls and wondering what my future girlfriend would be like. Apparently, Chirop was essentially that, in some way. She was linked to me, and that meant a lot more than I understood. The irony of the situation being that I didn’t even know her real name.

      Clearing my throat, I asked if she was ready to tell me yet.

      “My real name…” She said it as if telling me was the worst possible thing she could do. “You really want to know, don’t you?”

      “We made love, or… fucked. Whatever. You say we’re linked—doesn’t that entitle me to at least know your name?”

      She licked her lips, furrowed her brow, then said, “It’s Kinara. There.”

      “Kinara.” I took a deep breath, then said it again, letting the word roll off of my tongue. “Kinara…”

      “Stop.”

      I glanced over, pulling onto the freeway. “What? Why?”

      “It’s dangerous to say one’s name. If others hear it, there’s a risk that they could take me from you. As long as you and only you know it, I’m safe.”

      “Oh, like demons—in some legends, they have something like that, where if you know their name, you control them.”

      “It’s not exactly like that, but there are certain magics that involve the saying of a name. For example, every time you say it, it makes me long for you. It’s like I get wet again instantly, and my mind is filled with nothing but that longing for you.”

      I chuckled. “Your argument is making me want to say it over and over.”

      “Please don’t. It’s not fair—more like, if you were to drug me, you know?”

      Putting it like that, I understood. “Sorry. So, really, nobody else knows your name?”

      She blushed, turning away. “Only one.”

      “Should I ask?”

      She shook her head, turning from me. After a few minutes, though, and as we were almost back to my apartment, she said, “It’s how I ended up in the hunt. A man… and he used my name to get me there. At least, I think it was him—it had to be, because nobody else knew it.”

      “I see.”

      Really, I didn’t see at all, but I understood that the subject was tough on her, so switched the conversation over to our current predicament. “You think the hunter will be watching for us?”

      “My guess?” She shook her head. “He’s off following whatever the trace might have sent him toward where we were when we, as you said, made love.” She grinned at that. “He wouldn’t have any reason to think I had found someone to link to so quickly, after all. By the time he realizes that my trace isn’t working anymore, well, we’ll be gone from your apartment, right?”

      I nodded. “We’ll have to be.”

      Pulling off the freeway, I came to a stop at a Starbucks’ parking lot, hoping their Wi-Fi would be on and I could use Arturo’s phone to confirm we were still good to go. No luck, though. Apparently, this one at least, turned their Wi-Fi off at night. Damn. Some probably kept it on, like the Dunkin’ Donuts, but not here.

      “The cops might be all over my apartment,” I said. “And… the hunter?”

      “Probably not. Not if your cops are there—but that doesn’t mean he won’t have eyes on the place.”

      I considered that, then nodded. “We have to try. There’s no way we’re going to make it in this world without money or means of getting more.”

      She held my gaze, clearly wanting to offer alternatives, but nodded. “It’s your world. We’ll do it your way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      We pulled into the parking lot of my apartment complex. I cringed as I pulled the shirt over my wounds, gave Kinara a “Here we go” look, and then went for the door.

      Arturo was waiting in the parking lot, eyes looking bloodshot from lack of sleep. Many others from the building were outside, too. They were on their phones going on about how scared they were, others speaking with cops or getting into cars with loved ones to spend the night elsewhere—presumably.

      “Dude, the cops are all over your place and the other one that got blasted,” Arturo said. “Or, they were. I managed to grab your wallet and cell.”

      “Good looking out,” I said, then glanced back at the car. “We, ah, might need to borrow the car. Is that okay?”

      “Borrow it longer, you mean,” he said. I was glad that he didn’t get in or check it out, considering the mess we’d left on the passenger side floor. “Dude, I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but… sure. Maybe you can find a rental tomorrow?”

      “Of course. Yeah.” I rubbed my chin, eyeing the apartment complex. It was only four floors high, and from this angle I could see the broken window of my place, along with scorch marks around it. “We should be going, then.”

      “What about the thing you used to summon me?” Kinara asked. “The bat totem.”

      I frowned, realizing she was right. There was more, too. “Thanks again,” I said to Arturo, holding up the cell phone. “But I think I’ll need more clothes, my computer…”

      “How long you going to vanish for?” Arturo asked.

      Glancing at Kinara, I shrugged.

      “Until we know we’re safe,” she replied.

      “What?” Arturo’s face scrunched up, then he laughed. “You’re fucking with me. But… nah.” He looked back at the busted window. “How could you be, right? What the fuck is going on, man. You’re with this… lady, all into cosplay or something, and suddenly things start blowing up. They were shooting actual fucking guns at someone. You get involved in some gang war or something? Like D.C. versus Marvel insane-level shit that I didn’t know about?”

      I laughed nervously, waving that thought off. “It’s too much to explain for now, but… I gotta get my stuff.” Eyeing Kinara, her wings and ears showing clearly, I cringed. “Wait in the car?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      I nodded, about to go when I had a thought. “Arturo, mind… hanging out? Keeping an eye on her?”

      “To make sure I don’t run away?” she asked, glaring.

      “No, in case there’s trouble while I’m in there.”

      “Oh…” She smiled sheepishly at Arturo.

      “Not a problem,” Arturo said. “Haven’t slept yet, what’s another ten minutes?”

      “Ten minutes?” I scoffed. “Fuck that, I’ll be in and out in two, tops.”

      Not wanting to delay it any longer, I headed for the building. My walk was brisk, but I avoided running so as not to alert the cops. Two were taking statements, and to my relief didn’t notice me entering. I went for the stairs to avoid contact with anyone if possible, then emerged to find my door wide open. At least nobody was there. Darting in, I went straight for my closet. It was a mess, but that had been because of Kinara’s little temper tantrum before. Scooping up my old duffle bag, I threw in some clothes, the wizard robe, my laptop, a flash drive of art for my work, and then grabbed underwear and socks from my dresser, and some extra clothes just in case. Glancing around for the obsidian bat, I cursed. It was nowhere in sight! Some candles were, though, so I added a couple of those. They had possibly been involved in the summoning of Kinara, after all.

      With a deep breath, I spun again, then grinned at my shoes. Those would be useful. We would have to buy some for Kinara, though now that I thought about it, I wondered if she had claws on her toes that would make shoes be troublesome.

      My sensing ability came back to me and I turned, ducking into the closet as someone approached. Their footsteps grew louder, so I pulled back, clicking my tongue as Kinara had done. The image came to me—yup, a cop. Female. I didn’t move one bit as she entered, looked around, and then exited.

      I clicked my tongue again, noted that she was on the other side of the hall, and prepared to get out of there. Before I went though, my eyes focused on something shiny beneath the bed. The obsidian bat! Inching out, I continued to check with my bat sense, as I decided to refer to it, and was in the clear. My hand gripped the bat, and I tucked it into my pocket as I clutched my bag close.

      The woman’s back was to me, so I ran. But as I went, something felt off. My bat sense was still registering her as a woman and I could see that, but it was giving me a warning. Heeding that warning, I saw that the elevator was open and ducked into it and around the corner, nudging the L for lobby with my elbow. I glanced out to see she was talking to Alex, who was actually hitting on her. As the doors closed, I noticed something strange—a movement at the back of the cop’s leg… like a tucked-in tail? Couldn’t be. Or at least, I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t know about monsters being real.

      I leaned against the side of the elevator, one hand in my pocket caressing the obsidian, the other holding the bag. My breaths were heavy and I noticed that the elevator smelled overly strong of mint. Maybe my new ability included a sense of smell, or maybe I was simply more sensitive to this particular scent now?

      Sprinting back to the car, I found Arturo glaring at me, standing with the passenger door open, Kinara looking very embarrassed.

      “Ah, shit.” I held up a hand in scout’s honor. “I’ll take it to get cleaned. Promise.”

      “You fucking better, man.”

      “It was necessary. For our survival.”

      He grunted, closing the door and walking off. “It always is. Just… get it back to me tomorrow, not smelling like sex.” Perking up, he turned to me and said, “Hold up, that was your first time.”

      “I don’t kiss and tell.” I glanced at Kinara, who looked confused.

      “It was,” she said. “Mine too.”

      “No shit?” He laughed. “Well, now I’m conflicted—a bit pissed, and super happy for you. Tell you what—next time we go out, the whole night’s on me, as long as you bring this car back clean.”

      “Thanks again, man. For real.” I hopped into the car, noting the police woman who had just exited the building and was coming our way. Pulling out of there, I hoped she didn’t know which car we had taken, or seen me. The last thing we needed was someone else coming after us.

      “Where are we going?” Kinara asked.

      I grinned, the perfect spot in mind. “You’ll see.”
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      Ever since I’d been a little boy, the idea of cooking food over a fire and sleeping outdoors had appealed to me. Luckily, we had campsites not more than thirty minutes from my apartment, and the check-in lodge was manned throughout the night during the summer. I asked Kinara to stay in the car while I ran in and used my credit card to grab a bundle of wood, some hotdogs, toothbrushes—since I had forgotten all about that—and other toiletries. They didn’t have any tents, but they had a couple of small cabins available. I opted for the one with the bathroom, as cleaning my wounds and other areas seemed like a good idea. On that note, I bought more first-aid supplies.

      Heading to the sleepy teen at the register, I did a double take when I passed the marshmallows. Who goes camping without s’mores? Not this guy.

      “You know you can make s’mores with bacon instead of graham crackers?” the teen said, monotone as if this was part of his job. “Just saying. Keto, man.”

      “I’m not sure…” I started to say, about to argue that the marshmallows probably made them not keto, and maybe the chocolate? But what the hell did I know. My diet consisted of whatever would make my brain optimal for my creative time.

      “Right, right.” He glanced out to the car, then my way again with a grin. “Bro.”

      “What?”

      “Bro.” He nodded to where he had just pulled out a handful of condoms from behind the counter. “How many you need, bro?”

      His grogginess had suddenly worn off, replaced with a giddy smile. My urge to punch the guy was unfounded, so I simply said, “Got a boxful, but thanks.”

      “My man.” He started checking the price tags on everything, while I turned back to see Kinara looking my way. With a smile and a wave, I turned back to try and play it cool. Could one be too into a monster girl and scare them off in the same way Arturo and Alex always warned about with regular human ones?

      Finally, he was done so I paid him and carried everything out to the car, ready to start my first camping trip with a girl. If you could count time in a cabin as camping.

      “Oh, I almost forgot…” I pulled up alongside our cabin, then turned off the car to face her. “Is there any reason a cop—one of our law enforcement personnel—would have a tail?”

      “You saw a tail?”

      I shrugged. “What I saw was movement like a tail. I suppose it could have been a hamster crawling around in there or a snake… but knowing what I know now, I’m going with a tail.”

      “Shit.” She leaned back, hand on her chin in thought. “It could be one of two things, but I wish you had seen the tail so we’d know. If it was reptilian, I would say it was an old race that vanished from our world long ago. It’s entirely possible they came here, as some theorists argue.”

      “And the other option?”

      “A spy for the hunter, or maybe even one of the hunters themselves. But if you say the monster looked like a cop, I’m going to assume it wasn’t the actual hunter. They tend to have egos so big that they would consider that stooping to a lower level.”

      “So, we’re going with either some ancient group that’s infiltrated humanity without us knowing, or a spy for the hunter.” I let out a sigh, as neither option sounded optimal. “How would they have been here all this time without us knowing? That tail…”

      “You might have only been able to see because of your connection to me.” She exited, grabbing the firewood. “What’s this for?”

      “We’re going to cook hotdogs and roast marshmallows.”

      “You eat dogs?” She looked like she was going to be sick.

      “Hold on.” I laughed, grabbing the rest of the gear and following her out. “You just tore into a squirrel, but you have this reaction about dogs?”

      “I have friends who are dogs.”

      “Oh.” I scrunched my nose as if to say sorry, then laughed. “No! Hotdogs aren’t dogs at all, they’re either cow or pig, more often the latter. Though more detail than that is not necessary. Dogs are man’s best friend.” I paused halfway to the picnic table. “Wait, you aren’t friends with any cow or pig people, right?”

      “Not a chance. There are these people who are like zombified pigs, but they suck. Eat the hell out of them, I don’t care.”

      “They don’t sound very appealing.” I took the firewood and started setting up a fire.

      She chuckled. “Hey, who am I to judge? Some are actually quite nice, though a lot are bitter about their appearance and become violent. We have all manner of monsters, you know. Some that are beautiful, some… not.”

      “Yeah, I imagine.” I had apparently stopped what I was doing and was instead staring at her, because she had to clear her throat and point at the wood—the firewood, that is. I grinned, found the kindling and matches, and got the fire going.

      By this point, it was late. Not many other campers about. The only other sounds I could hear were what was likely a group of teenagers, drinking and occasionally bursting into laughter. As far as I could tell, though, they weren’t close enough to matter one way or the other.

      “So, this is a thing you do for fun?” Kinara asked, sitting on the bench of the picnic table and watching.

      I chuckled. “Camping? For sure.”

      “We have fires and sleep under the stars, but… it’s more of a survival thing.”

      “You have stars?”

      She laughed. “What? Of course.”

      “I wasn’t sure.” I had the fire going now, so went over to sit next to her, watching it catch. “I mean, where is this world of yours? Could be in the middle of ours, which would mean a sky of rock, or could be another planet. Could be a world in some other dimension, for all I know.”

      “For all I know, too,” she admitted, taking my arm and wrapping it around her shoulders. “On that, we are at equal levels of ignorance.”

      I pulled her close, feeling the urge to kiss the top of her head and finding my lips pressed to her furry bat ear. Whatever, I went with it, and she shuddered.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said, pulling back.

      “For making me feel good?” She pulled me back in. “That was a pleasure shiver.”

      I grinned, smelling her there next to me, her scent much stronger now that I shared some of her ability. It still had that lemon curd scent, but something else… Maybe rosemary and orange-chocolate? Watching the fire take hold, I considered going for the hot dogs, but was enjoying myself, and holding her like that was too much to let anything distract us. After a bit of sitting like this, though, I found myself growing more curious about her and her world, so asked her to tell me more.

      “Where I come from,” she started, “it’s much more chaotic than here, from what I’ve seen of this world, anyway. More survival-focused. You either learn to fight and harness your abilities, or you’re done for. Some monsters are giants, others tiny little fairies. Some rely on strength, or cunning… others magic, or special abilities. You find your hiding spot, you defend it. Some have built up massive bases, using alliances or slave networks. Hunters usually fall into this category—they kill for fun, but if their prey survives, they take them as slaves.”

      “That’s fucked up.”

      “Entirely fucked up.” She nodded, then spat. “Worst part is, these ones get all the fancy technology, like those tracking drones back there, the balls with the scanners, and other equipment like that.”

      “Making the powerful only more powerful.” I grunted, not hiding my distaste.

      “You have something like that here?” she asked.

      “We have a saying about keeping the rich, richer and the poor, poorer. Not the exact same, but basically, since money is so often power.”

      “In our world it can be, until someone sticks a knife in your throat and takes your money. Then it doesn’t mean shit.”

      I chuckled, but saw her eyes take on a faraway look. “You okay?”

      “It happened… you know. To me.”

      “In what way?”

      “My family. We had used our abilities to raise money, my dad acting as a tracker for the hunters. We saved that up, then started building up our own base—even had a small army. One day a group of raiders comes along, and they were too much, overpowering us with the use of a Slou’rough.” At seeing the look of confusion in my eyes, she said, “Don’t worry, if you ever have to deal with a Slou’rough, you’ll probably be dead before you have time to wonder if that’s what it is. I’m the only one who made it out alive.”

      “Shit, that…” What could I say?

      “Yeah. All our property handed over to some hunter, because of what we are. Our kind… we’re not meant to have power. We thought we were on top of the world, or would soon be anyway.”

      Flames crackled, an ember rising and floating off to the dirt nearby.

      “Anything like that ever happen to you?” she asked.

      “No, not really. Worst I’ve ever dealt with was losing my job as a technician. Thought I’d be homeless, because no way was I going to ask my mom if I could move back in. But I’d been working on these visual novels, and my buddy convinced me to put my savings into finishing up two of them. They kind of took off, and I’ve been doing just fine ever since.”

      “So the worst thing to happen to you is you started telling stories and got paid for it?” she laughed.

      “Not the worst…”

      “What then? What’s the worst, worst, worst thing you ever had to deal with.”

      I turned to her, taking her hand in mine. “Kinara, it’s not a competition. What you went through, I can never begin to understand. I don’t have anything that begins to compare.”

      “Still, I wanna know.”

      Frowning, I thought back, trying to recall. “A friend drowned,” I blurted out, almost as fast the memory came. It wasn’t one I had thought about in so long, I’d almost managed to forget about it.

      “Yeah?”

      “We were swimming at a lake in Oregon on a school trip. Thought we could make it to this island, and… in a way it was my fault. I was trying to show the other kids how brave I could be. It was my idea, and I led the charge. Owen followed, and I could hear the splashes of him swimming behind me. Only, then there was a scream from shore, and I turned around to find I was alone. My mind panicked for a second, then decided they were messing with me, so turned and kept swimming, not wanting to be made to look like a fool. It wasn’t until I reached the island and stood there victorious that I realized he still wasn’t in sight and registered the two girls screaming his name, running along the shore frantically, back and forth.”

      “Fuck.”

      I nodded. “It… must have dealt a blow to me, more than I realized, because it’s not something I tend to think about. Or even remember, usually. But yeah, that… that was fucked up.”

      “It wasn’t your fault though.”

      “No?” I grunted, hating the burning ache in my chest at these memories. “Tell that to his dad. When I went to talk to them, to tell them how sorry I was for their loss, he went off on me. Called me a murderer. Of course, nobody else did to my face. If I hadn’t been so worried about looking like a coward, or being made to look like a fool, Owen might have lived that day.”

      “I’m sure I could have done something differently, too,” Kinara said. “Maybe if I’d gone out on a scouting that morning, or who knows what, we could have had notice and gone into lockdown or fled. They could all be alive. But… I didn’t. No use focusing on what we should have done, or could have.”

      Squeezing her hand, I turned and nibbled on her ear, causing her to giggle and shove me away. “You do that too much, you might have to claim me again.”

      “Claim you?”

      “The linking ceremony, yeah.”

      I grinned, then bit my lip as I considered the idea of the two of us breaking in the cabin. “I could link with you all day, all night, and never stop.”

      She laughed, but I’d had a thought. Seeing my curious expression, she asked, “What?”

      “We linked, that way… but how did I summon you? The candle and this, right?” I pulled the obsidian bat from my pocket.

      “Oh, you still have it!”

      “Sure. Managed to snag it from where it had fallen in my room. The question is, where did this come from?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I know who gave it to me. In the morning, we need to call him. Figure it out, and…”

      “And what? Ask them to tell us why it summoned me here?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe? Ask what they know about it, ask if they have more.”

      “More. Holy fuckcakes, I hadn’t thought of that.” She stood, suddenly excited. “If they do, we might be able to form a team. Start building up, even… I don’t know.” She turned back my way, pulling me up to stand with her. “Maybe even go back someday, retake my home, and wage war on those fucking hunters.”

      The idea of going into the monster realm didn’t sit well with me, but I figured that discussion could come another day. For now, we needed to figure out if there were indeed more totems, and where they might be, look into building our team, and be ready to take down this hunter. If we even stood a chance, that is.

      In the meantime, I was ready for some hotdogs. We had a blast, me showing her how to cook the hotdogs, her finding the idea of cooked meat disgusting and instead eating them as they were. It wasn’t as bad as the squirrel, and I wondered if maybe hotdogs were already kind of cooked anyway. Like those little ones that were smoked—was it possible these were, too? Maybe not, but I chose to think of them that way, at least I hoped so, though still cooked the hell out of mine.

      After we’d had our fill, I pulled out the marshmallows. “I know you prefer meat, but… you’ve gotta try this.”

      She pursed her lips, then shook her head. “Smells sweet. Yuck to that.”

      “Come on, a s’more? No person in the history of persons has disliked a s’more. That I know of, anyway.”

      “Ah, but you forget—I’m a monster.” She growled, laughing as I shrugged and put a marshmallow on the end of a roasting stick, then put it out over the dwindling flames.

      “Speaking of that… what happened, before? I meant to ask, but we got so caught up in everything. With the green eyes, almost attacking me…”

      “You can’t claim to want a monster and then be scared off when I act like one.”

      “Did I ever claim to want a monster?”

      “Over and over again,” she winked, “with your eyes. You deny it?”

      “Nope.”

      She grinned, but the smile faded. “Since you asked… I don’t know. It doesn’t happen back home, at least, not uncontrolled like that. In the moment, though, all I saw was rage, the need to draw blood. Then there was this feeling that came over me, like a pulsating call—similar to what I felt right before being summoned to your closet. That call pulled me back to you, calming me enough to not do anything I would later regret.”

      “Because I grabbed this.” I pulled the obsidian bat out of my pocket again, watching the flames dance around it.

      “Shit!” she said, grabbing my roasting stick and tossing the whole thing into the flames.

      “What the hell?”

      “It was on fire! The marshmallow.”

      For the first time, I noted fear in her voice. “Do… do you not like fire? As in, you’re scared of it?”

      A slight narrowing of her eyes gave away the truth of that, but she refused to answer. It was enough to get my mind wondering, though. Were all monsters afraid of fire, and if so, could we use that against them? Or was it like a class-based thing, where only certain types of monsters were afraid of it.

      I got a new marshmallow going, made a s’more, and watched in amazement at the first time anyone ever had taken a bite of s’more and then practically puked. She glared at me while I ate it up, then said, “If we had more hot dogs, I’d rub one of those on my tongue just to get rid of that taste.”

      “Sorry,” I said, licking a bit of melted chocolate from my finger and loving every second of it. “No luck. We ate them all.”

      “Did we?” She bit her lip, eyeing me seductively. “I think we saved the biggest for last.”

      I still hadn’t caught on, so started to say no, but stopped as soon as I realized where her head was going. Moving down between my legs, fingers adjusting my pants so that a wave of cold air hit my cock a split-second before the warmth of her mouth engulfed it.

      “That’s better,” she mumbled with a full mouth, and then adjusted so that she was on her knees between my legs, mischievous eyes staring up at me as she worked it.  Pausing, she took it out to say, “I’m having my dessert. Go ahead and make yourself another s’more.”

      Then she was back at it, tongue running up my shaft and flicking across the tip before engulfing my entire cock. I took a deep breath, leaned back, and got to work applying another marshmallow to the roasting stick.

      If that wasn’t Heaven, I couldn’t tell you what is. Even better when, s’more made and first bite in my mouth, chocolate-marshmallow goodness swirling around in there to savor the flavor, she reached under my balls and ran her finger along my taint in a way that immediately brought me to orgasm. I swallowed the s’more, gripped her ears—not on purpose, it’s just where my hands went, and then felt her orgasm while she was sucking me clean.

      When she came up for breath and to wipe her chin, she grinned and said, “Guess you found my spot.”

      “Yeah?” I chuckled, breathing out deep as another spasm of ecstasy ran through me. “And you, mine.” I cringed. “Oh, sorry, I got some chocolate on your ear, just…” I leaned forward to show her, and a wild thought came over me. If that was her spot… why not have some fun. My tongue licked up the chocolate, lips nibbling on the tip of her ear, and she buried her face in my still-exposed crotch as she attempted to stifle a moan, body shaking. When she went slack, I stopped and sat up, smiling wide. “There. Got it.”

      “You… monster.” She could barely breathe, but managed to pull herself up to sit at my side, one hand putting my underwear and pants back to cover my crotch. “I hope you brought extra clothes, because these are… a bit wet.”

      I laughed, then reached down to feel—she wasn’t joking. We were both spent, so as much as we wanted each other right then, all we could manage was pouring dirt over the fire, then staggering to our bed in the cabin, throwing the sleeping bag from Arturo’s trunk over it, and then curling up together inside.

      Sleep took us instantly.
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      Waking up and stepping out of the cabin to the fresh forest air, I stretched, took a moment to listen to the birds, and only one thought entered my mind—Fucking A, life is awesome. Sure, some hunter who happened to be a monster was trying to kill us, and maybe there was a cop who was also a monster in pursuit. I hadn’t gotten as much work done as I would have liked, but… none of that mattered.

      I had an amazing gal who I enjoyed talking to, and craziest of all, she enjoyed being with me. To top it all off, weird sex and a blowjob while eating a s’more. My only worry was that it couldn’t get much better than that moment, but that worry quickly faded when I heard a soft chortle from behind me. I turned to see Kinara smiling, still asleep. As I watched, she laughed, then rolled over. At some point she must have stripped in the night, because she was completely nude, one breast hanging off to the side and a bit of the sleeping bag barely covering her nether regions. Damn, I couldn’t get over how gorgeous she was.

      A bit of a headache hit, reminding me that I didn’t have a coffee maker up here. Glancing around the cabin to make sure, I confirmed that thought, so grabbed my laptop and followed my nose. Sure enough, a little hut by the check-in building where we’d bought our supplies the night before had pancakes, eggs, sausages, and most importantly, coffee.

      An elderly couple ate in the corner, and three very-hungover teens were serving themselves, making me wonder what the hell they were doing up so early. None of my business, since it wasn’t like I’d gotten a full night’s sleep either. I went for the coffee, paid for a cup, and found a spot outside facing my cabin—barely visible through a patch of trees—to get some work done.

      With Ren’Py, I didn’t need Wi-Fi. All I needed to do was add some dialogue, and I’d been stuck on a scene where this guy is invited into a mansion that the billionaire woman owns. Before, it had felt so forced. Now, though, with all of the crazy and fun of recent events filling my head, it all flowed together. I even added the idea of the woman having a nude painting of herself hanging, then gave the player choices on how to respond. I thought that was pretty funny, so paused to drink my coffee. It hit the spot perfectly, and before I knew it, I had written out another five pages of content and gone through two cups of coffee.

      My bat sense went off and I looked up to see Kinara stepping out onto our cabin porch, completely nude. With her lack of good vision, she wouldn’t know if others were looking her way or not, but I could vouch for the fact that they were. One of the hungover teens was gawking, sitting nearby. He nudged his friend. “Yo… is that a… naked chick?”

      The friend held his head, elbows on the table, and said, “Shut the fuck up, dick brains.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Shut. Up.”

      Not wanting to listen to more of this or risk letting Kinara embarrass herself, I told the teen, “You’re hallucinating. She’s clearly wearing a bathing suit,” then took my laptop and jogged back.

      “Hey,” I said, arriving at the cabin to see Kinara stretching on the little balcony railing. One leg up, it was a sight I would have preferred to keep, but I couldn’t do that. At a minimum, some perv would be checking her out. On the other side of the possible scenarios, police could come and deal with the nude-yoga camper. “Let’s get some clothes on you and have breakfast.”

      She grinned, bringing her leg back and stretching her arms. “Last night… I can’t stop thinking of how delicious you tasted.”

      “Considering that I hadn’t rinsed and that you hate the taste of s’mores, I’m going to have to go out on a limb here and say that I’m not sure I trust your judgment.”

      “Well, suffice it to say I enjoyed myself. What’s for breakfast?”

      “I don’t suppose you like pancakes?”

      She scrunched up her face. “We had a monster girl who liked those once. Disgusting. And don’t get me started on her.”

      “Okay… Eggs? They might have some raw ones you can—”

      “Yummy!” She grabbed my arm and started to pull me away from the cabin.

      “Clothes first,” I insisted.

      “Your world is so boring in that way,” she said with a pout, and went back inside to throw on the clothes from the night before. The cute-as-fuck Halloween outfit.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll go for a shopping trip today after I call my brother. Get you something more comfortable.”

      She shrugged, indicating the clothes Arturo had given her. “These are great, in spite of still being a bit damp in,” she patted her crotch, “this region.”

      “Maybe panty liners for when I feel like licking your ears again.”

      “Woo, don’t talk dirty to me when I’m hungry. I might go monster on you.”

      I laughed, putting away my laptop and then taking her arm to escort her to breakfast. We found the table I had been at, and while she went to scrounge up some eggs, I gave my brother a call.

      “Hello?” His voice came through, dry and strained.

      “Vince. It’s me.”

      “Bro, do you have any idea what time it is.”

      “This’ll be quick, I just need to know—that present you gave me, where’d you get it?”

      “What?”

      “The bat totem, where?”

      A few seconds of silence followed, then Vincent finally said, “I don’t understand. Why are you calling me at butt-crack-thirty in the morning to ask where I got your gift? Who the fuck cares?”

      “Me. That’s why I’m calling. Now can you just tell me already?”

      After a sigh, Vincent said, “There’s this shop out in Altadena. Some old lady sells all kinds of badass trinkets there, with stories about the myth behind them.”

      “Awesome. You have a name or address?”

      “No. I stumbled on it after grabbing tacos at… that place I used to take you. Oh, but you’ll find it, I bet. Remember that lady who has all the bunny dolls?”

      “Yeah…” It had been a favorite of our mom’s, back when she tried to spend time with us.

      “It’s right around the corner from there. You can’t miss it.”

      Giddiness rose up in my chest. “Thanks, man. This means a lot.”

      “Ferris, fuck off. Don’t call me in the morning ever again.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

      “I… dammit!” The sounds of scrambling and something falling came, then him cursing again right before the phone hung up.

      I chuckled, hung up as well, then turned to see an old lady berating Kinara, holding up two eggs. Clearly, she had caught Kinara trying to take the uncooked eggs. Only two of them, though, which gave me an idea. Hopping up and moving that way, instead of coming directly to her rescue, I winked at Kinara as I slipped into the kitchen behind the old lady, found myself a carton nearly full of eggs, and ducked back out. Next, I hid these behind the welcome sign, and marched over to the two.

      “So sorry for my cousin,” I said, going for the Aladdin play. “She’s a bit out of her mind, see? Thinks the eggs are our brothers.”

      “What?” The old lady glared at me, then back at Kinara, then to the eggs. “Brothers?”

      “You know, a bit cuckoo.” I offered the lady an apologetic smile, then guided Kinara out of there. To my relief, the lady left it alone, returning to the kitchen.

      “What’s cuckoo?” Kinara asked.

      “Crazy.”

      She turned on me, a flash of green in her eyes. “Don’t you dare ever call me crazy. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, and it was just to get her off your back. Come here,” I darted over to the sign, ducked behind it, and showed her the eggs. “Let’s go! I have our destination, you have your breakfast.”

      “And you’re amazing!”

      We ran off, quickly packed up, and were on our way. I would have loved to linger another day or two and do nothing but camp out, fuck, get head, and do fun things to her ears, but we had business to take care of. All of that could wait.

      I would have preferred she ate the eggs elsewhere, but she was hungry. So as we drove, I did my best to ignore her slurping sounds. She would make a hole with one of her claws, then hold the egg up to her lips and slurp, slurp, slurp, until the insides were gone. Five eggs in, and she turned to me with a satisfied grin, licked her lips, and then burped.

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” I said with a laugh.

      “You know it. My big man, Mr. Provider.”

      “Yeah, well… I’ve been called worse. I’ll take it.”

      “Is that bad?”

      I waved the comment off. “No, good. Sorry, I suck at making jokes.”

      “I suck, too.” She held up another egg, pretending to go for it, but winking before putting it back and laughing.

      “Right.” My mind had gone to other places besides the egg, but apparently that was just me. Or maybe hers had too, and that was the joke—instead, going for the egg? I was overthinking it, so instead, pulled out my phone and told it where we needed to go. Having GPS and a phone again was such a relief.

      In a matter of seconds, we were on the right road winding through roads on our way. Tree-covered hills in all directions, but I couldn’t take much time to appreciate them because each twist and turn made me feel like I was going to make a mistake and take us careening over the edge. Driving wasn’t exactly one of my favorite things to do. In part because I didn’t have a car and therefore didn’t get much practice, but also because I had always felt this sense of hopelessness when driving. As if I couldn’t really sense what was around me.

      Except, the third time I overcorrected and felt like this shit was getting out of control, I clicked my tongue and everything changed. My surroundings became like one with me, so that I could almost feel the contours in the road, where the hills rose up and gave way, and even where a pebble was not far ahead.

      If this was for real, I had to test it. Pressing on the gas, I was one with the car. I clucked my tongue again, and pressed harder on the gas. We were barreling down the mountain road, me laughing and Kinara shouting, “What has gotten into you?”

      “I’m fucking living my life!” I said, and slammed the wheel with a “Whoo!”

      “Live it without taking mine, could you? This is insane!”

      I grinned, clicked my tongue again, and turned a corner in time to see a truck taking up half of our lane. My mouth opened to shout expletives, but instead I clenched my jaw, focused on feeling the road, and tapped the brakes just enough to get the car where I needed it. Barely an inch was between the rocks on our side, but that gave us enough room for even the mirror of the truck to not hit. We made it, and I slowed down.

      As much as my new ability could possibly make driving easier and more fun, that didn’t mean other drivers would be safe. I had to take that into account.

      Kinara hit me in the leg. “Be more careful, dick.”

      I rubbed the spot, chuckling. “You’re right. That was stupid.”

      “But… fun.”

      “But fun.” I grinned, nodding. “This… is amazing. I might have to go get myself a car that can handle my new way of driving.”

      For the rest of the drive, I took it easy. I taught her how to play “I Spy” and “Twenty Questions,” and when we were bored of those, we spent a few minutes in silence before she said, “You remind me of someone, you know.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. A friend I had out in the wastelands. Before I thought I could make something of myself.”

      “So this friend was charming, sexy…?”

      She laughed. “Okay, you remind me of him in different ways. He was kind, always looking out. But I think mostly it’s the way you talk that reminds me of him. It’s like, every time you speak, you sound totally devoted, trusting… loyal.”

      “Of course I am.”

      “Of course…” She adjusted to look at me better. “I understand humans aren’t always this way. Even if they’ve… fucked.”

      I grunted. “Nope.”

      “So why of course?”

      I scratched my chin in thought, debating the answer. “Maybe I’m that kind of person? Better to fully let someone in, and hope they don’t hurt you, than to play safely all the time. Don’t get me wrong, most people don’t get in at all. That’s why I only have like three or four friends. Total, like, not even just living near me. But you’re in, so I’m in. You know?”

      “Yeah. That’s… I respect that.”

      “But you’ve been the same way,” I pointed out. “Quick to befriend me, to put your faith in me. Quick to… the fun stuff.”

      “Maybe. But from my perspective, I was all alone in this strange world, and you were so kind.” She shrugged. “Didn’t even scream at seeing a monster in your closet.”

      I laughed at that. “I imagine there could have been much worse monsters in there. You are not something to scream at. Well, you might make me scream in other ways, but—

      “Ouch, what was that for?”

      “Get your mind out of the gutter.” She paused, then said, “And don’t say might. Of course I will.”

      “You know…” I was finally pulling off the mountain road, which filled me with relief, but got me thinking. “The way you speak, it’s very… human. Even normal to my style, and in English. What’s up with that?”

      She pursed her lips, considering. “I’m not sure. I don’t feel like I’m speaking any differently than I have my whole life.”

      “Maybe monster-speak automatically translates, or something like that?” I posited. “That would be a cool trick. Or it could be that, since I summoned you, your voice auto-translates to my style.”

      “Either might be true.”

      “It’s cool. Just… got me curious.”

      She put her hand on mine, gave it a gentle squeeze, and then leaned back to close her eyes. Maybe she needed a rest from all the talk, or maybe her kind really slept that much. Either way, I didn’t have my own time to get lost in my thoughts.

      I’d had a friend like her, too, back in junior high. Stephanie Hickens. The one who got away. Not that she was a monster girl, in any way. But she had been one of the only girls to be nice to me, actually showing an interest in the “silly comics” I drew in those days.

      Honestly, I hadn’t thought about her in years, but there was something about Kinara’s laugh, too, that made the memory return. There had been this one summer when I had hung out at her house almost the whole time, me and a couple of other kids. Playing bocci ball in the backyard or running over to the nearby big toy at night and climbing on it as if we were little kids again, making jokes. Sometimes playing games like truth or dare. Then the one time when me and some other boy, I couldn’t even remember who, had raced back from the tree line while she and a girl were on the big toy, and we each jumped up to the monkey bars, swinging up to them. She had made some joke about how watching us compete like that made her want to rip our clothes off. It had been so out of left field, so not her normal way of talking… or, at least not around me. Now I had to wonder if she was more flirtatious around the others, but something about my awkwardness had made her more reserved around me?

      I suddenly remembered another reason I hadn’t thought of her lately—she had been friends with the boy who had drowned. He had been the other one there that evening, too. At the big toy. It was all coming back. She had even had a thing for him, I later learned. Her crush on him, combined with his death and the blame that came my way for it, had certainly put a damper on any chance we had of staying friends or being happy.

      Fuck, life has a way of messing with you sometimes.

      What was I thinking about lost loves for? Or even, lost loves who were never more than friends other than in my dreams? I had this beauty next to me, and we were about to find some answers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      We slowed past the bunny store, ignoring the calls from Arturo—probably just asking when he was going to get his car back—and I turned the corner, scouring the street for the strange store that my brother had mentioned.

      Kinara had definitely been asleep the last ten minutes, evidenced by first her snoring, then her moaning as she whispered my name. The first time, I thought she had been trying to get my attention, but when I reached over to take her hand, she had rotated and pulled her hand away. I saw a store with a black awning and dark windows, figuring that might be it, but first I had to take a major piss. Pulling into the nearest parking garage I saw a Subway Sandwich and ran in to use the bathroom, leaving the car windows down an inch or so, to make sure Kinara didn’t have any trouble getting too hot.

      It was quick, but when I came out some guy was staring in through the window. I frowned, walking up behind him, and saw that she had curled up so that you couldn’t quite tell she had a womanly figure—all you could see was that there was a curled-up shape in there, and her ears.

      “What kind of dog is that?” the man asked.

      “Don’t know,” I replied, trying to ignore him as I went for the driver side.

      “You know, I don’t care if there’s an open window,” the guy went on. “Leaving your dog in the car? That’s not right, man.”

      I frowned, hopped in, and flipped him off.

      “Hey, fuck you!” He slammed a fist on my car. “Fucking dog hater.” He turned as if addressing a crowd that wasn’t actually there. “This guy here is a dog hater!”

      “Wh—what?” Kinara asked, sitting up and staring out at the guy. Upon seeing her, his mouth hung open and his posture fell. I had to laugh, glad to flip him off again as I drove out of there and back to the shop with the black awning.

      We parked, and I told Kinara the guy had been annoying me.

      “A lot of people can be annoying, and some are straight-up crazy. Humanity has its monsters, too.”

      “You say ‘monsters’ like it’s a bad thing.”

      I laughed. “You’re right. If there’s one thing Pixar taught me, it’s that judging like that is wrong.”

      “Pixar?”

      “I’ll have to give you a full education on film if we have some time to sit around and do nothing one of these days.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Together, we exited the car. I held the door to the store open for her, and we entered. Right away, I had no doubt this was the place. It was a hodgepodge of cultural artifacts, with one section straight out of Samoa, another a ledge of Native American talismans. In one corner, ledges of mystical stones. Opposite that, candles with the cards that said what magic they would bring.

      Of course, with my recent spate of perversion, my eyes skimmed over most of that and to a fertility statue—a short man made from some brown stone, his curved, massive erection as long as he was tall. Talk about a loss of blood to the head, being that guy. One and done, as he’d likely die from an erection. Near it were several other fertility statues and symbols, but none were as impressive as this one.

      Kinara was the one to spot the first animal totem, this one made of wood and shaped like an eagle. She knelt next to it, robe pulled high over her head, and ran her fingers along its beak. Her hand shot out to another, one that didn’t look like any animal I had ever seen—more like what I would think of when imagining a monster in my closet. A rounded back, multiple tentacles, and claws that were each like steak knives. To scale, of course.

      “This… this we will not be summoning,” she said, holding it for me to see. “But we should get it out of here, smash it.”

      “You could try,” a voice from the back said, “but it would do worse for you than if you had simply summoned it.”

      Kinara stood abruptly, turning to face the old woman who emerged from behind the hanging cloth. “And you are?”

      The woman eyed her with an intensity. Old, silver eyes with matching hair, a blue dress that looked weathered, but might once have been worn to a formal occasion. She looked so out of place in this shop, where I had been expecting an old Central Asian man or something of the sort.

      “This is my shop,” the woman said, and as she stepped forward, her skin rippled as if it was the surface of a lake after a freshly dropped pebble. She froze, then said, “I see. You two… have been busy.”

      “I don’t understand,” I admitted. “What’s going on here?”

      “You have found my shop. It’s been so long, I wasn’t sure anyone ever would.” She eyed me with that intensity now. “See, it was many years ago when I, too, was summoned. Many years ago when I was linked… and almost as many years now that the man I was linked to was killed. Since then, I’ve spent a lifetime collecting these items, hoping one day they would lead me to others… so that one day I could find my way home.”

      “So you’re one of us?” Kinara asked.

      The woman nodded slightly, then walked to the door, locked it, and pulled down the curtain. When she turned back to me, her eyes glowed orange with black slits, her skin had a light layer of orange fur over it. What looked like long cat ears were on top of her head now, her silver hair mixed with red-brown, and she had a long, thick, black-tipped tail that swirled around behind her. She spun, and I had to wonder about the choice of blue. Maybe because it was so different from her natural colors.

      “One of you.”

      Kinara had backed away at the revelation, and now growled before leaping forward, throwing herself at the woman for the attack.

      “Shit,” I muttered, realizing as I saw the cougar’s claws that this could be trouble. In the back of my mind, I vaguely remembered Kinara acting weird at the mention of cougars earlier. While Kinara pushed the attack, the lady seemed mostly on the defensive.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” The woman shoved Kinara back into one of the shelves, then slammed her into the wall by the door. Statues and stones fell to the ground, more than one cracking against the floor and shattering. “I’m not one of them. Not anymore!”

      “One of what?” I demanded, trying to break them up.

      That green was back in Kinara’s eyes, and I realized that something about this cougar monster woman had pulled her back to that spot of no control. An attack meant for the cougar instead caught me with a scratch across the arm. Had I not bled enough? I’d never been the type to quickly anger, but this green-eye thing was pissing me off.

      “STOP!” I shouted, pulling out the obsidian bat and holding it up.

      Her eyes returned to their red with black lines, but she moved to my side, growling at the woman and standing defensively as if to protect me.

      “You don’t know her kind,” Kinara hissed. “This woman, she’ll betray us the first chance she gets.”

      “Not me,” the cougar replied, and with a heavy breath, she ran her claws along the front of her dress, tearing it open and letting it fall to the floor. She wore panties, but nothing else. It wasn’t to reveal her breasts that she did this, though, but the intricate patterns on her skin. Many were raised as if branded by a hot iron, others were simple tattoos. It all reminded me of the patterns seen in Middle Eastern art. “I have been purged.”

      “What is this?” I asked, trying not to notice her womanly curves or the way her large areolas seemed to draw my attention to her soft nipples like targets. One pattern in particular, in the middle of her breasts and looking like a sword through a hexagon, drew my attention and I thought maybe I had seen it before. “That symbol…”

      “A warrior clan of the Seljuk Turks had a special order, one that harnessed the likes of us for their dark operations,” the woman said. “This order, the Gizli Kilich, has never forgotten our ways, and for a special service I did them long ago, they granted me this favor. A freedom of sorts, one that sets me apart from the group that your friend here so hates.”

      “Horseshit,” Kinara spat, but stepped forward, hands at her side instead of attacking. “Show me, then. Go full monster, not this in-between shit, and demonstrate this restraint… this freedom.”

      The woman’s tail moved behind her, swishing from one side to the next. Her lips curled back to show her sharp teeth. A shadow darkened her face in a way that made her look more like a cougar than before. “You’re sure this is what you want?”

      “I came here for help,” Kinara said. “We… we came here to search out ways of finding more of my kind, to help against a hunter who has found a way over. But this…” She gestured around at the room, then both hands at the nearly nude form of the cougar. “I have problems doubting you’re on any side other than the hunters.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “For all we know, you helped him come through.”

      The cougar took a deep breath, eyes narrowing, then closing. “Very well.” Her eyes shot open, green like Kinara’s when she lost control. Her eyes weren’t all that glowed, though—the symbol of the sword between her breasts glimmered orange, then gold, light flowing down into the shape of the hexagon that held it. Green light flowed through the hexagon, then faded as the gold overtook it.

      Her eyes remained green, but she didn’t attack. Instead, she smiled, voice strained as she held out her arms and said, “See, it can be controlled.” Other lines on her body lit up, mostly in dull orange and red. “It came with a price, but one I was more than willing to pay.”

      I turned from her to Kinara, noting the awe and confusion in her eyes. Apparently, whatever this cougar woman was doing was truly impressive. The glow from the lines in the woman’s body faded and she collapsed to her knees, arms still held out. Her head drooped, but then she lifted her eyes to Kinara and said, “Do you believe?”

      Kinara nodded. “I never thought I’d see the day. But why? Why have you given up your… people?”

      The cougar shook her head. “Not given up… not my people. I refuse to be a slave to the hunters, that is all. When they claimed us many years ago, we had no say. You hate us for what we are? Hate those who made it that way.”

      “So much of this is over my head,” I admitted, seeing that Kinara was at a loss for words. “But I have one question, maybe a way that both she and I can trust you. What is your name?”

      Kinara sucked in a quick breath, hand going to my arm. The cougar’s reaction wasn’t so different. Her arms suddenly wrapped around herself, covering her breasts as best she could, clearly embarrassed. Eyes on the ground, she said, “People here call me Fatima.”

      “I didn’t ask what people call you.”

      “She won’t tell us her name,” Kinara said, squeezing my arm firmly. “It’s… a death sentence.”

      “No.” I put my hand on hers, eyes on the cougar, but addressing Kinara. “You won’t use it against her, because you are loyal to me. We are linked, and I forbid it.”

      “Forbid…?”

      “Forbid.” I continued to stare at the cougar, whose eyes slowly rose to meet mine. “She did this to her body so that she might be free, so that she could join the likes of us to break from the old ways, yes.”

      “Yes,” the cougar replied.

      “Does he know what he asks?” the cougar asked Kinara.

      “To a degree, yes.”

      I stood tall. “Explain it to me.”

      “To have her name could mean taking control of her if you so choose,” Kinara explained. “It would mean being able to counter everything that she did, all of these markings… with a simple opening of your mouth.”

      “I don’t even know you,” the cougar said.

      “Where I come from, this,” I gestured at her, kneeling there nude, “often comes well after learning of one’s name.”

      She nodded, eyes meeting mine. “In that case, you reveal yourself to me, I reveal my name to you. Equal signs of trust.”

      “Hardly equal,” Kinara said, shaking her head. “Asking her name is too much.”

      Clearly, I didn’t understand. I got that they considered names—true names—sacred, that they seemed to have some sort of magical control over the owner of the name. I got that. But my natural instincts had a hard time being able to see how me undressing was equal to her telling me her name.

      One thing I knew for sure was that we needed this woman’s help if we wanted to understand how I had summoned Kinara, and how we could summon reinforcements.

      “We need her help,” I said, and met Kinara’s gaze. The response that came from those eyes, as best I could understand, was that she trusted me to do what I felt necessary. “If that’s what it’ll take, I’m in.”
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      I pulled off my shirt, first, ignoring the quick intake of breath from the cougar at seeing the bandages covering my chest and abs. Kinara helped pull the shirt away, then held it for me. Considering the fact that, until yesterday, I had never undressed in front of a woman, my hands were shaking as my thumbs hooked my pants and pulled.

      Fuck, I was nervous and that made my dick smaller than usual. Not optimal in situations like this, but it wasn’t like I was trying to seduce her—only show I was willing to do what it took.

      Kinara leaned over and kissed the base of my neck, then whispered into my ear, “You’re so brave.”

      At first I thought she was only being supportive, but as I bent to push my pants down to my ankles, a glance showed what she had really done. She knew I was embarrassed, so put me at ease—the initial shrinkage was gone, my goods looking somewhat impressive, at least. I gave her an appreciative glance, then stood there, fully exposed.

      “There,” I said, voice cracking. While I was more physically at ease, this was still completely out of my comfort zone.

      Eyes on my cock, the cougar started to smile. She wasn’t staring to study it or because she wanted me, I knew better than this. Her intense stare was to tell me she was staring. Its intent was to make me squirm, to see if I would cave and suddenly pull my pants back up.

      Fuck that. If these people were so worried about sharing a name, the least I could do was push aside my pride.

      “I see you,” the woman said. “And I like what I see.”

      She lowered her hands, pushing herself up to stand in front of me. Eyes darting to Kinara, she said, “Not in front of her.”

      “In front of her,” I insisted.

      The cougar’s eyes showed worry, even a glistening as if a tear might escape, but she nodded. “My name, my true name, is…” Her eyes moved over me once again, clearly noting the way my left hand twitched as if I wished to cover myself, but resisted. “Ahlaksiz.”

      As soon as the name left her lips, two stars glowed orange below her collar bones, and she winced. She looked ashamed, more nervous than I had felt when exposing myself. As if she had stripped, bent over, and was now waiting for me to do something horrible to her.

      “Thank you,” I said, then motioned to her dress. “Should we… ?”

      “Let’s.” She moved for her dress, but Kinara was there first, picking it up and holding it out for her. The woman accepted it, locking eyes with her, and said, “Please don’t abuse my name. It is the first time I have shared it in over one thousand years.”

      Kinara nodded, releasing the dress. She moved to me to pull up my pants, then handed me my shirt. As I pulled it over my head, wincing at the pain of my cuts opening up again, I asked, “That has to be an exaggeration, no? One thousand years?”

      “Monsters have long lives,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Sometimes longer than others,” Kinara added. “No thanks to…” She bowed her head. “Sorry, I don’t mean it. You are no longer one of them.”

      “I am not,” Ahlaksiz agreed.

      This discussion almost made me forget the strange situation that we had all just been in. Given how young Kinara looked, I couldn’t imagine her being older than myself. Maybe more like nineteen or twenty, really.

      “How old are you?” I asked her.

      “Isn’t it a human tradition to not ask a woman her age?”

      “True,” I admitted.

      “Let’s just leave it at you being polite, then,” she said, “and focus on what we’re here for.”

      “Ah, yes.” Ahlaksiz held her dress together at the chest, torn down to just below her navel. “I’ve waited long for this conversation. Would you two join me in the back room?”

      I motioned for her to lead the way. With a gentle smile, all of the ferocity from before gone, no more glowing, though she maintained her cougar ears and tail. We followed her through the hanging curtains to a door which she unlocked. Through the door, stairs led us down to a room that was very different from above. This place was no showroom. We were surrounded by painted walls showing heavy, dark strokes. Dark forms in movement with bright-green eyes swarmed over forms below. On the bottom, green strokes to show trees, smaller figures painted there, running. Some were half-there, moving through ovals of blue. Portals?

      And in the center of the room, a lavish chest on a patterned rug.

      “This is where I clear my mind,” Ahlaksiz said, gesturing at the paintings. “I cannot be who I am if I forget where I came from.”

      She pushed at one section of a wall, causing it to spin so that it rotated around to show portraits with scratches in what appeared to be writing beneath. Monster writing, I assumed. While the painting on the other side had been flowing and majestic, this was much more like what you would see in a police procedural. As if she was tracking them—but for what purpose?

      “Tiraul,” Kinara said, running her hand along the writing beneath one of the images.

      Ahlaksiz’s nostrils flared at the name, and she nodded. The figure they were referring to had a demonic look to her, with three sets of horns, starting at the top of her head, the next at her temples, and finally horns growing out of her cheeks. Her eyes were like those of a reptile.

      “These monsters,” Ahlaksiz said. “I served with many of them in my early years. Some of them, though I have not yet found who, were responsible for the early coming through. My belief is that, if we could find someone who recently came through, there might be a connection, some way of finding a thread that connects this newcomer to these monsters.”

      “You mean me,” Kinara said.

      “I do. It is why I’ve set this up, moved over the years in hopes of someone, the right person, coming through and finding one of these totems and performing the summons on their own.”

      “But why?” I asked. “What does finding them do?”

      “There are monsters on this planet who have brought much suffering. Wars, plagues… the spread of a certain virus. None of this is natural to your planet, you understand. Even many of what you would call ‘natural disasters,’ started with a simple losing of control.”

      “You want to send them back,” Kinara said, voice full of awe. “Is that possible?”

      Ahlaksiz stared at the images, eyes focused. “To my knowledge, nobody knows how. But I believe some have done it—or that they go back and forth. This hunter who has come through for you, for example. What value does coming through have? He cannot claim his prize if he doesn’t return. Therefore, I have to assume there is a way back. I wish to expel the evil, for the people I have come to love.”

      “Holy shit,” I muttered, eyeing the other monsters, too.

      “I may be a monster, but I am still a lady,” Ahlaksiz said. “Watch your language.”

      My first reaction was to ask if she was serious. She had stood before me nude after knowing me less than thirty seconds, then demanded the same of me in exchange for her sharing her name with us. Language was the line for her? Instead of laughing as I wanted to, I nodded and said, “Sorry.”

      Imagining these creatures on our Earth made me sick. Stepping closer to have a look, I wondered what form they took among us. Celebrities, perhaps? Global leaders? Or did they stick to the shadows. Since neither of these women knew, I couldn’t ask and hope for an answer. One near the top had three groupings of black eyes that stared back from a red face. Another had the look of a cyborg, the metal seeming to grow out of him and form twisted spikes along his upper shoulders and in a ring around his head.

      “We came for more like…” I almost said Kinara’s name, but paused, finishing with a simple, “her.”

      “She is one of a kind,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Of course I am,” Kinara said, “but you know what he means. Others who would be willing to fight back. To join our team.”

      “You want warriors who can stand with you against the likes of these monsters,” Ahlaksiz grunted. “They’re as likely to tear your heads off as fight alongside you.”

      “That isn’t the type we want. We want heart, but not monsters who are merely strong in their own right.” Kinara turned from the images, pulling the other woman’s attention from them as well. “Numbers and fighting prowess are valuable, sure, but what we also want to keep in mind is how their abilities will work with him,” she eyed me, “and complement each other.”

      “I see…” Eyeing her wall of monsters, she asked, “What ability have you already gained?”

      I glanced at Kinara to ensure she was okay with me sharing, then said, “From what I’ve experienced, some sort of sensing ability. It works best when I’m alert, and does a bit more when I click my tongue.”

      “Interesting.” Indicating first the red-eyed monster, she then ran her fingers along the lines beneath, shuddering. “You’re going to need a whole hell of a lot more than that to stand against these monsters.”

      “Or I could… not stand against them. I could help shake this hunter, and live an enjoyable life with… my new friend.” Fuck, I’d almost said Kinara’s name again. I’d have to go back to referring to her as Crystal or something as I’d done with Arturo and Alex, to make this easier.

      “Dear…” Ahlaksiz turned to me, hand on my cheek as if I were a child she was admiring. “You truly don’t understand the situation you’ve found yourself in, do you?”

      My brow furrowed, my neck suddenly itching so that I had to step back and scratch it. Shaking my head, I said, “My situation is… nothing. I have no situation. We came to you for help—whatever type of totem makes sense. But you’re not some Buffy Librarian who gets to tell us what to do.”

      “Buffy…” Ahlaksiz chuckled. “Oh, if vampires were all we had to worry about…”

      “To be fair, it wasn’t only vampires, exactly,” I pointed out, about to go into one of my famed rants about one of the many shows I loved to discuss. “In the T.V. show, the vampires were constantly working to—”

      “I’m familiar. My point is, that what we’re up against here is terrifying.”

      “More terrifying than Gnarl? Or the dream-manifestation ugly man one?”

      She shook her head, slowly, while Kinara said, “What the fuck are you two talking about?”

      “An old television show,” Ahlaksiz replied. “Suffice it to say, you’re going to want to bolster your defenses, to get strength, ways to attack, all of it.”

      “You’re talking about making me some sort of superhero.” My mind was spinning, having trouble grasping this, and yet, realizing that it was true, I was super excited. I’d already seen the truth to it, based on my bat sense.

      “Not a superhero,” Ahlaksiz replied. “But someone able to fight off those monsters who would cause issues for this world.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, that’s pretty much a superhero. Can I wear a mask? A cape?”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Secret identity?”

      She took a deep breath, then looked to Kinara. “He’s always like this?”

      “From what I can tell,” Kinara replied.

      “Ladies,” I said, hands going to my head as I processed all of this. “I’m going to be Buffy!”

      They stared at me, Kinara still not knowing what I was talking about, Ahlaksiz having been around long enough to find my nerdism not to her liking. Whatever. Sure, these weren’t vampires we were dealing with, but monsters are monsters, and as much as I wasn’t ready to admit that this could be a calling or responsibility or whatever, thinking of myself as the male Buffy helped me get that much more ready to deal.

      “Let’s move back upstairs,” Ahlaksiz said. “I keep the totems there.”

      “I wouldn’t think that keeping these incredibly valuable items out there for anyone to come across is the most prudent,” I pointed out.

      “That’s the thing. Your little bat? The obsidian one, that is, isn’t worth much at all, on its own. Somehow, you managed to change that.”

      “You’re saying anything could be a summoning tool?” Kinara asked.

      “I am not.” Ahlaksiz led the way back through to the room above, where she stepped out of the way, eyeing the mess on the floor. “If that were so, I wouldn’t have scoured the world for them. Each totem I have is believed to hold some sort of power, whether its mysticism, shamanism, or whoever-the-hell-knows-ism. But on their own, taken apart from someone who can summon, they’re only fun trinkets. Some have value to the culture they came from, but not much more than that.”

      “So… almost anything here could be used to summon a monster?” I asked, stepping over and picking up the huge-dicked statue. “Even this guy?”

      “If you want to summon something like that, what have we been doing?” Kinara asked with a chuckle. “But hey, no judging. Go right ahead.”

      “To be clear,” Ahlaksiz cut in, “that would not actually summon a creature of the exact look as this statue, just as the monster you brought through wasn’t a copy of the bat.”

      Glancing at Kinara and pulling out my obsidian bat, I saw what she meant. The bat was a simple bat, wings close in so it was almost a rectangle. Unlike the obsidian, Kinara wasn’t a mere bat, but was bat-like, with her wings, ears, and little tail.

      “So this… might only summon some monster with a huge cock?” I laughed. “Not sure that would help us.”

      “Not you, anyway,” Ahlaksiz smiled playfully as she took the statue from my hands and placed it back on the shelf. She eyed Kinara. “Am I right?”

      “I’m quite satisfied as is,” Kinara replied, looping her arm through mine.

      “Is that so?” Ahlaksiz glanced down at my crotch as a simple reminder that she’d seen what I had to offer, and it wasn’t some monstrous piece of meat like the statue could likely summon.

      “Let’s focus,” I said, clearing my throat and pulling Kinara close, as if she might float away at any minute. “What should we be looking for here, exactly?”

      “Your brother was the one who came, yes?”

      I nodded.

      “Well then, he found this one, by instinct. Try that. Instinct.”

      “Instinct…”

      I turned to the room, hand on Kinara’s arm, but turned to her. All I saw here were strange statues and candles. Rocks that meant nothing. My brother had brought her to me, so maybe I could act more like a magnet when someone else was the other side of that magnet?

      “You do it,” I told her.

      “Me?”

      “Trust your instincts. You know the monsters out there, and… you know me, maybe not deeply, but more intimately than anyone I’ve ever met. So give it a try, see what you can find.”

      Her eyes met the other woman’s, then she nodded and took her arm from mine before starting to walk around the room. She stepped carefully around the items on the floor, pausing to kneel and look at them from time to time. Finally, she stopped at a wood carving of a bird-type figure.

      “A thunderbird,” she said. “How much do we want to increase your power.” Her hand moved between the wood statue and a granite one next to it. “Or, how much do you want to bring in incredibly powerful beings?” For a moment, her hand lingered in front of the granite one—a creature that had bones showing, a face like a bull’s skull, reminding me of something from that True Detective show. Finally, her hand moved to the wood carving, and she shook her head. “No, we need you to want this monster, as you wanted me. To need her, so that you can properly link and gain her ability.”

      I gulped at the thought of what she was implying. We had discussed it before, briefly, but now that we were here, looking at the totems, it all seemed so much more real.

      “The thunderbird,” Ahlaksiz said, nodding at the wooden totem Kinara had picked up. From what I could tell, it looked like many of the Native American totem poles in movies and museums. I had never heard it called that, but now had to wonder if that’s where the name of the Thunderbird car came from. My dad had driven an old ’73 Thunderbird when we were young, and he had loved that car so damn much.

      “That’s the one,” I said.

      “One?” Kinara grinned, taking the thunderbird but then eyeing the ledge above the window. “And that?”

      “The Barong?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “Too obvious, and I doubt we would get it under control,” Kinara countered, then looked me in the eye to add, “Basically, a self-proclaimed protector of the human realm. They fight good versus evil, and work to keep monsters out of the fourth level of the realms.”

      “So much of what you said went over my head just now,” I admitted.

      “You’ll understand, in time.” Kinara reached up on her tiptoes, and instead took a round, jade sculpture. When she turned to me, it appeared she had a panda. “This’ll do.”

      “A panda?”

      “Remember, it draws on a monster with similarities or characteristics relevant to the totem,” Ahlaksiz said. “The actual monster to come through could be the vilest creature you could possibly imagine. However,” she eyed me, “my guess is that something about you draws a specific type of monster.”

      That didn’t sound so bad to me. She was saying that whatever we pulled through would likely share some characteristics with Kinara. On the other hand, what if she was wrong and whatever I pulled out next instantly bit my head off? Or some combination, where a beautiful succubus was the result, and she sucked out my soul with my cum. In the past I would have thought it worth it, but not now that I had Kinara in my life.

      “It’s a start,” Kinara said, turning to me and holding the two totems up with a giddy smile.

      “Where do we do this?”

      We both turned to Ahlaksiz. She frowned. “Can’t be here. It has to be somewhere personal to you, somewhere that holds value.”

      I racked my brain to try and think of what that might mean in this case, but nothing came to mind. We couldn’t go back to my place, not again. The first time had been risky enough, and the chances of the hunter being there increased the longer we waited, the longer he searched and didn’t find us. One thought was the car, as it had been the place Kinara and I had fucked. What could be more memorable?

      No closet in the car, though. Could the monsters come through in other ways?

      “You should recreate the first experience as closely as possible,” Ahlaksiz said, as if guessing at my thoughts. “To ensure it works without… issue.”

      I nodded. That answered the closet question. “I think I know the place. But… it’s at least an hour or so away, so we should get moving.”

      “Be cautious,” Ahlaksiz said. “None of this will matter if the hunter catches you before you’re ready, and I can’t spend another thousand years waiting for someone else to summon.”

      “You’re not coming?” Kinara asked Ahlaksiz.

      “Me?”

      “We could use you in the fight. I imagine you have magic that would help Ferris.”

      “Ferris?” She chuckled, eyeing me as if debating whether she should come. “That’s your name?”

      “It is.”

      She pursed her lips, almost looking tempted, but shook her head. “I’ll be here, when you need me for more of all this.” She gestured at her store. “But I couldn’t. The minute I get out there and expose my powers in this world, those creatures down there will have a lock on me.”

      I didn’t like the idea of those monsters tracking us down, so we agreed to go on our way with the idea that this could be our hub. Before we went, though, Ahlaksiz stopped us at the door with a crystal on a necklace.

      “Keep this on you,” she said. “For protection.”

      I eyed the stone, but shook my head.

      “Sorry,” I said, “I don’t wear jewelry.” Then off we went.
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      In spite of the urgency of our case, I was good to the few friends that I had, so insisted on getting Arturo’s car cleaned and returning it. This would mean I needed to rent a new car. We went by the cleaner first, though the mess was basically dry at this point. With everything going on, I sure felt like an ass, especially after the man taking the car gave me a look as if he knew. Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t, but either way the car was spick and span when I got it back.

      Arturo took a car service to meet us at the car rental, and he took his keys with a chuckle. “You, man… you’ve changed.”

      I eyed Kinara, grinned, and said, “For the better?”

      “Getting there. You…” He nodded her way, then raised an eyebrow. “She made a man out of you, yeah? So tell us about it.”

      All I could do was smile in response.

      “You dog,” he said.

      My smile widened.

      “All right, man.” He leaned in, going serious. “I’ve been keeping an eye out, and gotta say. Weird people have been poking around, checking out your place. Not just the cops, either. I don’t know what game this is, I mean… With her ears and wings—that was a costume, right? Is this all part of some extravagant role-playing scenario or something?”

      “Something like that, yeah. Keep out of trouble, okay? I don’t want you to worry yourself about my troubles.”

      “Sure thing.” He reached out as if going for a handshake, but then went for a hug. “You crazy son of a bitch.”

      I patted him on the back, then turned and headed back to the car we had rented. Kinara stood there with her wizard robe on, though she had to be hot. The morning was turning to noon, heat already rising from the asphalt.

      “Let’s go on vacation,” I said with a grin as I held the door open for her.

      “Goody,” she replied, and let me help her in.

      As we pulled out of there, I waved at Arturo and wondered if I’d ever see him or Alex again. My only two friends. Times were changing, but if I could take care of this hunter, maybe they wouldn’t have to. Maybe I’d be able to stop the son of a bitch, move back into my place, and go back to pizza Mondays with those silly guys. Occasionally, Arturo would make the strongest margaritas in the world and host gaming nights—I’d miss those, even though I hardly ever went. Something about the proximity to the fun had always made me feel more alive.

      “This place we’re going,” Kinara asked, leaning toward the window and pulling down her hood. “What is it?”

      “Are you sure you should do that?” I indicated her ears. “People will see.”

      She frowned, then pulled up the hood again with a sigh. “It’s so hot.”

      I turned up the AC and grinned, heading for the 210. At least traffic wasn’t so bad, a few big trucks keeping to the right and a trio of bikers riding their hogs past us.

      “You going to tell me, or what?” she asked.

      “A cabin, that’s all.”

      Even from my peripherals, I could see that her eyes were on me, waiting for more. “It’s a cabin. A small house, you know. One we used to visit from time to time.”

      “But it has to matter, remember? It has to be important.”

      I worked toward the left lane, then took a sip of water from a bottle I’d grabbed at the car rental place. Handing it over to her next, I said, “As far as second homes go, that’s the best I’ve got.”

      She took a swig, waiting.

      “You really have to know?”

      “No, but I’m curious.”

      A rush of images came flooding through my memory, so I opened my mouth, letting the memories flow out. “We used to visit this old cabin, or house or whatever. In my memory, it was an escape from the boredom from being home. At home, I was always alone, ignored as my parents spent all their time working. But at the cabin we would play games, go out to the lake, stuff like that. And I made friends—others who were visiting the lake with their families. We would go swimming and go out in boats, and have barbeques.” My mind left me then, going off to camping trips, bed and breakfasts with sausages and orange juice in the morning, and all the other adventures I’d gone on. My only true memories seemed to come from these outings, the rest of my youth gone, only a ghost of me remaining.

      I laughed.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Remembering this one time,” I said with a chuckle, “when we went out on the lake with an innertube. And I was in it, hitting this wave and I was flung free—flying in the sky, all alone. I thought I would either die or continue flying off forever. That was scary, but really? Exhilarating.”

      “And you made it, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. “Clearly.”

      On and on I went with stories, until I was laughing at the memories and Kinara had a tear in her eye.

      “What?” I asked.

      She leaned back and sighed, reaching a hand over to take mine, so that I was steering with only my left.

      “I see why we’re going there,” she said.

      “And it makes you sad?”

      She scrunched her nose. “Humans are different from my type. Where I’m from, you have all sorts of creatures, but not many value family in the way you people do. Not even as much as my family did. Some females eat their mate after sex, some adults even eat their young. Not my type, but… the stories you’ve probably heard about monsters hold some truths. There are monsters who try to be more… civilized, sure. But it’s a different world. I would have given anything to have the childhood you had.”

      That threw me, because I’d always thought my upbringing had been lacking. Kids at school had talked about their big family get togethers, or had planned out how they were going to spend summers at resorts or doing special camps. Mostly my parents had worked, until the divorce, and this cabin had always felt like a consolation prize. It had been fun, but even when I was having fun, I had thought about those kids in their fancy homes with their fancy friends, and been a bit bitter.

      Now, I was realizing how good I’d had it. At least, compared to some—not only monsters, but of course, plenty of kids in our world had it worse. How self-centered I’d been.

      “Tell me something nice about your life,” I said, squeezing her hand. “You must have had something good in your life.”

      “I’m a low-class monster,” she said. “When they took me for the hunt, my family couldn’t do a damn thing… because they were gone by that point. Obliterated.”

      “I’m… sorry. And others?”

      “Nobody batted an eyelash.”

      “Come on… Please.”

      She clicked her tongue, which made me wonder what she was trying to ‘see,’ and took a moment before answering. “Nature.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Appreciating the scenery, taking a moment to watch the leaves dance in a light breeze, or trees swaying back and forth at dusk.” She sighed, lost in the memory for a bit before adding, “One day, when I was out on my own and had nobody, before they took me in for the hunt, I remember bathing in a river and watching the sunlight glitter on nearby spiderwebs, a goldergeist dipping its face into the waters for a drink, and—”

      “Golter-what?”

      Frowning at my interruption, she explained, “A goldergeist is a sort of monster that’s transparent, glittering gold when not a threat. You do not want to see them turn brown, or even worse, pink. Anyway, it was there, I was bathing and about to go find a place to sleep—as I often slept during the day, awake at night. But everything about this morning felt too perfect, so I took my time, simply enjoying it. That’s the place for me—the moment.”

      “Really? No memories of friends, family, anything else?”

      “Too painful to spend time recalling any fun moments with them, as those memories would only be tainted.”

      “I see.” Squeezing her hand, I then pulled it up for a kiss. “The river sounds wonderful.”

      “It was. You know… I often went back, looking for that point in the river, but couldn’t find it. I’d only stumbled upon it in the first place by accident, and had reason to be far from that spot the next day. Maybe it was because I was groggy, needing sleep, or maybe the goldergeist had something to do with it, but I’ve never been able to replicate it.”

      She clicked her tongue again, and this time I did the same. The effect was instant, and I turned to the mirrors to try and see if my ability could somehow be lying.

      “You sense him,” she said.

      Trying to keep my eyes on the road while looking about and see what it was I was sensing, I swerved as a Porsche switched lanes, nearly running right into me. Or maybe it had been me in the wrong, I couldn’t be sure.

      “Dammit,” I growled, then clicked my tongue again, but it wasn’t working.

      “Clear your mind, focus,” Kinara said. “If you aren’t focused, it won’t do you any good. And the more focused you can be with it, the more you can develop the ability.”

      I frowned. Trying to focus, to ignore the stupid, green Porsche, a man flipping me the finger as he sped away.

      “As you work on that, I’ll go ahead and tell you—it’s fucking him.”

      “Him?” I swerved again, but this time it was at the realization of what she was saying. “The hunter?”

      “I think so, yes.” She pointed up. “Back there, there was definitely something in the sky above us.”

      “It could be anything,” I pointed out.

      “Anything?”

      “Okay, not anything. But we have all sorts of machines that you could have sensed—helicopters, drones, planes.”

      She pursed her lips, and said, “Let’s keep our wits about us.”

      “Better safe than sorry,” I replied, nodding along.

      “And if it is him?” I asked. “What would he be waiting for?”

      “Maybe he doesn’t want to be seen in broad daylight. It could be that, as the hunters have more reason to avoid being discovered than most of us.”

      “Which is?”

      “If humans found a way to our world, that could upset everything. And if the status quo changes, who has more to lose than them? Well, there are those they answer to, but you understand.”

      “I do.”

      Pedal to the metal, I was glad we opted for the upgrade to the Mustang. It wasn’t anything fancy, but got some great speed and made me feel a bit like Christian Bale in Ford Vs. Ferrari, and I was able to touch into that speed-demon within that I had only ever felt that last time I learned to use this echolocation-style ability.

      I made sure to keep my eyes out for cops, but wondered if I might be able to sense them as I was the other cars and trucks on the road. Before long, Kinara yawned and her eyes started to close.

      She shot up, eyes scanning the area, and sure enough, a helicopter went flying over a hillside. While seeing such a machine freaked her out, it was more of an excited fear of the unknown. As it passed, she eyed me with exhaustion and said, “Keep checking, but… mind if I sleep? I swear, this daytime schedule really messes with me.”
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      Driving to the general area of Big Bear Lake ended up taking us about two hours, and by the time we got there my bladder was about to explode. We pulled into a Bavarian place and I ran in, doing the dance, and found my way to the bathroom. I was glad we’d found it, because that had been our go-to place to eat while up here in my youth. Knowing where it was meant I could find the cabin. Once that was taken care of, I ordered us a couple of plates of sausages with sweet mustard, and told them we wanted one raw—to cook on our own. To go, of course.

      We made our way to the cabin, eating on the way. Only one problem, I realized as we arrived. I’d been in such a hurry to get here, mind so distracted with the craziness of recent events, I hadn’t thought to call and see if there was availability. We pulled up at the street outside, looking through several stunted trees to the small house that had the resemblance of a cabin but wasn’t really one. It was actually larger than I remembered, which seemed opposite to how most visits to places of nostalgia went.

      “What’re we waiting for?” Kinara asked.

      “It’s not my house,” I said.

      “So…?”

      “We can’t just walk into somebody else’s place. That’s illegal—breaking and entering.”

      She frowned, then laughed. “What the fuck is wrong with your world. Come on, I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      I was about to protest, but she was right. We needed to do this, and there was no point in delaying. Following her out of the car and up to the house, I glanced around, not seeing anyone. My echolocation didn’t sense anyone, either. Whether someone was living here or staying here at the moment, they didn’t seem to be home at least.

      We made our way up to the front door, a blue one with white trim, then checked the windows. Locked, but glancing inside, my suspicion of nobody being there seemed confirmed.

      “Back door,” I said, motioning for her to follow me.

      We went around back, my memories of the place returning as we went. From there we could see the lake where I’d swam all those summers ago, and even the tree where we’d had the tire swing—though the swing was long gone. She tapped on one of the windows of the back door, shaking her head.

      “Is this supposed to keep people out? Can’t you just break it?”

      I nodded, picked up a rock, and showed her that, yes, that was certainly possible. Clearing the glass, I reached in and unlocked the door from the inside, then got the door opened. I picked her up over the broken glass, causing her to bite her lip and stifle a giggle.

      “Don’t stop now,” she said as I was about to put her down. “I like being carried like this.”

      “If I could get some of those strength upgrades Ahlaksiz spoke of, you bet I would.” As it was, I could barely go the next few steps it took to get her to the bedroom, then throw her onto the bed. More like a stumble and drop her there, but still.

      She laughed and rolled over, pulling her wizard robe off, then the rest of her cute Halloween clothes. “Whatever happened to our shopping trip?”

      “What’re you doing?”

      “Getting comfortable.” She stripped off the last of it, then patted the bed. “Come on.”

      “I…” Bringing out the totems, then a candle and matches, I shook my head. “As much as I hate to say it, I don’t think we have time for that. The owners could be back at any minute, so if we’re going to try and summon…”

      She pouted, one hand caressing her breast, the other reaching between her legs to part her lips and give me a view of how wet she was. “You’re sure…”

      “Fuck.”

      I glanced at the totem, then back to her as I felt the pressure in my pants. “You’re kind of being a tease right now.”

      “I am?”

      “You fucking know you are. Considering that we have to do this, or risk not only death for ourselves but others…”

      “Shit…” She stopped, sat up, and shrugged. “You’re right. I suck. Don’t think of me as a tease, though. Think of that as a promise. A promise for what’s to come after this is taken care of.”

      “I’ll take you up on that.”

      Knowing this wasn’t going to happen right now, I had to turn away from her. Shit, she even had a bit of that wetness on the white comforter, and seeing it was a major turn on. Fuck it, I thought, and jumped over to her side, grabbing a breast as I started kissing her neck, pulling at my pants.

      She pushed me back, kissed me passionately, then put a finger between our lips, guiding me away. “You’re the one who said they could be back at any minute.”

      “FUCK!” I laughed, leaning back and letting my now-raging boner show like a tent. Then rolled over to retrieve the candle. “Okay, let’s get this over with ASAP so I can ravish you.”

      The idea of taking her on the bed instead of in a cramped car was heavy on my mind as I lit the candle, then snatched up the thunderbird totem. Standing there, cock throbbing and mind racing with the idea of which positions we should try, I waited for the thump in the closet like before.

      Nothing happened. We stood there, me staring at her beautiful exposed breasts, her at the tent in my pants. The scent of the candle was like blackberries and cinnamon, the wood smooth in my hands, but light, not cold like the obsidian.

      Kinara scrunched her nose, then arched an eyebrow. “Are you doing it wrong?”

      “How should I know? Last time, all I did was… this. Actually, I was working on my project, so… not even thinking about it, I guess?”

      “What you’re saying is, you need to be distracted.”

      Her hand started moving along her body again, cupping her left breast as her other hand motioned for me to approach.

      “You’re going to… distract me?” I asked, feeling that nervous, innocent boy inside of me coming through. I had started flirting with her more and more, and we had already had our fun in the car. But here, in broad daylight… on the bed? And with the idea that the home’s owners could come by at any second and catch us?

      I gulped, my nerves starting to get the best of me. But she was so damn stunning, so seemingly into me, what choice did I have but to forget my nerves and attend to her every need. When I was kneeling at her side, she pulled off my shirt, cringing only slightly at seeing my bandages still there. A mischievous look shone through her eyes, and she backed up, then stood on the bed, motioning me to do the same.

      Cocking my head, confused, I followed.

      “Let’s try something… kinky,” she said, then suddenly flapped out her wings and jumped, turning upside down so that one foot grasped the fan above. I stumbled, nearly falling off the bed at the sight of this, and she laughed. Her breasts were hanging, one leg spreading, and she ran her hands up her body, moving between her legs.

      “I don’t get it,” I admitted.

      “Get back over here.”

      Still not quite following how this was going to work, I took a step over and suddenly got it. My face was at perfect ‘feasting’ level, and hers was as well. Another step, and she grabbed my cock, pulling me the rest of the way, and taking first, one of my balls in her mouth before swirling her tongue around it and going for my cock instead. I gripped her ass, glanced up at the fan in hopes of it really holding, and then went for it. Head down, I ran my tongue along the inside of her thigh and then along the curve of her pussy. Finally, I found her clit, hand reaching up behind to caress her opening, and I realized with pleasure that, while she was stroking me, I hadn’t prematurely cum!

      “Don’t stop,” she muttered, and I dove back in. This certainly seemed to be the best way to sixty-nine I could possibly imagine.

      As I moved my tongue around, simply exploring her, she suddenly moaned and let go, twisting as she fell to the bed and off of my cock. In that same quick motion, though, she had pulled me down on top of her, kissing me passionately and guiding my cock into her.

      This time there was no pain to hold me back—other than a slight discomfort from the pulling on the scabs. Only pleasure. To make it even, I reached up and caressed her ear with one hand, making her twitch and giggle. We writhed and were one, and we moved like animals. At one point I had her at the edge of the bed, at another she put me on the chair, riding me as if it was all a fancy lap dance. Then I was pulling her hair with one hand, massaging her ear with the other as I took her from behind. That brought her to climax easily enough, and then she pulled me around so that we were face to face, her legs up over my shoulders, and I went in deep and hard, cumming so hard that, when I collapsed, I thought maybe she’d performed some spell on me that would be the end of my days on Earth.

      When she whispered into my ear, “You’re fucking hot,” my energy returned and I spun, kissing her passionately, loving every second of our time together. Finally, though, I knew we were being frivolous, risking too much with this.

      Regaining my focus on what we were trying to do here, I set up the candle and totem, spending a moment to get my head right. I tried the summoning again, but with no luck.

      Sighing, I said, “Keep a lookout? I want to take a quick shower, see if that’ll clear my mind.”

      “Maybe the candle needs to burn down more?” she suggested.

      I nodded, moving to the bathroom and turning on the water. My hand testing the water, I felt the cold water, then turned to the mirror. What a sight I was with those bandages, but there was life in my eyes—a life I’d never seen there in the past. Excitement, pleasure, and a thirst for more.

      “Another shower?” she asked.

      I chuckled, striding over to the water and felt that it was hot, so stepped in. For the first time in my life, I felt like a god. Last time when she’d watched, I hadn’t been ready. But this time, I was going to embrace it. Entering the steaming water, I turned to her so she could watch, and said, “Another shower.” The need for her to keep watch seemed so much less important.

      She bit her lower lip, nodding for me to continue, so I did. Lathering up, rinsing, I let her watch it all. For the first time in my life, I felt sexy. The desire in her eyes confirmed any doubt I might have otherwise had, in different circumstances. At the moment, though, I didn’t need the confirmation.

      When it was over, she helped me dry off—at my instruction. Then we returned to the bed and lay together, nude and enjoying each other’s gentle caresses.

      “Can you imagine if the owners of this place came home right now?” I asked with a chuckle and gentle pinch of her ass. “You and me, like this…”

      “They would get the perfect show, wouldn’t they?”

      “Indeed.” I grinned, hand moving between her legs, when a loud thump sounded. Our eyes met. We both knew this was it.

      She went to the edge of the bed, leaning out to see what the noise was—giving me a perfect view of her ass and pussy from behind. I crawled over, thinking I’d bury my face in there, but before I could she was over the edge. With a yelp, she fell and went rolling. I went after her, only to lean over the edge and look down under the bed, where electric-blue eyes stared back at me from darkness that seemed way too dark for that time of day.

      “Dear,” Kinara said teasingly, “it seems we have a monster under the bed.”
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      Before I had a chance to fully register that indeed there was a monster under the bed, my body tensed up and started shaking. I had no idea what was happening until I felt myself truly vibrating and then suddenly shot across the room. The dresser was not soft when I hit it, and neither was the floor when I slammed down with an “Ooomph.” At least I hadn’t pissed myself.

      Shaking my head clear, I barely registered Kinara at my side, helping me up. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded and pushed myself up onto one knee, staring at the bed. A sort of low chortle sounded, followed by what sounded like a flutter of feathers mixed with crackling of electricity. The blue light shone in those eyes again, but this time blue flew out from her side, too, before shooting lines of it through the ground in our direction. We were up and jumping, backing out of that room, and shouting for the monster to stop. Whatever this was, I had clearly failed to bring over anything as amazing as Kinara.

      “Enough!” Kinara said.

      “We’re on your side,” I added, then at a nod from Kinara as if to continue, I added, “we summoned you to Earth, the human planet. We need your help.”

      At least no more attacks came right away. After a few seconds of waiting, a low voice asked, “Who are you?”

      “I’m Ferris,” I told her.

      “And the other one?”

      “Nu-uh, not going to happen,” Kinara interrupted. “You give me your name, I’ll see if I feel like giving you mine.”

      “She doesn’t even trust me.” The blue eyes appeared again, nearer this time. As the creature moved closer still, the light from outside lit up her face so that I could see it. She was pretty, in a monster-going-to-kill-me sort of way. With wild blue hair that went out in all directions, dark skin, and pointy ears. A cute little nose, wide eyes, and lips that bordered on being unnaturally thick and oddly purple. With a malicious smile, she added, “But you, you trust me, Ferris? Then KNEEL!”

      In a literal flash she was out from under the bed, standing with legs apart and chest out, one hand in a fist, other pointed at me. Seeing as she was as nude as Kinara had been, I would have seen everything if not for the blue, crackling electricity that flowed around her, especially strong in key areas. More than that, electricity formed to what looked like solid wings behind her, creating a silhouette effect on her body.

      At first I was about to kneel as commanded. How often does a nude woman flashing blue electricity like a goddess tell you to kneel? It seemed appropriate. But Kinara took my arm, sneering at the woman.

      “You don’t get to command him. He’s human.”

      “I know his name.”

      “Again… Nope. Doesn’t matter.”

      The thunderbird snarled, seemingly confused, eyes darting about to take in her surroundings. “Where am I?”

      “As I said.” I held up my hands to show I had no weapons and meant no harm. “This is a cabin by a place called Big Bear. We brought you here to ask for help.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      I turned to Kinara, not ready for this at all. Kinara had been more than eager, to not only throw our lives together, but to hop in the sack with me. Maybe it had to do with saving her from a hunt, so she saw me as some sort of hero or savior? This one, however, I had no idea.

      “We need a team,” Kinara said, putting a hand on my arm to show she had this. “A team of us who can send back a hunter, maybe even find other monsters who are supposedly here and send them back, too.”

      “I have no reason to care for this world,” the thunderbird spat back. Her eyes flicked from Kinara to me, then back again as they lit up, her wings starting to spark even more. “You… want… me… to… link… with him?” The thunderbird looked like she was going to be sick. “You do, don’t you? That was the plan. You bring me here and expect me to fucking spread my legs for a human?!”

      “It’s not so bad!” Kinara shot back, clearly getting angry.

      “You already did it?” The thunderbird’s eyes lost their electricity for a moment, and in that brief moment the disgust in her eyes was visible. Not only that, the electricity around her vanished, the light of the room revealing her breasts and down below. Then, she laughed.

      Her laughter was worse than the anger had been in terms of her power, because with each laugh bursts of electricity shot out like lightning. It was a deep laughter, too, very unfitting for the young woman she appeared to be, but that brought with it a sound like thunder. The first bolt shot out and hit a lamp, exploding it, so that Kinara and I darted back, cursing and running for our lives.

      Blue lines hit the walls, tracing them and forming cracks of flames in their wake. We shot out and Kinara pulled me into the kitchen, though we didn’t have much room here. The cabin was only three rooms in total, not counting the bathroom, so our next move was the living room. Lucky for us, the crazy bird bitch didn’t pursue.

      “What do we do now?” I asked, freaking out.

      Kinara looked at me with panic, though her eyes moved up and down my nude body for a moment before bursting into laughter.

      “I don’t see what’s funny here,” I said, but then glanced down and saw why she was laughing. In addition to being super small and incredibly shrunk due to shook-up nerves, my pubes were sticking out in crazy directions like the thunderbird’s hair.

      “Now you see?”

      I gestured to the other room, where the thunderbird was shouting and growling and crackling with electricity. “Laughter isn’t always the best cure—not to get rid of that!”

      “Right.” She eyed me again, stifled a giggle, then met my eyes as she said, “The totem!”

      My eyes went wide. Of course—that’s what had helped me get Kinara under control when she was in monster mode. Only, the totem was in the same room as that monster. The monster that we—like fucking idiots—had summoned.

      With a nod and hating myself for being brave in that moment, I started back toward the room.

      “Wait,” Kinara said, lunging over and grabbing my arm. “We need a plan.”

      “Yeah, I grab it, shout for her to stop, and then… she stops.”

      “If she doesn’t kill you first.”

      “Right. Big if…” I shook my head, not sure what other options we had.

      “I’ll attack her, see what I can do. Just to distract her though, while you make your move.”

      “You’ll be okay?”

      She nodded. “I’ve faced monsters before and I’m still here.”

      It was our best bet, so I nodded and we moved back toward the room. Flames were licking the walls, all of those memories of my past about to be burned away along with this place. My instinct was to pause and try to figure our best way in, but Kinara had other plans—she charged in, ducking to roll and then springing up with her wings spread. I lost sight of her, but the flash of blue and white told me the new monster had at least attempted an attack.

      Where had I left that damn totem? It had been right there before going in for that crazy sixty-nine, so I must have set it on the nightstand. If Kinara was being attacked, I couldn’t waste time. Charging up to the doorway, I chanced a quick look around and spotted the two women locked in each other’s arms. It could have been sexy as hell, if not for the life-or-death situation—two nude women, one biting and clawing, the other sending electric blasts out. The bed had big gashes in it, kicked sideways from where it had been, and the walls had holes in them that still smoked even where the flames were absent. Sweat formed on my brow, but I had to move, now.

      Charging in, I went for the nightstand but was smart enough to click my tongue first. My entire surroundings came into focus, and when the thunderbird’s face jolted my way, I knew an attack was coming. I dove to my right and back as a bolt shot out, hitting the wall. I dove down and under, then rolled forward and reached for the nightstand. A blast started but turned wild and went for the ceiling instead, as Kinara bit into the thunderbird’s shoulder, gripping her from behind with claws digging into the woman’s ribs. Something Kinara was doing managed to keep the electric wings from shooting out, though bursts of blue electricity showed the newcomer was trying.

      Interestingly, the creature bled red.

      And even more interesting, I lunged and managed to get the totem in my hand. It was surprisingly hot, like a cellphone that had been overused. I didn’t let go, instead gripping it tight and turning to shout, “Stop!”

      Kinara pulled back, blood dripping down her chin, claws out as she kicked the thunderbird forward so that the woman tumbled down to the ground less than a foot from me. The thunderbird was a bloody mess, all electricity and wings gone, so that she looked like a humbled and pained woman, on her hands and knees, those bright-blue eyes staring at me.

      “What magic is this?” she asked.

      “A totem,” I replied, holding it up, but became suddenly self-conscious of my nudity and moved my forward leg up to block the view. “You’re with us, now.”

      “Fuck you.”

      I frowned, confused. “No more fighting, no more attacks. This ends now.”

      Her lips curled back, her eyes narrowing. “Fuck. You.”

      Sirens sounded. Shit. My gaze met Kinara’s, who stood next to the broken bed, scorch marks along her body. Judging from those glass cuts she’d had before, she wouldn’t take long to heal, but I still felt horrible for the pain she had suffered.

      “We have to get out of here,” I said, holding the totem up with one hand, retrieving my clothes with the other.

      Kinara went to it as well, clothes and wizard robe bundled up. The newcomer, however, moved over to the wall, bending and looking under the bed.

      “Follow us,” I said.

      “No.” She went to all fours, bending and looking under the bed. Her breasts hung, all of this a lesson in anatomy and how it worked differently than a lot of the art from my visual novels. I looked away. My intent was to get us out of here, not be a perv.

      “We’re going, and you’re coming along.” I held out the totem, going for the back door as I tried to slip into my pants. Tripping in one of the legs, I fell and cursed, totem falling from my hand.

      The thunderbird leaped my way, wings of electricity shooting out, but I managed to scramble forward and grab the totem again before she struck.

      “Back off!” I shouted, holding it as I spun.

      She landed on me with a thud, the sirens growing louder.

      “You think you can give me orders?” Her hand found my balls. “Maybe I squeeze until these pop?”

      “You can’t.” Kinara was at her back in a second, claws at her neck. “Not when he holds the totem that brought you here.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t want to take that risk.” Her hand squeezed slightly, though it wasn’t a discomfort other than her threat.

      “Let go, and pull up my pants,” I commanded.

      Her brow furrowed as she did as commanded. As soon as she had finished, she pulled back, looking ashamed, eyes to the bed again. “Tell me how to go back. I must return.”

      “We… don’t know how,” I admitted.

      The thunderbird turned to Kinara, who had let go of her throat. “This is true?”

      “We need your help to figure it out. Come with us, and we’ll find a way.”

      “I have to go back!”

      Banging sounded on the door, then, “Police. We’re coming in!”

      Kinara had her robe on, but tossed the clothes to the thunderbird. “You want a chance of returning, this is it. Join us, or be stuck here forever.”

      No response, but an angry nod. I was about to tell her to dress, but the door banged open—we were out of time. I motioned them to follow and ran, scrambling to the back door through the kitchen. Glancing back, I saw a police officer entering, behind him another. Past that, the red of what looked like a firetruck. That made sense.

      We didn’t have time to get caught and answer their questions. Without a doubt, they’d arrest us for breaking and entering, and more—considering the flames and the destroyed room. I was out the door before the first cop registered my presence, the two ladies following close behind.

      “You!” he shouted, cursing and shouting something to the cop behind him. Likely about us going out the back door, though I couldn’t hear clearly.

      It must have been quite the sight, me in just my pants, Kinara with her wizard robe, and the nude thunderbird woman taking up the rear, clothes clutched in her arms.

      A cop appeared to our right, charging around the house, so we went left. My first thought was that we were royally fucked, but a blue flash appeared at my side, fading to reveal the thunderbird as she turned to me and asked, “Do I have your permission to get us out of here?”

      “If you don’t hurt them, yes!”

      “Wonderful.”

      Another flash of blue, then white and the two of us moved in a flash. I didn’t understand what was happening, only that one second I was running, the next the ground was a ways beneath me and I had come to a sudden stop in a tree top. I opened my mouth to scream as I nearly fell, but a hand covered my mouth, the thunderbird holding me close, her warm flesh pressed to mine.

      “Shhh,” she said, and then pointed down.

      The cops were chasing Kinara, who let out a yelp, calling for me. She was fast, though, darting out of the way as one tried to tase her, then quickly darting into the neighbor’s yard, moving through their trees by the lake, and then vanishing from view. Two police chased after her in pursuit while another was at the house, reporting in as the firemen moved in to do their work.

      “Where’d she go?” I asked, trying to see and watching as her pursuers came out the other side of the trees and kept going, equally confused I guessed.

      “She’s a batkin, right?” The thunderbird scoffed. “Probably hanging upside down from a tree branch.”

      The thought of her hanging upside down automatically brought my mind back to the sixty-nine and I took in a sharp breath. My heart was thudding, and now with that thought and the feeling of the thunderbird’s soft breasts against my back, I had to struggle to stay focused.

      “Don’t let me fall,” I said.

      “I’d thought about it, since you hadn’t ordered me not to, but since you’re apparently my key to going back…”

      “Exactly.” I gripped her arm, trying to turn to see her, though it was tough. “But we’ll need Kinara. We can’t leave her behind like that.”

      She frowned, then a devious smile crept onto her face. “Maybe… maybe not. Are you aware of her standing where she comes from?”

      “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “All I’m saying is, if you want to grow a tree, don’t plant a weed. Go with the best tree you can find.”

      “And that’s you?”

      She adjusted, without a doubt purposefully causing her breasts to rub against my back as she did. “You be the judge of that.”

      “No. We need to get down there and find her. This is going to be a team effort.”

      “Before, when I had your balls in my grip holding each of your testicles at my whim, it was like I controlled the world. Is that the power you feel when you control me? Give me the totem, let’s see what happens next.”

      “Not a chance.” I sighed, staring into her shocking eyes. They weren’t only blue, they had lines of moving white and silver, as if the electricity was alive within those orbs. “I’m not trying to enslave you or anything like that. Just… making sure you don’t kill me. Or pull off my nut sack.”

      “Phooey.” She gave me a mock pout, then said, “Well then, in the interest of ending this charade sooner than later and getting me home, let’s go find your little friend. And I don’t mean this one.” She reached down and gave my package a squeeze, laughing as suddenly her eyes lit up bright, wings flashing out and burning the leaves and branches around us. Then we were flashing down to the ground and across it.

      I came out of her electric movement stumbling at a run and nearly falling, but Kinara leaped down from a branch and caught me, then pointed one of her claws at the thunderbird.

      “You ever fucking leave me like that again, I will end you.”

      “Feisty,” the thunderbird replied, then eyed me. “You like ‘em like that?”

      I took a deep breath to pull myself together, then motioned for her to follow and took off running for the next house over, back and away from the lake. An old woman stood on the patio and yelped as we vaulted over the fence, but we kept moving.

      “Isn’t the car back that way?” Kinara asked, pointing over her shoulder with her thumb.

      “Yes, but so are the cops.” I ducked around a shed, used that to get over the next fence, and was relieved to find this house unoccupied. From there, I started making the move to circle back around to the car. “We’ll go around, just fucking make a run for it and get out of here.”

      “Why don’t we fry their skulls?” the thunderbird asked. “I could easily take care of that.”

      “That’s not how it works here.”

      “Humans are weird that way,” Kinara added, though I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not.

      We had almost reached the road when two more cop cars came around the corner. Ducking back into the vine-covered fence nearby, we watched them pass to join the others, presumably, and I realized that getting our car right then wasn’t likely to happen.

      A glance around, and I noted the house two back had a large tree with a tree fort in it. I led the way to it, then up and we piled in. Close quarters, but at least we weren’t likely to be spotted here and wouldn’t have to enter a house that might have people in it who would possibly call the cops on us.

      I sat in the corner, not even enough room to spread out my legs without touching one of them, and said, “We wait ‘em out.”

      Everyone had to duck in there, as it was clearly made for people younger and smaller than us. I finally was able to pull on my shirt. The thunderbird held the clothes she had been given, eyeing me in my clothes, Kinara in her wizard robe, and scoffed.

      “Like the Linkarn, these ones.” She turned and spat at the nearest wall.

      “Linkarn?” I asked.

      Kinara looked unsettled by the comparison, but nodded. “A ruthless group of monsters where we’re from, known for wearing the skins of their fallen foes.”

      “Fuck.” I held out my cloth shirt. “I assure you, this is nobody’s skin. It’s cloth, from… I don’t know. Plant based, I think.”

      “As in food?” The thunderbird laughed. “You wear food?”

      “Keep it down,” I said, glancing out through the small window of the tree fort. Eyeing her, then Kinara, I was at least relieved to see that the latter didn’t show any signs of jealousy regarding me looking at a nude woman.

      I didn’t mind looking, either. Now that the scary part was gone, she could almost be mistaken for a normal human. Her dark skin was smooth, her body muscular. A patch of blue hair covered her pussy, but not so much that the curve and crack weren’t visible. Eyes roaming up to her abs and then chest, I gulped, wondering if this was why some people went to strip clubs. I couldn’t touch her, but certainly appreciated staring. Her nipples were hard and larger than Kinara’s.

      Noticing the way I was looking, she actually took the bundled clothes and covered herself, giving Kinara an inquisitive glance. They looked damn cute on her.

      “On Earth, they’re always dressed,” Kinara said. “At least, from what I’ve been able to glean. So, when they see nudity, they get all squeamish and weird.”

      The thunderbird eyed me like she couldn’t believe it, then chuckled. “You want me to wear these plant clothes… so that you don’t feel weird?”

      “I…” I gulped. “I like what I see, but if I’m going to focus, then yes. Please.”

      A part of my brain screamed out, “NO!” Of course I didn’t want her to get dressed. Fuck, no. How often do you find yourself in a tree house with two beautiful ladies, one completely nude? For me, the answer was never, until then.

      “Better do it,” Kinara advised. “Unless you want him to die from lack of blood to the brain as it all flows south. He’s especially prone to such… southern movements.”

      I chuckled, not able to deny it, as yeah, I was back in full effect, boner throbbing with desire. Shit.

      “Fine.” She seemed inconvenienced by it, but put the clothes on. Her sharp toenails—almost claws—on her feet tore at the pants, so that when she wore them, they had long open slits in them. Somehow, we’d need to get shoes that hid those claws, if we were going to go out in public at all, that is.

      With a deep breath, seeing that she was dressed, I was able to better focus on the task at hand. “Right, so… we need a plan.”

      “I thought we had a plan,” Kinara said. “Form our team, be ready for the hunter. Either capture and demand answers, or trace his escape back.”

      “But now we also have those other monsters in my world to deal with,” I pointed out.

      The thunderbird grunted. “Not my problem.”

      I eyed her with annoyance. Easier to do with her clothed. “If you’re not the right woman for the job, that’s fine. But can you not be a pain along the way?”

      She seemed about to lash out at me, but instead lowered herself to the floor, kneeling. Kinara did the same.

      “What about the third totem?” Kinara asked. “Do you have any thoughts on where we can use it?”

      I shook my head. “Honestly, I’m out of ideas.” We had thought a closet was necessary, only to learn that under the bed had worked, too. Furrowing my brow, I glanced around at our little fortress of solitude, and arched an eyebrow.

      “What if we were wrong about the place needing to be personal?” I asked.

      “Here?” Kinara looked around the cramped tree fort. “Where would she even come through?”

      “Are we sure it’d be a she?” I asked.

      “I assume. Based on… us.” She eyed the thunderbird, then gestured at herself.

      “Wait, you’re trying to summon another monster already?” the thunderbird asked, then scoffed.

      “What’s wrong with that?” I asked.

      “You’ve barely even tamed me, you idiot.”

      “Tamed…?” I looked to Kinara for help.

      “She’s referring to something our kind does. It’s all part of this long process, a mating ritual in a sense, where first monsters try to kill each other, then one manages to tame the other—often through dominance in a fight. Next comes… linking, and that part you’re familiar with.”

      I turned my gaze back to the thunderbird. “You’re saying… that could happen?”

      “Fuck you,” she said, with a hint of a smile. “I’m not saying that. I’m only saying it seems a bit premature to be thinking about bringing in another yet. Shouldn’t we discuss what maybe I can bring to the table? If I’m going to get home, it sounds like I have to help you deal with this hunter. What type of hunter are we talking here?”

      Kinara ran her tongue over her teeth, then said, “A Teinthian. He was hunting me before I was pulled through.”

      “Teinthian? Shit.” The thunderbird eyed me, shaking her head. “You’ll probably want that third monster before long, but first, explain how this is supposed to work.”

      Kinara spoke up, telling her about the plan to link me to the monsters, to see what ability I would get. “Then we’d have the power from each monster plus my combined powers.”

      “I see.” The thunderbird stared at her, then laughed. “Shit, you already told him your name, didn’t you? He has your number.”

      “Maybe he does.”

      “In that case,” she turned my way again, “give me her name, and I’ll fuck you dry. That’s my deal—I get her name, you get all of this.” Her hand moved down her pants, touching herself as she licked her lips.

      “No,” I replied. Kinara had made it quite clear what knowing someone’s name from their world meant.

      “Then we’re at a standstill.”

      “It seems we are,” Kinara agreed, and offered me a grateful smile.

      The scent of pizza caught my attention, but since the scent of burning wood was growing heavy too, they had to compete and the pizza lost out. I shifted to look out the window again, seeing that smoke rose from the house, but not much. As far as I could tell, the firefighters had it under control. At least the guilt from that situation took away from the lust of my situation in the tree house. Somewhat.

      “When they clear out, we can go,” I said. “Until then, mind telling us more about you? I know, I know, you don’t have to tell us your name. But where’d you come from? Why are you so eager to get back?”

      The thunderbird tilted her head, considering, then finally pulling her hand out of her pants. “Nothing much to tell.” She nodded to Kinara. “This one knows about my kind, I’m sure. We mostly serve upper-level monsters, but as free folk. Me, I have a sister I need to return to. Make sure she’s safe and all that.”

      “Not so complicated,” I said.

      “A sister?” Kinara asked, eyebrow arched.

      The lady nodded. “Not all stick together… we did.”

      Kinara frowned. “And you’d do everything in your power to get back.”

      “I will.” The thunderbird frowned my way. “Would linking really work if it were forced? Or… done without want?”

      “Actually, you might be right. Killing, though, that’s a surefire way to pass on the power. He could just do that instead—take your life along with your power.”

      “And I won’t, to be clear,” I interjected.

      “Mind not ruining my threat?” Kinara shot back at me.

      I held my hands up in surrender. “Maybe you stop trying to convince her to sleep with me, and instead think how she might be a valuable member of the team without that happening?”

      Kinara clearly didn’t like that thought, but turned back to the thunderbird and stared, waiting for an answer.

      “You’ve seen my talents,” the thunderbird said. “Simply imagine that, me whipping you around the battlefield, sending lightning blasts at the hunter. I imagine we could do some damage that way. Let me see—what are your abilities so far?”

      “Me?” I frowned. “Um, echolocation, sort of. A bit more like spider sense, but… yeah.”

      “Echolo…” Her eyes narrowed. “Shut the fuck up. You want to fight a hunter by… sensing him?” She laughed. “By the time you know he’s there, he’ll have his fucking hooks in your heart, you stupid prick.”

      I gulped, knowing what she said was true. Neither Kinara nor I argued the point.

      “And this other monster you might be able to summon?”

      “A…” I looked to Kinara to make sure speaking up was allowed, and she nodded. “A panda bear, we think.”

      “You two.” The thunderbird leaned back, eyes closed. “You fucking two mean to see me dead. Well you know what?” Her eyes shot open. “I don’t plan on letting that happen. Do you hear me? No, I’m not giving my life for your stupid plan.”

      “What a relief,” I countered.

      For a long moment we sat there, none of us knowing how to progress from that. My mind’s power went to questions of where else we could try to summon the panda monster, so I went to pull the totem from my pocket. It wasn’t there!

      “Shit, I didn’t grab the bag…” My hands were shaking as I searched myself again, but it was clear. The bag was gone, meaning we’d left the candle, too.

      “The totem’s in the house?” Kinara asked.

      “No, I had the totems, both of them. I must’ve dropped it somewhere, but… the bag is definitely a no go.”

      “We can get other candles, right? Or maybe we don’t even need them.”

      “Yeah, right. But that totem.”

      “Let’s find it.” She started for the ladder down, but I reached out with my hand on her arm.

      “We have to wait,” I said. “Let them move on, then… we’ll find it. I hope.”

      “How long?”

      I glanced out, and was fairly certain it wouldn’t be long. “A couple of minutes, I’d think. Until then…” My bladder was about to burst, so I said, “Just… stay here. Don’t look down.”

      “What?”

      “I have to piss, and while here wouldn’t be the worst place, this is likely a play place for children. I’m not about to do that.”

      “Ah.” Kinara grinned. “I’ve been holding it so long! Show me where.”

      The thunderbird didn’t look happy about this, but she nodded. “Me, too.”

      Considering that all of us needed to, I decided we had best find another house to break into and use their bathroom. I could likely use my echolocation to attempt a search of the house, as could Kinara. We all descended, careful not to be seen, and headed for the nearest house to look into using their bathroom.
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      Breaking into a stranger’s house to use the bathroom felt all kinds of wrong, but at least nobody seemed to be home. I went first, and this time Kinara took a try at using the toilet instead of the hole in the ground (AKA the bathtub). The thunderbird insisted on watching how it was done, and I explained the toilet paper use. How monsters did it was beyond me, but I had to assume it was similar to animals—no wiping. Until now, for these two at least.

      We had gone with a house that looked to be on the fancier side with a view of the lake—the bathroom being upstairs, and I wished we could have hung out a bit longer, made a go of trying for the third monster there, but we had to get a move on.

      Outside, I clicked my tongue and focused on looking for any sort of small objects. There were several rocks in the yards, but none that seemed to have a special vibration with my ability. I motioned them along.

      “You mentioned being somewhere special before,” the thunderbird said, at my side. “So… why here? Doesn’t seem so special.”

      “Personal,” I said. “And it’s just a theory. We don’t kn—”

      My senses were still going, and suddenly picked up a change in the surroundings. Something big, moving in fast. Kinara was at my side a second later, pulling me down to the grass and hissing for the thunderbird to get down.

      “What is it?” The thunderbird hit the ground, eyes inches from mine.

      “The hunter,” I said, knowing it to be true as my senses gave me a full idea of the shape. I clicked my tongue again, then nodded. “But… he’s circling, doesn’t know exactly where we are.”

      “How?” Kinara asked. “We broke the trace…” She looked at the newcomer. “At least, the trace on me.”

      “Ah…” The thunderbird looked up, eyes scouring the sky.

      “You were hunted, too?” Kinara asked.

      “I betrayed some very important people,” the thunderbird replied. “That was my punishment.”

      “Shit, you could’ve told us that. I would’ve insisted you fuck Ferris, at least to break the link.”

      “Come on,” I protested. Then again, she was kind of right. We might all be dead soon, for what? Some social norms on how this stuff was supposed to happen. Lame. “We need to get that totem, and be gone before he circles this way.”

      The other two nodded, and we were up and sprinting, leaping the last fence. I located what I hoped was the totem, then course corrected. In one fluid motion, I scooped it up. My fear was that I was mistaken and would accidentally scoop up some dog shit or something, but looking down to see the jade, I let out a sigh of relief.

      Too soon, though, because a cop appeared from between two houses and shouted, “Freeze!”

      “I’ll try not to hurt him,” the thunderbird said, starting to lift a finger to attack.

      “No!” I growled, gripping her wrist to lower her hand. “Get us out of here.”

      “Using her ability will alert the hunter,” Kinara pointed out.

      Eyeing the cop, I shook my head. “Do it. In the middle of the day when he’s at a disadvantage, and risking exposure in front of the police?”

      “Good point.”

      “Do it?” The thunderbird grinned. “Wonderful.”

      She grabbed both of us by the hand and then we had zipped back the way we had come, near the tree fort, and came out of it running this time. We kept going as a curse came from behind us. My senses picked up the hunter, even seeing his silhouette arrive at the spot we had traveled from. A shot rang out, but I couldn’t be sure if it was him or the cop who had pulled the trigger.

      Either way, we didn’t have time to go for the car—it would be too obvious, and in the middle of the hot spot as more police came to deal with the issue. Although I hadn’t been here in some time, I found that my days spent exploring the streets and around the lake were coming back to me. We worked our way back in the other direction, curving toward the lake. My focus was on the island and the boats heading out there.

      “Can your electric travel thing get us out there?” I asked.

      The thunderbird shook her head. “Short distances only.”

      I kept going, looking for other options. We had already broken into two houses and I didn’t want to make a thing of it. I also didn’t want to continue to test our luck—while we weren’t in Texas, there was still the chance we would break in only to find a resident with a gun aimed at my chest. The thought brought a memory of one time I’d been playing with some other vacationer’s kid and found a pistol stashed in the bushes, somewhere near where we were at the moment. I still wondered what that had been about from time to time. Someone stashing it after a crime? That kid I’d been with had wanted to keep it.

      For a second I considered the idea of trying to get a gun, but what the hell did I know of it.

      Several sailing boats dotted the lake, and one ferry boat. In fact, one was headed for the area between us and the island.

      “That far?” I asked.

      Her eyes followed the line of the boat, then the shore, and pointed to a pier. “Get me there, I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Except for the fact that she has a trace on her,” Kinara pointed out. “Once we’re on the island, the hunter will be able to hone in on that, and figure out where we are.”

      I glanced around, considering other options.

      “How long does it take to break the trace?” the thunderbird asked.

      “What?” I turned to her, not sure what she meant, but having a guess.

      “If I wanted to… quickly… break the trace. What’re we talking here?”

      We both turned to Kinara, who looked troubled.

      “I wish I knew,” she replied. “I’m familiar with the rules of it back home, and it certainly worked here, but… I wasn’t even sure it would, let alone whether it would take effect immediately.”

      “Wait, you weren’t even certain when we…?” I chuckled, remembering how she had made it sound so certain.

      “I thought it would work. Also, I wanted to try you out.” She grinned, looking all cute. “And good for us, it worked.”

      The thunderbird pushed me aside, up against the chimney of the nearest house. “So, it could be immediate.”

      Her hand went to my inner thigh, running up to caress my package. As much as I’d been aroused lately, this caught me off guard. Kinara followed closely, looking over her shoulder to ensure nobody was watching.

      “What? Here?”

      “I mean…” I gulped, staring into the thunderbird’s eyes. “This is what I want but...”

      “But?” The thunderbird frowned, hand caressing my package. It was starting to respond.

      “Like this?” I shook my head, torn between definitely wanting her and not sure what to think of the situation. I mean, I’d only done it for the first time the day before. This was like never eating sugar and suddenly being invited to join Charlie at the chocolate factory.

      On second thought, what the fuck was holding me back? With a glance at Kinara, I raised an eyebrow in question.

      “We summoned her for a reason,” she pointed out.

      I nodded. “We can find somewhere private, go and—”

      “No time.” The thunderbird’s hand went down my pants, caressing my cock and getting it to full erection. At the same time, she glanced over and said, “Bat lady, keep a lookout.”

      “Here?” I wasn’t arguing, just amazed. We had shelter from the main road because of the chimney, and as long as nobody looked out from their windows, we would be safe. Kinara moved to give us more privacy, grinning at the prospect of what was to come.

      The thunderbird didn’t need to answer verbally—her answer came with pulling out my cock, stroking it.

      “Quickly,” she said, switching us around so that it was her who was pressed against the chimney, then lowering her pants. “Fuck me.”

      My mind was blown at this being my reality, but I went for it like a champ. Burying my face in her neck, I was nibbling at her and kissing her soft skin and feeling her currents run through me. She had one leg up and around me, pulling me close. Her hand guided me in, and as soon as my tip felt her moist warmth, she grabbed my ass and pulled me into her. Oh, fuck. I reached under her shirt, caressing her breasts and plunging into her with my cock, those electric currents sending me into quick spasms so that I was in and out over and over, faster than could have possibly been natural, and just like that I was barely standing, cum shooting into her.

      She chuckled, then took my hand and shoved it between her legs as my softening cock fell out. “Finish me off, quickly.”

      I wasn’t sure if I could stay on my feet, but I nodded, head on her shoulder as I explored her pussy, making her moan. Over my shoulder I sensed Kinara moving up close. Her hand gripped my ass, the other reaching over to caress my balls.

      “Find her clit,” she whispered into my ear. “Near the top of the opening, where the lips meet. Small, maybe a bit hard. Then circle it, massage it, love it.”

      Her hand left my ass and went to mine, guiding it, and she kissed the back of my neck while together we played with the thunderbird until a shock went through me. It sent Kinara stumbling back, but I wasn’t about to let up. I started going at her clit more vigorously, and then the thunderbird had her hand over mine, pulling it to her. At first I thought she was pulling my hand away, but she whispered, “Faster, harder,” so I did. The shocks of electricity kept moving through her to me, but I didn’t give up.

      I didn’t stop until she was moaning, head back, biting her lip to resist making too much noise, then I leaned in and whispered, “Tell me your name.”

      She lowered her head to mine, kissing me passionately as she moaned, “Jalee.”

      I pushed her against the wall, slowing as her climax came to an end, then lifted her shirt to take one of her nipples in my mouth. Damn, I’d been wanting to do that. It was hard, pulsating with electricity so that it was like I had a mouth full of poprocks. Finally, she pushed me off, standing there with her hand between her legs, and she eyed me with ferocity.

      “Fuck you,” she muttered, then took her hand and flung it so that the cum that she had caught in it went flying to the ground nearby. She wiped her hand on the chimney wall, then eyed it with a frown. “Give me something to clean this.”

      I pulled up my pants, going for the little tree, and took one of the leaves for her.

      “That was weird and… oddly hot?” Kinara said.

      She wasn’t wrong. As much as I had fantasized about sex, doing it against the side of a house near Big Bear Lake wasn’t exactly how I had ever imagined it.

      “Fast, too,” Jalee said, pulling up her pants, giving her hand one final wipe on the back of them. “Is it always like that with humans?”

      “No,” I replied, quickly.

      “Was the first time with me though,” Kinara pointed out. “Well, when I touched him, anyway.” She laughed. “That’s all it took.”

      “Is that so…?” Jalee grinned. “I’ll look forward to seeing how it goes when we do it again, then.”

      “When we do it again?” I grinned, feeling a surge of confidence and deciding to roll with it. “When that happens, I’m going to rock your world.”

      Both ladies looked at each other.

      “Is that a good thing?” Kinara asked.

      I chuckled. “It means I’m going to fucking bring it.” At their still-confused looks, I added, “Yes, good thing. It’s going to be fun.”

      Jalee and Kinara both smiled at me, but it stopped when Jalee put a hand to her mouth, eyes wide as she looked at me. “Oh, damn. Damnnn. Did I tell you…?”

      I nodded.

      A glance at Kinara showed she might not have heard the name, but I couldn’t be sure. Either way, I’d leave that between the two of them to figure out. Share names or not, it wasn’t my business. Jalee looked horrified, which seemed wrong to me. She barely knew me but had let me cum inside of her up against the outside of a house, but knowing her name was something to lose her shit over? These monster chicks were ass backward.

      It wasn’t until we were moving for the pier, passing a group of tourists taking pictures of the lake and laughing, that I had to wonder about something. Had she done the electricity thing on purpose, sending shocks through me to make me cum as fast as possible? It wasn’t so unthinkable that, if she found the idea of fucking me repulsive, she would want to get it over with as soon as possible. Then again, she had asked me to touch her after, so… maybe not?

      Better to kick such thoughts aside. Fuck that old, insecure side of me. I was a new man as far as I was concerned. Like Bilbo thrown into an adventure, only instead of a donkey I was riding two beautiful monster girls. Instead of going off to retrieve lost gold, my treasure was the pussy.

      “There’s no gold at the end of this adventure, is there?” I asked, jogging along the pier and glancing back in the direction we’d come from. Heavy clouds had rolled in, a flash of lightning coming from them. My guess was that the lightning and clouds related to the hunter.

      “Gold?” Kinara asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Like…” I nodded at a woman passing by, her watch glimmering in the sunlight. It might not have been real gold, but it got the idea across.

      “Ah, glimmer-metal.”

      “You call it ‘glimmer-metal’?” I laughed. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Well, it’s a stupid metal. Looks pretty, but it’s not the best for making anything, so…”

      “It’s shit,” Jalee interjected. “Why do you ask about it?”

      “Shit, as in...?”

      “Worthless. That stuff is all over our world, sure. But nobody cares—mostly we use it for making eating utensils and whatnot.”

      I hadn’t really been serious when asking, but that certainly had my interest. Not that my world was in the gold rush days it once had been, but I was fairly certain a trip to the pawn shop could still get me some money for gold. Not that I’d ever tried. As we had reached the end of the pier, I stashed that away for future thought, grabbed Jalee’s hand and made sure she had Kinara’s hand in her other, and gave the thunderbird a nod.

      “Hold tight, we’re going to kerovey over,” Jalee said, and before I could even process that ‘kerovey’ probably meant something like leapfrog, we were propelled out and across the water, landing on the ferry boat’s dock.

      A teenage boy looked up from a book, wide-eyed, and blinked. I nodded, saw that the book was Wicker City—one of my favorites—and said, “That’s a good one. Keep reading.”

      “Second time through,” he replied, or I think he did, because at the end of what sounded like ‘through’ we were shooting off again, two seconds later appearing almost at the island. It had been too far, apparently, because we landed in the water. For a second I froze, expecting the electricity and water to combine in a way that would lead to our horrible deaths.

      Nothing happened, to my relief, though I realized that Jalee’s hand wasn’t in mine. Kinara was there, gripping my hand tight, frozen in place as she stared past me with wide eyes. Suddenly alert, I spun and found Jalee in the water, floating away, limp.
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      For a second or two, shock or confusion kept me in place, then I leaped into action, going after her. I reached to scoop her up, but instantly felt that shock of electricity I had worried about—not much, though. More like a slight one from an almost-dead battery. A little pain wasn’t going to stop me.

      “Come on, I got you,” I said, more shocks causing me to convulse as I picked her up and did my best to stumble-run for the shore.

      By the time I reached dry land, I was barely standing. I fell on top of her, then rolled off and shouted, “Help!”

      Kinara was already there, leaning over me, checking to ensure I was okay.

      “Not me,” I protested. “Her.”

      She nodded, stared at me with concern for a second, then vanished from my view of the sky. I gasped for breath, trying to forget the feeling of those shocks. From here, no clouds were visible. Only blue sky, and two gray birds circling before darting off. The edge of a tree blew into view and I turned my head to see more trees, but at least no bystanders. We had arrived on a fairly secluded beach.

      A cough brought me back to the ladies, so I rolled back over and found the strength to push myself up on one elbow, eyeing them. Kinara had Jalee sitting, a hand brushing her cheek as she whispered something into her ear.

      Finally, Jalee said, “Enough,” and stood, brushing her off. “I don’t need your spells.”

      Kinara glanced back my way and grinned to see me up.

      “You know a healing spell?” I asked. “Thought you said you didn’t?”

      “I don’t have healing abilities,” Kinara countered. “Never said anything about knowing or not knowing a chant. I tried it on you when you were sleeping, but no luck.”

      That was good to know, but unfortunate that her healing spell didn’t work on me. And since I was slower to heal than monsters, it seemed, I was kind of miffed. Being the vulnerable one was kind of emasculating. Then again, wasn’t I supposed to have some new power after linking with Jalee?

      Since the water hadn’t affected me like it had her, I had to assume the electric power didn’t come my way. Not exactly. So what else could it be?

      I tried to stand but my head spun and my body wanted to move to one side, so instead I crawled over to the ladies.

      “Everyone alive?” I asked.

      Jalee nodded, then glared at the water. “That doesn’t usually happen. I have a resistance, like a shield spell, and… Oh, fuck.” Her glare moved to me. “You—you did this!”

      She came at me, scrambling across the sand and lifting a hand to strike me, but the punch across my jaw was barely a tap. The spark of electricity that came from it, no more than a static shock from going down a slide.

      The ferocity faded from her eyes and she held up a hand to keep away. “Give it… give it back.”

      “What?”

      “You claimed me, right? We linked, and you must’ve taken away my shield charm.” Her eyes rose to meet mine again. “I want you to return it.”

      I turned to Kinara, who shook her head.

      “It shouldn’t diminish hers,” Kinara said. “But… then again, what the fuck do I know?”

      With a frown, I shrugged. “Sorry, all of this is new to me. I wouldn’t know how to ‘give it back,’ as you say.”

      “Well, we have to try,” the thunderbird said. “I mean, fucking gave it to you, so maybe another fuck will take it back?” She was on me again, though this time instead of going for a punch, she was crouched down at my pants, trying to pull out my dick. I was completely limp, as evidenced by it flopping out, and she had no energy. After getting it out, she rolled over, arms up, and said, “Do it.”

      With my lack of energy at the moment, that wasn’t going to be possible. And honestly, her desperation was a turnoff. At least one thing was clear, though—she was likely right. Having a shield ability explained why the water hadn’t shocked me. And through me, not acting as a conduit, Kinara hadn’t been hurt either.

      “How’s the shield work?” Kinara asked. “Defenses against anything, specific elements, or only your electricity?

      “Mostly elements,” Jalee replied. By this point she had realized fucking wasn’t an option so turned back, curled with her arms hugging her legs up to her chest.

      “We can work on that.” Before Jalee could protest, Kinara held up her hands. “After trying to give it back, of course.”

      “Can I unclaim someone?” I asked. “Unlink them?”

      Kinara shrugged. “Unless someone else claims them, I don’t know. To be clear, I’ve claimed you as well, and now so has she. And that didn’t unlink us… Maybe because we were there, together? I don’t know.”

      “And you know more than I do on the subject,” Jalee said, distraught.

      “On the bright side, the hunter didn’t find us and now he shouldn’t be able to. Right?”

      Jalee at least gave a nod to that, while Kinara stood, looking back toward the clouds on the mainland. “True, but he knows we’re in the area. That should be enough for us to worry about.”

      “Then we need to be ready,” I said, but glanced around, not sure how to go about doing so.

      “We need to work on that next totem,” Kinara said.

      “Except,” Jalee interjected, “summoning another monster might give away our location to the hunter.”

      I rubbed my chin in thought, noting the little stubble there. Not shaving was starting to show. “Well then, we’ll have to make sure that we call this last one only when we know there’s no hope. In the meantime, let’s explore the island, see if there’s a best point for staging our defense.”

      “Good plan.” Kinara was up first, then reached for each of us in turn to help us up.

      From what I could tell, this part of the island was relatively untouched. A few trails here and there, but nothing more than that. We walked under thick greenery, my eyes scouring the area for poison ivy or something—I wasn’t sure if it would be out this way, but had felt its itch once long ago and was always careful in nature since then. A squirrel skittered away in the distance, and I cringed slightly, imagining Kinara biting into that poor thing. Sure enough, she went for it. I couldn’t blame her, I was starting to get hungry as well. Not that hungry, of course.

      I glanced back to see Jalee walking with her arms wrapped tight around herself, as if cold.

      “Can’t you use your electricity thing to warm yourself up?” I asked.

      “Could, but saving it up in case we need it,” she replied.

      Although I hadn’t realized she had a limited supply of the energy, I supposed that made sense. Pulling on such power eternally would be pretty crazy. Pausing, I put out an arm and waited, then pulled her close.

      “She’ll just be a minute. Hunting.”

      “I figured.”

      The woman’s shirt was still wet, as were my clothes, so I glanced around, spotting a clearing with sunlight, and I guided her over. For a moment we stood there, this woman I barely knew clinging to me, and considered recommending we take our clothes off and let them dry. That would, of course, lead to us fucking again. At least, I would want it to, if tempted like that, and since we didn’t want to do it without Kinara, and could possibly be found out by other explorers, I simply held her close with both arms.

      A branch broke, the form of Kinara moving in a blur not far off.

      “You… you don’t know me very well,” I started. “But I used to visit this lake when I was a kid. There’s this amazing restaurant on the other side—when we get the car back, we can head over there. I mean, best cornbread you’ve ever tasted. Well, probably the only, but best I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Cornbread, huh?”

      “And ribs, oh my god, the kind that melts off of the bones.”

      She pulled away slightly to meet my gaze. “What are you going on about?”

      I frowned, shaking my head. “Nothing. Only sharing.”

      “I see.” She pulled back into me, head on my shoulder. “I’ve heard about humans, mostly stories about them trying to kill my kind, or running in fright. Why is it you didn’t run? Why are you okay with… this? And what we did back there.”

      That wasn’t an easy question, because I understood the idea of why I should have been scared of monsters, or more scared, anyway. Instead, this journey came along and I’d managed to fuck two monsters in quick succession.

      “Most people probably would react that way,” I said. “That’s true. Then again, you aren’t exactly what most people would think of as a monster. Kinara has the wings and bat ears… claws and pointy teeth, sure, but otherwise looks like a normal, beautiful woman. And you… all you have different is your hair color and ears, as long as your electricity isn’t sparking. Well, and claws.”

      “So, we’re not scary enough?”

      “You’re plenty scary, and sexy.”

      “I see.” She ran her hand down to my waistband, playing with it and sliding one finger in to barely caress the top of my shaft.

      “You two wouldn’t be getting started again without me?” Kinara asked from a tree branch to our right. I startled, looking up to see her perched there. It would have been sexy, considering that the way she was squatting showed everything beneath her wizard robe, but she bit into the squirrel she had caught, licking up the blood. That about ruined it.

      “Eat your breakfast,” I said, moving Jalee’s hand and trying not to pay any attention to the rumbling of my stomach.

      “I can share.”

      Shaking my head, I started off again and motioned her to follow while she ate. Jalee lingered to walk with her. We walked on a bit, and as we did so they started talking. I slowed to overhear.

      “So, you two… did fuck, right?” Jalee asked. I quickly focused forward, trying to look like I wasn’t listening.

      “Yes. Twice.”

      “And… I mean, it was good? Doesn’t it freak you out, knowing you’re doing that with a human?”

      A silence followed, then Kinara giggled. “Actually, I don’t think I could ever go back to monster. It’s like, he’s got a tenderness to him. Some monsters might find that weak, too humanly, but not me.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Don’t make that face at me. Think about it—how many monsters would be tender, even bother to care what you want? I can look into his eyes and see that he wants me to enjoy myself, too, that I’m not simply some cum receptacle.”

      This time Jalee laughed. “Yeah, I get that. And it’s kind of nice with his small dick—”

      “Hey,” I turned, horrified that she would say that.

      “Relative,” she said, frowning. “And a test to see if you were listening. I knew you were.”

      “Of course I was.”

      “Ferris,” Kinara cut in, “for reference, most monsters have cocks that are as long and thick as your forearm. No human could compare. But that’s a good thing.”

      “Actually, that’s what I was saying,” Jalee added. “Fucking a monster might feel somewhat good, but mostly it’s painful. Mostly, it’s like you think you’re going to be torn apart the whole time it’s happening—”

      “Sometimes that happens.” Kinara frowned, looking away. “I know of at least two women in the village I grew up in that died from sex.”

      “If they had your teeny weenie, they’d be pleasured and still alive.” Jalee beamed, as if what she had said was supposed to make me feel better.

      “Fine,” I capitulated. “It’s not a foot or two long, but… on Earth that doesn’t mean I’m teeny. Can we keep that in mind?”

      “Done,” Kinara said. “We’ll think of it in relative terms, relative to other humans.”

      “Of course,” Jalee added, grinning. “Although… how are we supposed to know how big they are?”

      I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. “I’ll look some up online for you when we find a computer.” The mention of a computer brought me to thoughts of my phone, and I fished into my pocket to find it soaked. A lot of phones were water resistant, but I didn’t want to find out just yet. Maybe it would dry on its own and then I could try, and it’d be fine.

      “Do we have big vaginas compared to humans?” Jalee asked, skipping up to walk next to me.

      “First, I don’t think they work that way. Mostly they’re the same size, but can stretch for babies and whatnot. Second, I’m not experienced enough to know.”

      “Maybe we should get a human woman naked to find out?”

      I did a double take to see if she was serious, but the half-grin told me she might not be. Then again, with these crazy monster girls, who knows.

      “You know,” I said, leading them in through the trees, careful to stick to the more walkable areas in case their feet couldn’t take it, “I’m starting to wonder if monster ladies such as yourselves are more prone to sexual thoughts than teenage boys.”

      Kinara laughed. “I can’t speak for others, but I find myself in a situation where I actually am allowing myself to think about it for the first time… ever. So yes, it’s in my focus.”

      “And I’m a horny bitch,” Jalee added with a wink. “All that talk about hesitating back there? Prudent, sure, but if you think you’re going to have me along and talk about… what do people talk about?”

      “Food? Politics?”

      She spat. “Politics… As curious as I might be about this world, fuck that topic. Now food… I’m not hungry yet, but what do you eat here?”

      “They stuff their faces with this stuff called sugar,” Kinara said with a scoff. “It’s disgusting.”

      “What do… thunderbirds eat?”

      “Mostly birds,” Jalee answered. “Little birds.”

      I cringed, already starting to imagine the blood running down her chin as it did with Kinara.

      “Humans eat all sorts of weird things,” Kinara said with a laugh. “Oh, and they cook their food!”

      “Ah, that’s an area I can understand.” Jalee lifted a hand, sparks moving between her fingers. “By the time I catch my food, it tends to be cooked as well.”

      “Eck.” Kinara shrugged, then finished off her squirrel in silence, while Kinara took up the middle of us three.

      “Are we looking for anything specific?” she asked.

      “Only a place where we can fight him,” I said. “Though…” I ran a hand through my hair. “Now that I think about it, I haven’t the foggiest what that should look like.”

      “There, maybe,” she said, pointing to a group of rocks on the nearby hill.

      “Then we’ll go there.”

      We worked our way over to it, and by the time we started climbing, Kinara had tossed aside the remains of her squirrel. She licked her lips and pressed them together for a kiss, the blood looking like lipstick.

      “Maybe… after,” I said, and frowned. “Did you…?”

      She nodded, holding up a finger for silence, then clicked her tongue. I did the same, and sure enough, several people weren’t far off. I took the lead to go and investigate, moving to the top of the rocks and helping Jalee up, then looking to see the group—four of them, all elderly. One thing caught my attention, though. One of them had a water bottle!

      “What do you see?” Kinara asked.

      While she could sense them, her vision wasn’t strong enough to let her see the details. “Four old people, and we’re going to steal from them.”

      God, who was I turning into? Old me would never steal, but old me also wouldn’t do a lot of things I’d done lately. And at the moment, I needed water.

      “Sounds fun,” Kinara said, grinning.

      Jalee looked impressed as well. “You want our help?”

      I crouched down, eyeing the group as they leaned against trees and sat on rocks. “Maybe a distraction?”

      “I can do that.” Jalee glanced up at the sky, where the clouds were gathering. “Of course, it means we might give away our position.”

      “A simpler distraction, then. One that doesn’t rely on your abilities?”

      The two ladies looked at each other with confusion, but Kinara said, “We’ll figure it out.”

      I grinned, not sure what had come over me, and charged down around the backside of the hill to work my way around to a good spot for my little heist. My eyes darted around, almost feeling like a villain about to get caught by Batman, then chuckled at my imagination getting the best of me. This was no grand scheme. It was just me trying to get some water.

      At the bottom of the hill I made my way through trees and bushes, clicking my tongue so I could stay alert. The four of them were starting to move again, one old man with his water bottle on a log at his side. My target set, I snuck forward, then glanced up at the hillside. A rock came tumbling down the side—about the size of a fist, and it was enough to draw the old man’s attention. I had expected something a bit grander, but whatever, that was my chance.

      Without another moment’s hesitation, I leaped up and sprinted, darting straight at the old man and snatching up the water bottle as I went.

      “Damn kids,” the old man said, swinging at me with his cane but missing by a few feet. That was fine by me, because the water was mine!

      I charged back up the hill to meet the two monster girls. They looked giddy with excitement, and we took off running like teenagers who’d just done a liquor run at the local grocery store. I was laughing, the other two smiling wide. To be clear, I didn’t feel right about stealing from those old people. That was messed up. But I felt very right about surviving, and the fact that I needed this water to fight the hunter.

      Since both girls seemed impressed with my little act, I felt even better about that. I took a chug of the water as I went, damn relieved to have it to quench my thirst.

      We didn’t come to a stop until we were sure we’d left them behind. Coming to a cliff that led down to the shore, we stopped at the overlook and I sat on a fallen tree, taking a swig of the water. It was such a relief.

      “That was crazy,” Kinara said, and she stepped over, running her hand along my arm. “Who knew our Ferris here was such a bad boy.”

      I chuckled, humored at hearing my name and bad boy in the same sentence. They didn’t seem to go together, but here we were.

      “I’ll be honest,” Jalee said, moving to my other side, hand on my knee, then tracing my leg up, slowly, “it was kind of a turn on.”

      “Yeah?”

      She stared at me with sparks forming in her eyes, then her hand found its mark, caressing the inside of my thigh and cupping my balls as before. “So much so, I think we have time for another go.”

      I laughed. “Come on, there’s no way I’d be ready so soon.”

      “No?” She pouted.

      “He’s right—he should be focused on trying to summon our third friend,” Kinara pointed out. “Go ahead, Ferris, have you tried lately?”

      “Are we so desperate?” I asked. “Ready for the fight?”

      She nodded. “I think we have to do it.”

      I pulled out the jade, rubbing it and focusing on a summoning, but nothing happened. My gaze met Jalee’s again, and she grinned.

      “Maybe he needs inspiration.”

      “This one really is focused on that dick,” Kinara said with a laugh. “But… she might be right.”

      I wasn’t about to argue, but seriously… could it even work? “So soon after the last time, I’m not sure…”

      “Sure about what?” Kinara asked, kneeling with Jalee, both their hands moving along my thighs and caressing my package.

      “Can it even… get hard?” I hated saying it.

      “I can help with that,” Kinara said, and pulled my pants down in the front, taking my limp dick in her mouth. She swirled it around, but no luck. In part, it might have been because I still hadn’t gotten the idea of that squirrel out of my mind. I needed to get over that shit, quick, so leaned back, eyes closed, and tried to imagined my hard cock sliding into her from behind.

      “Let me try,” Jalee said, and I opened my eyes to watch her take her turn, first flicking her tongue out a bit at the tip, then taking it all in, hands massaging my balls. Damn, it felt good, but still wasn’t quite doing the trick.

      That is, until she sent the first little zap through my dick. I saw the blue spark before I registered the feeling, then jumped.

      “Whoa!”

      She pulled her head back and laughed. “Relax. I’m not going to let it catch fire. Just enough to…” She stuck her tongue out, a spark rolling down it and to my dick, so that I was shocked again. To my surprise, it was actually working!

      Halfway there, I ran my tongue over my lips and said, “Strip.”

      “Oh, he wants to see some of this to get in the mood,” Kinara said, pulling up the wizard robe enough to give me a quick glimpse of her pussy, then lowering it as she started a little dance. Yeah, that did the trick, especially when she came closer and did it while turned around, her cute little ass in my face. I slapped her ass, then reached under to caress her pussy, and was hard as a rock.

      “I won’t make him cum so fast this time, so we both get a chance,” Jalee said, stripping and then straddling me. She slid my cock into her.

      I continued to finger Kinara while Jalee rode me, reaching up to pull off Jalee’s shirt. She started going harder and faster, her large breasts swaying with the motion, and I felt myself growing close. As I started to breathe heavily, Jalee said, “No you don’t,” and gave my shoulder a shock. It worked! And I was a bit pissed, but whatever.

      She pulled me from the rock and threw me to the ground, still on top of me, pressing her breasts into my face as she moaned, then moaned again and slammed a fist into the rock as she came, splitting it open with a shock of electricity. Her whole body clenched up, then she was on me, kissing me passionately, and it was over. For her.

      “That’s more like it,” she said, and rolled off, motioning for Kinara to take her turn.

      I wanted to take control, though, so as Kinara came at me, I stood and pulled the wizard robe off, then bent her over against a tree, taking her hips and sliding in from behind. She liked that, whispering, “Slap my ass,” so I did. Then again, harder.

      Wind blew the trees, clouds coming in overhead, and I said, “Totem.”

      Jalee scrambled over with it, handing it to me, and I tried clenching it while thrusting into Kinara, but it didn’t work. For the moment, then, I would focus on the fun. Fuck it. Another couple of slaps of her ass, and then I decided I wanted to feel my balls against her thighs. I took her and lowered her to the ground, cock sliding in before pushing her legs together. I’d seen this in a visual novel once, and it worked. This way I had full coverage of my cock, and my balls were pressing against her thighs most of the time.

      It wasn’t long before I started to feel the tingles of warmth, then orgasm taking hold—but she beat me to it, cumming and gripping my hair, pulling me into a kiss as I then came, too. I lay there on her, loving it, slowly moving in and out to enjoy the sensation as long as possible.

      “Try it… try it again,” she said.

      I nodded, finding the jade, and focusing. No luck, but right then all I wanted was to kiss her again, all thoughts of squirrel long gone.

      Finally, I rolled off her and became very aware of how dirty we were, thrusting around and sweating on the ground like that. But holy shit, that air tasted great. The warmth and sounds of birds and water moving with the gentle waves from boats, all of it was… perfect. I closed my eyes, remembering a time when I’d gone out on the lake with some kids, and I’d relaxed just like this. One had snuck out some beers, and we all had our first experience of getting drunk to the point that this kid with red hair—Jameson—had fallen in and we’d all freaked the fuck out. Luckily, it turned out he was on the swim team back home and could have swam home probably even if he’d been high as a kite. A couple of beers weren’t going to faze him.

      We had all laughed off the nerves, spent the rest of the day enjoying ourselves, and gone home swearing to keep in touch. Unfortunately, only one of those guys lived near me, and that had been my buddy Zach. He and I kept in touch, but not lately. The rest of those guys became nothing more than a memory.

      “Gotta relieve myself,” Jalee said, stepping out into the woods to squat. The little tinkle of her piss joined in with the sound of a bird chirping overhead.

      “I’ve been trying and trying,” I said, picking up the jade totem again, eyes on the clouds as they gathered over the lake. “We might be running out of time.”

      “This place must not be special enough,” Kinara said, turning to rest her head on my stomach.

      “I got it!” I said, quickly standing and almost knocking her over. I managed to catch her and help her to stand.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Where?” Jalee asked.

      “To summon the third, so that we’ll be ready to take on this fucker, to summon him to us…” I turned out to the water, eyeing the boats, grinning at the memories that were flooding back. “We need to get ourselves a boat.”
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      The first step in stealing a boat is finding a boat to steal. We didn’t take long, as apparently there was a popular fishing spot not far off, with grass and picnic tables nearby. Some of the spouses ate and watched children at the picnic tables, while their partners lounged about with fishing poles. Others were out on the water, though scattered enough that it wouldn’t be a problem.

      “Ooh, your friends,” Jalee said, pointing at the land near one of the boats.

      Sure enough, there were the four old people I’d taken the water from. I took a swig from the bottle, glad to still have it. Stealing from them a second time, though? Not going to happen.

      I scoured the area and my focus went to a paddle boat rental office. Patting my pants, I grinned. My wallet was still there. The money would be wet, but either they’d accept it or the card would work.

      Soon we were at the trees closest to the rental office, and I told them to wait there while I went out and rented a paddle boat. While I was at it, I was overjoyed to see they had a concession stand there. I dished out the cash for more water, a couple of bags of Doritos, and some gum.

      “Thank you,” I said, and jogged back to meet the ladies.

      When I turned again, the old man from the group was coming right for me, waving his cane in the air and shouting.

      “Come on,” I said, and we charged toward the boats. I gave the ticket to the guy and he got us in one, and we were pedaling off when the old man arrived. He caught me once with the cane, whacking it against my shoulder, and then we were out of range.

      “Stop!” I said, and watched in horror as I was sure he was about to fall in. To my relief, the guy working the boats grabbed him by the back of his shirt, pulling him away from the edge. Unfortunately, then that guy got the cane.

      We pedaled out, me laughing as I tried to show the ladies how it was done. Apparently, they didn’t have bikes where they were from, because the idea of pedaling like this simply didn’t make sense to them.

      “Watch me—left, right, left right.”

      Kinara was the first to get it. Soon we were far enough away from the island, out in the water and watching the clouds. I opened my bag of Doritos and offered the ladies some, but they weren’t into the chips. For me, though, each bite was bliss.

      “Oh, perfection,” I said, then turned to look at them—Kinara beside me, Jalee in the rear. “Double perfection.”

      Jalee grunted. “Remember, when this third shows up, she could be fucking psycho. We don’t know.”

      “Speaking of,” I said, glancing around, “where… exactly… would she appear?”

      The ladies frowned, first at each other, then me. “This was your idea.”

      “All I know is the island wasn’t working, and I have fond memories of being out here on this lake. Believe me, if there’s anywhere around here, this would be it. Where, I don’t know. The one available seat? The water?”

      “If it summoned me and I ended up in the water.” Jalee shuddered. “Fuck that.”

      I leaned over, gripping the jade and looking into the water. My fear was that maybe we did need a candle after all. Did I have more in the car, maybe? That might be our next bet if this didn’t work, and I was starting to think that would be the way to go.

      “You think you can get us back?” I asked. “I mean, how close should we get for that?”

      “Ready to go to the car?” Kinara asked.

      “I think it might be the next move, though I am enjoying myself out here with you. Imagine if this never had to stop, right? Us out here, relaxing, not a care in the world.”

      “Not a care,” Kinara said, tapping my leg to get my attention, and then pointing up and to our right.

      Nothing there as far as I could tell, but with a click of my tongue I checked again. This time I could see the drones, forming a semi-circle and aimed in at us. The platform was lowering toward us, too, with that damn hunter on it.

      “Kinara, what’re our options here?”

      “I can fly, attack… but if it were only me, I’d be dead.”

      “And Jalee?”

      Jalee nodded. “I’ve been storing up my electricity for a reason.”

      “Then we don’t run,” I said. “And… I guess I’m bait?”

      Jalee let out a long, slow breath. “You really need this next monster to get here fast, and better hope she gives you some sort of attack ability. This is getting to be ridiculous.”

      I bowed my head, holding the jade up to my lips and saying, “Come on, come on, come on,” but with no luck. When I opened my eyes again, the hunter’s platform had landed, riding an inch above the water so that he would look like he was on a boat. Those drones moved with the clouds now low, barely over the lake.

      It was down to this moment. If this hunter wanted a piece of me, I was ready as I’d ever be to tell him to come and try. Then again, what the fuck was I thinking? This was a hunter of monsters, from a monster world, and I was essentially helpless! I stood, mumbling, “Fuck,” and then glanced around, debating whether to make a swim for it.

      Too late.

      The hunter was there, staring at me through a helmet of some sort of metal, scales showing through the rest of the armor on his body. His mask was rectangular, with a line of glass along the eyes that glowed red in the center, a spike sticking up from the middle that could have been part of him or the helmet, I wasn’t sure. He carried a massive sword that was curved like a katana, a red glow like the eye of Sauron on its hilt.

      If this mother fucker had been the one to appear in my closet instead of Kinara, I would have shat myself.

      “What is this?” he said, fog surging around him now.

      “I’m not letting you take them,” I replied, standing my ground and trying to figure out what the hell my next move would be.

      “Them…” He laughed—a deep, metallic laugh. “Jalee, finish him.”

      I turned to watch as her blue eyes turned green, her wings of electricity spreading out behind her and lines of blue flashing through her body. This wasn’t good.

      “He has her name,” Kinara muttered, sounding as worried as I felt.

      “Of course he does,” Jalee said, her voice having taken on a distant, almost robotic tone. “I’m his.”

      “I knew it,” Kinara said. “Or… suspected it, really.”

      I glanced at her with an arched brow. That was a conversation for after we figured out what we were going to do next. At the moment, I had only one option—to dodge as a blast of lightning shot out and hit the swan nose off the paddleboat.

      As the water surrounded me, another blast hit, this time connecting. I cringed, waiting to feel the pain… but it never came. Of course! My shield ability from Jalee was protecting me. Did she count on that?

      Swimming around to the other side of the hunter, I came up and lunged, trying to tackle him. A backwards kick connected with my chest and I fell back, into the water again. The hunter’s hand reached in and grabbed me, pulling me back out of the water. He held me there, sword out at his side and ready to slice me in two.

      “See, the problem is that you interfered with our little game. You not only took my prey, you took my number one caddy.”

      “C—Caddy?”

      He grunted. “Hunter in training, responsible for operating my drones and summoning my weapons. Now, you need to make things right. I’m going to put you back on this island, and we’ll finish this hunt. You, and everyone else on the island… will die.”

      “Why not just kill us right now?” I countered, instantly wishing I hadn’t said it.

      “Ferris!” Kinara growled, crouched, ready to fight as she stood right next to Jalee.

      The metal on his face slid apart, revealing a truly gruesome monster. Skin pulled back from bloodied gums and sharp, long teeth. No nose, with metal pins in his flesh. But that red line of the eye stayed in place. That was his actual eye, apparently. And the horn.

      “Hold on…” I had to laugh. “You’re a fucking unicorn!”

      “What?”

      “You have one horn sticking out of your head, right? There on your forehead, so… I mean, maybe you’re not a horse, but you’re basically a unicorn.” Laughing again, I put one hand up on my forehead, finger out.

      With my other, though, I had the jade totem, and had a realization. All of the other times, I’d been in the zone. First, with my visual novel. Second, with the fucking. And now this. Fuck this guy, I was having a blast! This was adventure, fun of a new kind!

      And right then, the long-awaited thump sounded. Two loud bangs on metal followed. The red of the monster’s eye flashed a second before everything turned upside down. Sky rotating, water coming up fast, the hunter’s platform flipped over so that he and I were both in the lake, the platform on top of us. I attempted a tongue click in the water, something strange happened—it wasn’t only echolocation. Instead, I sensed what seemed like air pockets I could maneuver through, going faster than my opponent. It must’ve been another effect from my time with the thunderbird!

      The hunter’s sword swung at me, but I was already out of reach, vaguely aware of several fish swimming around, the distance between me and the bottom, and another figure down there with us.

      My chest thudded with excitement as I sensed it going for the hunter, a blur of red and black striking, the hunter out of his comfort zone and slashing around in a frenzy. From what I could tell, we’d summoned the panda! Although I didn’t get a good look until the flash of red and black came for me.

      I swam back, sensing its form before I saw the wild eyes, one black and one green. Its mouth opened and all I could see were those eyes and those teeth. My hand clenched to focus on the totem, only… it wasn’t there! I looked around, frantic, but only saw it with my senses as it sunk to the bottom. I used my newfound water travel to move out of her reach—barely making it—then swam down, pushing myself to grab the totem.

      She caught me from behind, claws digging into my calves so that I let out a yelp of pain and lost any air I’d been holding in. My hand reached and caught the jade, and I turned to see her, my last breath used to say, “Get me out of here!”

      Her green eye closed, but my vision went blurry. Next thing I knew, I was on the upside-down platform, gasping for breath, as the latest monster girl moved in a flash. I still hadn’t caught sight of her, but rolled to my side, coughing up water, in time to see Kinara and Jalee going at each other. Mr. Unicorn was stumbling across his platform, sword out, and leaped to bring the blade down on Kinara’s head. Only, the newest monster was on him, and I caught a glimpse of her as she climbed up his back, slicing and striking, the two going back into the water.

      Before they went, I saw what she was—not exactly a panda, though the relation was obvious. What I saw was a not-surprisingly nude woman’s body, arms and feet like a panda bear’s with long claws. At the moment, one arm had black tendrils floating around it, reminding me of the demon-thing from that Princess Mononoke movie. She had a tail like a red panda, striped black and dark orange, ears that were similar, and had skeleton limbs or something coming out of her back with horns at the ends of each. Maybe the base of what had once been wings? Her eyes had black, panda spots, and now that I noticed, parts of her body were white or black. She was as much monster as panda or human—and a mashup of those, though petite and much shorter than the other two.

      They landed in the water with a splash, and I was reminded of what happened to Gremlins with water. I took a deep breath, then with the jade totem in one hand, my other took out the thunderbird totem and I shouted, “Jalee, stop!”

      Instantly, she broke out of it, and I was running, jumping from the overturned platform to them, and she took the initiative. Running to meet me and pulling Kinara with her, she reached out for my hand. I reached for hers, too, but the hunter shot out of the water at that very second, sword slicing and nearly taking off my hand.

      With a curse I pulled back, but my momentum was still going forward. I saw the hunter’s red eye take me in as he spun, mouth of nasty teeth opening as if to consume me, and then the monster beneath the surface pulled him down again.

      There was blood, though I couldn’t see whose. I didn’t have a chance, because Jalee had caught me by the side of my head and pulled me with her and Kinara. We shot out as a bolt of lightning and hit the island, at the tree line this time, and I fell to the ground howling in pain. Point to remember—never grab someone by the head when electro-traveling like that. My head was pounding, neck caught in a muscle spasm. At least we had escaped that chaos in the water, though.

      “This… this is what he wants,” I muttered between bouts of pain, trying to push myself up. “He wants the hunt.”

      “We have the third monster girl,” Jalee said, also seemingly out of breath. Her wings fluttered, then vanished. “Together—”

      Kinara slammed her across the face with a fist, knocking Jalee to the ground. Standing over her, the bat girl pointed in her face. “You fucking traitor. You lied!”

      “I…” Jalee shook her head to clear it, hand on her jaw. “I left out some truth.”

      “That’s called a lie.”

      In the water, the hunter and panda girl were thrashing about, drones moving our way, fast.

      “We don’t have time!” I shouted. “Jalee, can you do something about those?”

      She eyed the sky, but shook her head. “Not without the controlling devices. He had stripped them off me before I came through, earlier in what I’m still thinking of as today, though in our world it was nighttime. After learning I’d betrayed him, and—”

      “Too many details,” Kinara said, cutting her off. “Move it!”

      Taking her lead, we booked it through the trees. Good timing, too, because the shots started raining down from those drones, peppering the ground and trees where we’d been standing. I leaped over stones and fallen trees, cursing, while Jalee sent a couple of electric bursts back their way. Three fell from the sky, but more followed us as we ran.
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      More shots followed us, but we were up a hill and sliding down the other side in no time. Cutting left, Jalee ran behind us and took down another, then joined us to hide in a bit of a ditch.

      “Why would he take away your control?” I asked, chest heaving, lungs burning.

      “I intervened in the hunt,” she admitted, then nodded to Kinara. “In regards to this one.”

      “What do you mean?” Kinara demanded.

      Jalee glanced around. “Do we have to do this here?”

      “The quick version,” I said, clicking my tongue and confirming we could afford it. If we were going to have a chance, everyone needed to know they could trust each other.

      “You were in his sights,” Jalee said. “He had that sword held up, about to drop down and claim your life force, when… you started to glow. Having studied the old days, I immediately recognized it for what it was—a summoning from another world. I darted out in front of him, told him so… and he didn’t care. He struck me with his hand, pulled the controls and my weapons from me, and said I was dismissed. It could have been worse, perhaps, say if he had decided to hunt me himself. But by dismissing me, that meant any of the other hunters could have made me their prize.”

      “That’s why the other totem chose you,” I said in awe. “You were connected, suddenly available.”

      “And the panda?” Kinara asked.

      “I think we’ll find she’s connected somehow, too.” I clicked my tongue again, sensing a figure emerging from the water. At least the drones had moved on, apparently being led the wrong way. Unless maybe they weren’t. He had said he was going to kill everyone on the island!

      I pushed up, checked to be sure, and said, “We have to stop the drones.”

      “Those people aren’t our business,” Jalee pointed out.

      Kinara nodded. “We have to focus on keeping ourselves alive, to send this hunter back.”

      “Fuck that, get up and follow me.”

      I didn’t use the totems to coerce them, instead simply running and hoping that they would follow. That they were loyal enough to me by that point that they would trust I needed to do this, and be there to help me. With my senses I felt outwards and noted that they were following, so smiled in spite of what I was charging out to fight.

      “There!” I said, spotting one. Only, as I started to sprint after it, a shadow hit the tree to my left, alerting me to a presence. A split-second later, that crazy-looking red-panda-demon pounced, taking me down so that my head slammed into a tree trunk and I was left groaning in pain as she leaned in close, teeth bared.

      “Who the fuck are you?” she growled.

      Kinara appeared next to me, ready to attack, but I pointed ahead. “Stop those things! I got this.”

      “On it,” Jalee shouted, sprinting past us and shooting out blasts at the drones. Kinara hesitated, but at a sideways glance from me, she darted after the other.

      My eyes met those of the panda-girl, frowning. “Me? I’m a man, the guy who summoned you.”

      She leaned in even closer, tip of her nose—a bit black, in spite of her reddish skin—right up against mine. “And who said you had the right to summon me?”

      Running my tongue along my teeth, I found myself going back to horny-teenager mode. What the fuck was wrong with me, I wondered at first, though it only took me a second to think, fuck that. Any man with a sexy-as-hell nude monster lady like this on top of him who didn’t think of his cock sliding along her cheek and then toying with the edge of her lips had to have some sort of sexual trauma that fucked him up. That, or I guess, gay. Me? I felt her hips pressed into my abs, and imagined my tip tickling her asshole.

      “Something wrong with you?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “I… I didn’t ask anyone if it was okay to summon you. I simply did it.”

      She scrunched her cute little nose, then sniffed me before slowly running her tongue along my cheek. “You taste good. What would you say to me taking a big ol’ bite out of you right now, see how manly you are when you’re screaming like a shrieking-pelont.”

      Ignoring her threat and having no idea what a pelont was, a thought hit me. “If you’re here…”

      “The hunter?” she spat. “Coming. Still, I have to know—who the fuck are you? Tell me before he reaches here. Maybe I can’t bite into you while you hold that magic shit, but I can step back and let his sword eat your soul.”

      She had a point there, so I had to speak fast. “I’m nobody. But suddenly I have a couple of new friends from your world, some weird ability to bring in others. It’s crazy, right, but that’s the truth. And this hunter wants one of my new friends, and wants to hurt innocents. I’m not a superhero, I’m not even a regular hero… yet. But I want to see that changed. I want to stop this motherfucker before he does any more damage. Are you in… or out?”

      Her tongue flicked out a bit, as if tasting the air—or maybe a ‘threat’ to lick me again, though I wouldn’t have minded. Then she smiled. “Let’s destroy that cum-eyed-shit-licking hunter.”

      “Let’s.”

      She pulled back, looking very serious, and then reached out to the side. In a flash of red light, her hand was no longer empty, but held that insane katana the hunter had been using. At my look of confusion, she said, “Stole this from him. This is going to be fun.”

      “GIVE ME BACK MY SWORD!” the hunter shouted, and he came charging through at us, knocking over trees as he came.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the panda demon, as I took to thinking of her.

      She waved a claw at me, turned, and took off running with that sword held at her side. These fucking ladies were crazy, and I had to think this one was there with the worst of them. Meanwhile, I lay there as the hunter charged past, oblivious to me. I pushed myself up, knowing I was behind him but not with much in terms of an ability to do anything to him. I could move fast in water, had some sort of elemental defense, and could sense my surroundings in some sort of echolocation way.

      Where did that leave me with this sort of advantage? I didn’t have the slightest, so went with it, charging out after the prick. Maybe I wasn’t a fighter, but I also wasn’t going to sit back and do nothing. I caught up with them in time to see the panda demon spin and slice out with the sword, only it faded before it could hit the hunter. Apparently, it had some sort of loyalty to the man still. Like the monsters, it needed to be linked. The panda demon didn’t like this much, and ducked beneath the hunter’s strike to slash, but he was armored up.

      Meanwhile, the other two had returned with the remaining drones, only three that I could see. Kinara charged in to join the attack. I pocketed one totem but kept Jalee’s handy in case her loyalty came into question again, then grabbed a large stick with the other.

      “Watch out!” I shouted as a shot came down from the drones and almost hit Kinara. She was too fast, though, leaping out of the shot’s path and then coming in to fly up and attack the hunter up high. With one above and one below, the hunter was spinning and striking, shouting.

      “Jalee, attack!” he shouted, but that’s where I came in, at least.

      “Jalee, take over the drones!” I countered, totem in hand. This was my world, and apparently that meant something. She grinned, darting in and moving about the hunter in her flashes of electricity, until she darted back out with a metal band around her wrist, that she’d taken from the hunter.

      “Back,” she growled, though the other two didn’t hear.

      “BACK!” I shouted, jamming my hand into my pocket so that I was touching all three totems at once. I’d have to find a better way of going about this.

      It worked though, both women moving away from the hunter at the exact second the drones opened fire on the hunter. He threw his arms up to block his face as the helmet closed back over his face, the shots mostly dinging off his armor, though at least two got through. Blood seeped from his armor as he spun and went for me.

      Fuck.

      He had that sword again, but before it could connect, the panda demon was there again to knock it out of his hand and slice at him with one of her horned, tattered wings. With a heavy strike, he knocked her out of the air and then spun to slam that fist into my chest. I went flying back and rolled across the ground, pain surging through my chest. More shots hit the hunter from the drones, more blasts from Jalee, but he had me, lifted me into the air, and slammed his helmet into my face.

      I was vaguely aware of him dragging me, explosions, burning trees, and then that damn platform floating through the air… me on it.
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      Holy hell, I was now the bait to lure them to me. He had managed to get the platform over and it whirred to life and started to lift off the water, but good for me, the ladies were there at the shore, ready to make the move.

      “You know who these monsters are?” the hunter said, his voice metallic again, now that the helmet was back in place. I assume it had been an intimidation technique, but now he saw we were at least a bit of a threat. “They aren’t your friends. Monsters don’t befriend humans, and they certainly aren’t… your lovers.”

      That last bit came out like he couldn’t believe it was even something to mention. The thought of monsters and humans together disgusted him. Worse than that, these women—or at least Kinara, though I wasn’t sure about the new one—disgusted him in their own right.

      He stood over me, red eye focused on them. “What is your purpose here? They told you about some great destiny? A legend you’re supposed to fulfil?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all. As far as I’m concerned, I’m only trying to stop you from being a jackass and hurting them.”

      “It is my right to do so.”

      Scoffing, I’d had enough of this guy. He had some sort of trap planned I imagined, or maybe this was more of a standoff. The other three were lined up, ready, and Jalee had the remaining four drones floating behind her, ready to strike.

      We might as well get this over with. I was about to act, when I noticed the hunter grumbling something to a flickering light in his hand. Something about… betrayal? I wondered if that had to do with the sword.

      He spun and stuck out his hand so that the sword appeared, slicing right for my head. The strike never connected, though, for two reasons. First, the sword vanished from his grip. Second, bursts of electricity assaulted the platform, fading as Kinara and the panda demon landed and came in swinging.

      This man wasn’t out of tricks though, no longer worried about his sword and instead striking at them with fists. Only, as he struck, the armor around his arms burst out into spikes, and when he struck at empty air, some of those spikes shot out. One caught Kinara in the thigh and she fell to the platform.

      I tried to scramble over to get her, when he turned with one of those metal spikes coming my way. My bat sense was in full effect, so that I sensed it and its trajectory and was barely able to throw myself out of the way. If the hunter hadn’t been distracted by the fight, I imagine three more would have followed that I couldn’t have dodged. As it was, drones shot at him and the assault continued.

      One hand shot out and managed to snatch the panda demon up by her tail, swinging her around tossing her out into the water, then spinning to send a net out to take Jalee from the sky. The net hit and lit up, only it must have been electric because the effect was lost on her, seeming to give her more energy. Another sort of problem came though, as it made her wings vanish and sent her spiraling toward the water. I had seen the effects of water on her before, and knew that was no good.

      “Get her!” I shouted, and Kinara saw, throwing herself out there and around to slam into the thunderbird and send her spiraling over to the platform.

      Kinara, however, found the jolting electricity racking her body, slamming into the side of the platform before falling—but I was there, gripping her wrist and pulling her up as the net fell into the water and sputtered out.

      The panda demon was skittering about the hunter, dodging a burst of flame from a shoulder mount. But now all of us were on that platform, so we pushed the attack as one. I clicked my tongue for enhanced senses. Doing this felt like a video game. I mostly watched and shouted orders. Eventually, I’d have to get myself a weapon, or maybe Jalee could show me how to control the drones. In the meantime, this would have to do.

      A well-placed strike from the panda demon tore at a section of the hunter’s armor, exposing twisted, burnt flesh. Kinara landed on his shoulders, pounding at his helmet even as blood dripped from her thigh.

      “Back!” Jalee shouted, and lunged, hand on the exposed skin to send bursts of electricity through the hunter. His entire suit lit up, glowing from within as his body shook. He growled and slammed his forearm into her, one of those spikes sticking into her clavicle as she stumbled away. But we attacked again, and again she got him with the electricity, this time moving out of the way of his attack before it landed the strike. He staggered, hand on one of the columns.

      We were actually doing it! We had this guy worried.

      His platform shook, clouds surging in toward him, and then strange writing appeared in the air around the columns—glowing green, like scratches but with patterns to them. I recognized the patterns thanks to my limited understanding of code. While I couldn’t make out the symbols, I had no doubt this was writing of sorts. Some sort of code or spell that opened the door to the monsterverse. Thinking quick, I took my phone and was pleased to see the water hadn’t ruined it. What a ways we had come with these waterproof phones! I snapped a picture of the monster writing, then turned to the opening to the other world, frozen in awe at the sight.

      I caught a glimpse and it was strange—a prism in the sky, colors moving through it. Land that was flat but with lines along it that looked like great canyons, perhaps. Maybe this was a land above the other, or… below? The sky showed only white, nothing more, though as I watched three figures on similar platforms appeared, turning to face us, drawing large swords and spears into their hands, one with what looked like a rifle out of a science fiction game.

      “You’re not getting away that easily,” Kinara growled, charging into him.

      The panda demon was there, too, but instead of going for him, she slammed into one of the metal pillars, causing some of that green writing to vanish. So, too, did the gateway, and any chance this guy had of going back for now.

      Jalee, however, hovered on her electric wings, watching with green, horrified eyes. Shit, he must have been able to take control of her again when he had damaged her. Had he muttered her name in there somewhere? I quickly pocketed my cell, searching for her totem.

      The hunter snarled, then turned to Jalee and said, “Let me see their bones.”

      She looked at me first with those green eyes, pointed, and the assault began. Wave after wave of bolts of lightning striking through the clouds.

      “Jalee,” I said, staring into her green eyes as she sent volts galore through me. With my shield it wasn’t horrible, but it still hurt like I was being punched repeatedly. Not that the hunter knew—he likely thought I was about to die. “This isn’t you.”

      She leaned in, lightning crackling around her so that it was all that could be seen. “I know,” she hissed, and a flash of blue went through her eyes. “I’m no longer his, even if he knows my name. This is part of the act—when you say go, we strike.”

      My mind barely registered what she had just told me, but then I nodded, ignoring the pain and focusing on getting this guy. “Do it.”

      She released me, turning her attack on the hunter.

      “Now!” I shouted to the others, and went for his legs.

      To my relief, the panda demon attacked from above so that we toppled him into the water. I couldn’t be sure where Kinara was, but hoped she had made it to safety. We had been here before, but this time I had a very specific idea in mind of what needed to be done. With the thunderbird token in hand, I had to hope I could get through to Jalee without being heard.

      Pushing the panda demon away, I commanded in the water, “Lightning strike!” as I focused on the thunderbird totem.

      It was almost instantaneous, as if she had known what I wanted and was waiting for the right moment. My water movement allowed me to maneuver the hunter so that he couldn’t escape, using air and pressure to keep him down as that lightning shot through us, rocking him over and over. To say it didn’t hurt would be a lie, but whatever shield I’d taken from Jalee was keeping the strikes from being lethal or even too painful, for me.

      The hunter tried to turn his attack on me, but I used my water movement to dart out of range, then come back again to hold him down as more electricity hit. I was running out of air, but he wasn’t quite down and out, yet. Another blast, and just as I felt I wasn’t going to make it a second longer, those drones came plummeting through the water. They pummeled into him like bowling balls, and he fell limp, sinking to the bottom.

      For a second I stared, wondering how we were going to tie him up and demand to know the way to get back to his world. I started to swim to the surface, when the panda demon shot down into the water, going after him. I kept pushing up, but had to look to see what she was doing.

      Just before I surfaced, she had reached him, removed his helmet, and started ripping at his throat with her claws.

      Shit! I took a huge breath at the surface, then dove down—too late. Blood was coloring the water all around the two, to the point that I couldn’t see. I was about to swim down to them, but found I didn’t have to. When I started, she appeared through the blood, swimming past me and holding something round. She passed, and I thought I was going to be sick at the sight of the object, clearly the hunter’s severed head.

      As she went though, I noticed a strange, red light. It was like a ball, floating with her. She turned to me, coming closer, and made eye contact. The red glowed through her, but she held out a hand and it flowed from her into me. Tingling ran up my arm, then into my chest, and she was moving again up to the surface. Maybe some sort of powerup?

      I followed her, pulling myself out of the water and onto the now-righted platform, and shouted, “What the fuck?!”

      “Ichor.” The panda girl glared at me, tossed the head down, and we glared at each other while Kinara and Jalee came to join us. “You should be thanking me.”

      “Ew,” was all Kinara said, staring at the head.

      Jalee eyed it, then growled and grabbed the panda demon by the neck, hand lighting up with electricity. “You overstepped.”

      “I made sure the hunter is dead, as is my duty,” the panda demon said. “You all seem rather put off by this, yet you were fighting him. I’m confused.”

      “They were hoping to see how he would attempt to retreat back to your world,” I explained.

      Jalee let go of her, hanging her head. “He was our ticket back to the monsterverse.”

      “And that’s what you really want?” Kinara asked.

      “It’s not about what I want. It’s about family, and promises.”

      The panda demon frowned, looking around. “Wait, where are we? This isn’t the monsterverse?”

      “Not remotely,” Jalee replied.

      “It’s not all bad,” Kinara cut in, stepping over to me and wrapping an arm around my waist. “We have Ferris here, and we can still try to find other ways through. Plus, there’re some monsters here we’ve been asked to hunt down. That sounds pretty fun to me.”

      “And having a hunter’s head isn’t the worst thing that could’ve resulted from today,” Jalee admitted. She eyed me, then nodded. “Neither is staying with you a bit longer.”

      “Thanks?” I wouldn’t have minded if she’d been a bit more excited at the idea of having more time with me, but I’d take it. Turning to the panda demon, I asked, “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Are you joining us? We can brief you on the way.”

      She frowned, looked down at her nude form, then each of us. I hadn’t noticed before, but she had cute freckles along her chest, going down to just the upper part of her breasts. Hey, she was looking, it was hard for me not to notice, too.

      “I’m still trying to understand where we are,” she admitted.

      “Guys,” Jalee said, hands out, eyeing the two metal pillars on each side of the platform. “First of all, I don’t know how to operate this thing, but… it’s ours now, right? And it might be the key to getting back.”

      “Actually, tech makes sense,” I said, eyeing the pillars as much to try and see what they were as to avoid staring at the panda demon. “Jalee, you know how to work it, since you were…?”

      “With the fucking hunter?!” Kinara shoved the thunderbird. “I’m still pissed you didn’t tell us!”

      “I can see that.” Jalee held up her hands. “But I explained, and now… now you’re going to need my help with… everything. You want to hunt down other monsters, become the hunter? This could be the key. Plus,” she twisted her hand, and the four drones rose out of the water, ominously, “these little friends.”

      “And I have this,” the panda demon said, holding out her hand and making that creepy sword appear again. “Though… I still don’t understand what we’re doing.”

      “You’re alone in this world, and we’re your only friends,” Kinara said. “Just assume you’re on board, and we’ll fill you in on the way.”

      “I assume we’ll go back to Ahlaksiz?” I said. “She’ll be the most help, and might even have answers about the platform.”

      The others nodded, except for the panda demon who simply placed the sword at her waist—a belt unfurled from it, creating a sheath at the same time. It looked entirely too big for her, but also badass. She grinned, legs apart and hand on her sword hilt.

      “Lead the way.”

      I nodded, excited to get back to check in with Ahlaksiz, and figuring we should probably get in that shopping trip soon, too. I had no idea how we were going to get the platform back, and was a bit worried about getting back to the car with a naked woman, but knew that with our team, we’d figure it out.
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      Thanks to my understanding of patterns and codes, I was able to work with Jalee to get the platform in the air, and even figure out how to operate it with a cloaking device.

      “Stay where you can see the car,” I said as she dropped us off at shore. “Watch to see which one Kinara and I enter, and stick with it the whole way. I’ll return it, and we can use this thing going forward for our hunt.”

      “Who would’ve thought I would ever become a hunter,” Kinara said with a chuckle.

      “And me?” the panda demon asked.

      Licking my lips, I tried not to think of her as a beautiful, nude monster girl, but as a friend for the time being. Focusing on making eye contact, I said, “Until we get you clothes, you should ride on the platform, if that’s okay. After, I’m sure we’re all excited to get to know you and see how you fit into this team.”

      “She’ll fit just fine, I’m sure,” Kinara said, flicking her tongue out playfully.

      The panda demon raised her brow, but smiled a second later. “This lady likes to fuck, I see it in her eyes.”

      I laughed, and nodded. “Can’t deny that.”

      Jalee cleared her throat, nodding to the people ahead who were starting to glance our way. We all agreed it was time to go, and soon were on the road, preparing to get to the next part of our journey. It was time for the hunt. Time to listen to Ahlaksiz, see what she had to tell us about these other monsters, and somehow figure out how to get Jalee home, if she still wanted that by the time our adventure was over.

      Kinara slept the whole way back, giving me time to stare wide eyed at the hills on our way and think how amazing life could be. We had gone up against the hunter and taken him down. Even decapitated him, though that hadn’t been the plan. I’d had more sex in the last two days than in my entire previous life (which wasn’t saying a lot, but still). And now we had another monster girl in our mix, though I didn’t have any idea what role she would play in it all.

      When we got back and after I returned the car, I was excited to see how riding this thing went. I climbed aboard and helped Kinara up.

      “Got the hang of it so far?” I asked Jalee.

      “Not only that, I’m finding it’s easier than controlling the drones,” she replied. “I think my power with electricity really helps.”

      “But no luck with opening a gate,” the panda demon said.

      “You tried?”

      Jalee looked sheepish. “Not to leave you behind, but… to see if I could.”

      I nodded, hoping that was the truth.

      “How much farther?” the panda demon asked, and she sat, legs out in front of her and spread—very un-ladylike, especially considering that she was nude. “I’m getting a bit anxious to get more answers.”

      “Right.” I eyed Kinara, and she got the hint. She began to fill in the blanks on everything we knew, while I helped Jalee with directions to Ahlaksiz’s shop.

      Jalee glanced down and chuckled. “You humans… you do have healthy sexual appetites, don’t you?”

      “Give me a break,” I countered. “You telling me you didn’t have a clit-boner the whole way over, seeing her like that?”

      “A clit boner?” She laughed. “Is that a thing?”

      “You got me, I’m just saying…” I shrugged. “Wait, what am I arguing about? Yes, I have a very healthy sexual appetite, it turns out. Thank you for recognizing it.”

      “I not only recognize it, as long as I’m here I’ll do my best to satiate it.”

      With a deep breath and adjustment of my package to alleviate the pressure, I put a hand on her back and pointed. “That way.”

      Off we went to check in, ready to see what came next. Only, when we found Ahlaksiz’s shop she wasn’t there, a sign on the door saying it was closed.

      “Damn, what now?” I said, looking around for options. We had the platform parked in the trees out back, still cloaked, but wanted to study it more before we went off on more adventures.

      “Kinara mentioned your strange food,” Jalee said, hand on her stomach. “I could… eat. Or try it, anyway.”

      “Yeah?”

      I grinned, hungry myself. All of the fighting and near death had worked up an appetite. Pulling out my phone to check for nearby places to eat, I saw that it wouldn’t turn on. Rotating it, I saw why—the back was completely fried, even melted a bit. Damn. That final shock that had taken out the hunter must’ve fried it. My pictures were shot, though I realized they might have gone to the cloud, if I was lucky.

      Glancing around, the sign that caught my attention was a hamburger joint. Perfect. I had found some shorts and a t-shirt that was way too large for the panda demon, but worked better than trying to take her to get food in her birthday suit—as fun as that would have been for me.

      “I’ll show you ladies how Americans do it,” I said, mouth already watering with anticipation.

      Eyeing them as we walked, I turned to the panda demon and said, “Don’t suppose you feel like sharing your name?”

      She pursed her lips, eyed the two ladies, then hissed, “Is he serious?”

      “Both of them know mine,” Jalee said, her expression showing how much this bothered her.

      “And he knows mine,” Kinara said with a shrug. “We’re a team… I suppose that means trust.”

      “That so?” Jalee asked. “You’re going to tell me yours soon?”

      Kinara frowned, eyeing her, then shook her head. “Not yet, but… maybe soon.”

      Jalee scoffed.

      “Same with me,” the panda demon said. “I’ll see how this team thing works out, then who knows.”

      “Something I can call you in the meantime?” I asked, and we reached the burger joint, so I opened the door for them.

      “What’re we eating?” she asked.

      “Burgers, fries… and I’m going to insist you try milkshakes.”

      She grinned, showing those crazy sharp teeth. “Milkshake, then.”

      They entered, earning a few confused glances by large men who had that truck-driver look to them.

      “Yes, I’ll get you a milkshake,” I said, stepping up to examine the menu.

      The panda demon eyed me, a sort of crazy seriousness to her. “Sure, but I mean that’s what you can call me. Milkshake.”

      Who was I to argue? I ordered myself a barbecue-bacon burger with cheese, medium-rare, and some of the same for them but made sure to order them as rare as possible. For milkshakes I got strawberry, chocolate, and one marshmallow, figuring we could share those. And, of course, a large order of chili-cheese fries.

      “I don’t understand,” Milkshake said. It would take some time to get used to referring to her like that, but I went with it, repeating her new name a couple of times in my mind.

      “These are burgers,” I told them, handing out their extra-rare ones. “You can skip the bun and go for the meat, if you want, or eat it like this.” I took mine in both hands and bit into it, cherishing the crispy bacon and dripping patty, perfected by melted cheese and barbecue sauce with a bit of tang to it.

      Watching them try the burgers was fun, especially since they all seemed to be enjoying them—yes, even Kinara. I was relieved to have found an option for her other than squirrel. Only Milkshake went with the bun and all, and I got the sense she would be happy to eat anything I gave her.

      “And these?” she asked, already digging into the fries. “Holy penisholes, this is amazing.”

      One of the truckers gave her a humored sideways glance.

      “Chili-cheese fries,” I said, sliding over the marshmallow milkshake. “Amazing. Now wash it down with this.”

      She took a long slurp, eyes closing as she did, then they popped open and stared at me, wide. “I want to have your babies.”

      I nearly choked on my bite of burger. “Excuse me?”

      “This is fuck-tabulous!” She stood, holding up the milkshake for the truckers to see. “Have you tried one of these? Here, have a sip, it’s amazing.”

      “Thanks, lady,” the guy who had looked over earlier said with a chuckle, but held up his hand with a wedding ring on it. “No need to flirt, I’m a married man.”

      His buddies laughed, returning to their food and giving me looks of respect and admiration. Hey, I was there with three beautiful ladies, and in a city in Southern California, whatever oddities they showed would be interpreted simply as some sort of cosplay fun.

      Milkshake sat down again and took another long sip, this time moving her tongue around the straw suggestively before leaning back and eyeing the other two ladies and saying, “Seriously, have either of you claimed him yet? If not, I’m taking him right here, right now.”

      “Actually, we’re kind of sharing him,” Kinara said. “You can get in on this.”

      “She can?” Jalee eyed Milkshake with skepticism.

      “Of course. Why not? The guy’s hornier than a rickorat, anyway.”

      They all laughed, as if I was supposed to get that.

      “I don’t get a say in this?” I asked. All three of the ladies stared at me, waiting. I laughed. “Who am I kidding, that sounds amazing.”

      “Damn right it does,” Milkshake said, and went in for more chili fries.

      The other ladies, I’m sad to say, didn’t enjoy the fries or the milkshakes. They found the former too much like eating trees, as Kinara put it, the latter like drinking flowers.

      I was fine with that, content that I had found at least one food they could all enjoy, and very much focused on what it would be like to have all three of them in bed at the same time. Only one problem there—we would need to find ourselves a bed, first.

      For now, though, we finished our meal while we waited for Ahlaksiz to return. After that, we’d have our destination and either find a hotel or make suitable living arrangements. Somewhere to, shall we say, explore my new group dynamic. Maybe my old apartment, now that the hunter was gone? Then again, there was that cop with the tail, another thread I’d be curious to pull on.

      As for the monster hunt, that would come, no doubt. And then it would be fucking on.
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      I thought it would be fun to include simple drawings of the ladies for you. Below are their first names, so that you don’t get spoilers if you look at this before reading. Here you go!
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      (1) Charop: A bat girl who Ferris first summoned in his closet thanks to an obsidian bat his brother gave him. His brother didn’t know what it was, of course. Her favorite foods include raw meat, squirrel, and whatever she can catch.
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      (2) Jalee: The thunderbird, first summoned out at Big Bear Lake. Her wings come out with electricity. She likes a little spark in her relationships.
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      (3) Milkshake: She’s a bit of a red-panda hybrid with regular panda, meets demon. Kind of. We’ll find out more soon! For now, suffice it to say she enjoys milkshakes and hamburgers.
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      Stay tuned for book 2! I’m rolling right into it. I trust the end of this book gives you a good idea of what’s to come—more eating burgers, learning about the monsterverse as they hunt monsters, and yes… plenty of fucking. Milkshake might get a name, but she’ll definitely get that dick (probably? Who knows what could happen!)

      What excites me about this story? The idea of it being less about destiny and being some hero by DNA, more about this guy who rises up and builds his harem from monsters, having fun with it. They caught a glimpse of the monsterverse, so maybe they’ll get a chance to go there. But what I like, at least right now, is the idea of living life on Earth with these monster girls. Having fun.

      I hope you stay with me on this journey. Please leave reviews, and join in the conversation on my Facebook group. What worked for you in the story? What would you like to see more of? I want to hear from you!

      

      Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/JamieHawke
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      SAMPLE:

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “That you gave me no choice.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m the boss now?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Seems to be,” Milkshake replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What do you mean?” Jalee asked.

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

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

      “Tell them about the tail,” Kinara said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “How do we contact you?” I asked.

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

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

      “A coin?”

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

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

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

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

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

      I guffawed. “Why not phones? Email?”

      “Not for me.”

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

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

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

      “What do you mean?”

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

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

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

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

      “If you’d like.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They laughed at this, though Milkshake looked appalled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      That would be the first step in our hunt, while Ahlaksiz would await my picture of the writing, so she could figure out a proper gateway back to the monsterverse.

      

      (Find it on Amazon and KU)
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      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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