
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Monster Girl in the Attic

      



    





Masters of the Monsterverse Book 4

    

    





      
        Jamie Hawke

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Double Down Press]
          [image: Double Down Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Jamie Hawke

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  







            Welcome

          

        

      

    

    
      



  





Be Part of the Group!

      Want to never miss one of my releases? Join my newsletter and you’ll also get an EXCLUSIVE BOXSET, which includes several stories from my series that you can’t find anywhere else, along with the free novels, CHARM SCHOOL OUTCASTS and SUPERS: EX SUCCUBUS.

      

      
        
        SIGN UP HERE

      

      

      
        
        www.subscribepage.com/AuthorJamieHawke

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Newsletter]
          
        

      

      
        
        Join the FB group

      

        

      
        www.facebook.com/JamieHawkeAuthor

      

        

      
        Find me on Patreon

      

        

      
        https://www.patreon.com/JamieHawke

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Every bone in my body tingled, every part of me fully aware of itself and the power coursing through it, as I sat on the rooftop of my apartment building in meditation.

      We had arrived back in the states at dusk, fully rested, but decided to wait for nightfall before we would ride over to La Canada and commence with our plan. Namely, to infiltrate the mansion and steal the other half of the sun disk, so we could open a portal to the monsterverse. A crazy idea, but one I believed I was as ready for as I could ever be. There was my new ability to reach into my energy core, to advance in ways first shown to me by my team, then Vaper. Suiko the ghost and Koharu the monkey woman had both joined us and were downstairs preparing dinner and washing up with the others. What brought me the most confidence—as well as worry—was the latest monster I’d managed to summon, thanks to the Iridant and Vaper’s training. Ifrit meets lava monster, Devasla.

      Hence the need for me to meditate. I wanted to ensure I was as ready as could be, and to get a chance to speak with her once more before bringing her into battle. Unfortunately, I was having a much harder time here. That made sense, considering what Vaper had told me about spiritual places, but it also worried me—if I couldn’t summon her here, would I be able to at the mansion, when we would need her to join the fight?

      I breathed in deep and looked out at the strange colors floating around me. Orange and pink strands of wind, similar to clouds in the sunset but much more vibrant, streamed past, circling me as if they were cloths swirling in the wind. Aside from them, though, there was no regular wind; not that I could feel, anyway. Little golden specks of light reflected nearby, indicating spiritual energy of some sort, but completely failed in comparison to what I had been able to see at the Suicide Forest with Vaper.

      “No luck?” Suiko asked, floating out of my chest as a ball of blue light, then taking on her womanly form. Her long, black hair fell past her breasts, her white kimono making her look very out of place here on an apartment rooftop in Glendale, California. Two palm trees stood behind her, one on either side so that they looked almost like a frame, with her and the vibrant colors like a very strange tropical postcard.

      I grinned at the sight of her, then marveled as the balls of light, normally stable, floated around her as if in a dance. She eyed them too, with curiosity.

      “Not yet,” I admitted, answering her question. “It’s like I was someone else over there. Yes, Fuji was magical in its way, but just being in Japan seemed to open something in me.”

      “Maybe you’d like to return, in a sense?” she asked and held her hand out as if offering me a gift.

      I stared for a moment in confusion, then her meaning became clear.

      “That’s not a bad idea, actually,” I said, nodding. She floated over, and I closed my eyes as she merged with me again.

      We immediately went to our special place. A sort of mental haven where it was just us, and she was as she had been, holding out her hand. But now a small crystal ball was there, one that had moving images within of my time in Japan. I chose a moment to return that that had been very peaceful—the onsen near Nikko. The one where I had gone with Ahlaksiz. There I was, in the memory, feeling the heat of the waters as I soaked, Ahlaksiz nearby, nude, her cute little cougar ears lying back as she breathed out in relaxation.

      I let the steam engulf my face, the water completely relaxing me, and yet I could still feel my body on that apartment rooftop at the same time. It was a trip! Tapping into my core, I was able to view the image Basty had given me before, to see the paths that opened to me. The druid route I had taken, but visuals for my other abilities as well, including the connection the Iridant gave me to the other world.

      To my surprise, Devasla flashed into my mind, fire all around her, a head exploding as she stomped on it. My mind spun, the image of her vanishing. It had been too much, to be on the rooftop, in the hot spring, and with her, all at once. I breathed out, looking at Ahlaksiz, and let the memory flash forward so we were making love on the towels, amongst the trees beyond the onsen. I had a reason for coming to this moment, because at the time I hadn’t known one of the monkey guards had been watching. Now, though, I turned as my cock slid into Ahlaksiz, and clicked my tongue. There was no way I would have seen the monkey woman sitting in the darkness without this power, but now I could make her out clearly enough. As I’d learned, she had a clear view of me from behind, and the thought of her watching like that turned me on.

      “Is this really what you want me to see?” Suiko asked, and I was pulled back to the rooftop, yanked out of our special place completely.

      “Oh…” I frowned. “You see… all of that?”

      She met my eyes, not showing how she felt about it, one way or the other. “The vision is only possible because of our connection. You can assume I not only see but experience it. As pleasurable as that was, I’m not sure we’re quite at the level where I should be experiencing the pleasure of your cock sliding into her.”

      “Fatima,” I said, grinning at the use of Ahlaksiz’s “codename.”

      “Right. My history with Fatima is complicated. My knowing of you has only just begun. Please do take that into consideration.”

      I gulped, unable to even start to understand what it would be like for her to be in my memory, feeling that moment as I’d felt it. Wow. And considering what she must have experienced in her life, I had no idea what she would be comparing it with. Life, and death, I should say, as she had apparently been a ghost for some time.

      “Why was she watching you?” Suiko asked. “The monkey woman.”

      I shrugged but licked my lips with the thought of one idea of why. Desire on her part. But the answer I gave was the more logical, less interesting one. “They had to keep an eye on Ahlaksiz while she had the Eye of Ra.”

      Suiko considered this, then nodded. Tilting her head toward the rooftop door, she said, “I sense they are discussing you—maybe they’re ready?”

      “Or gossiping, in which case I don’t want to barge in.”

      She nodded, then started to sink through the rooftop at her feet. Before I could protest, she was gone. I stared at the spot for a few heartbeats, then watched as she reemerged.

      “And…?”

      Her smile gave it away. “You were right. Nothing you’d want to interrupt.”

      “Well, now I’m curious.”

      “Too late. I asked if they were ready for you, and they said they are.”

      I nodded, blinked so that the spirit sight, as I decided to call it at that moment, faded. What was left was the dark blue sky with a hint of orange and streaks of pink on the horizon. It was almost time to make our move on the mansion, so perfect timing for a quick snack. My joints cracked as I pushed myself up. To my relief, Suiko floated along at my side while I made my way back down. Not that I minded her being inside of me, but sometimes I liked having her company in the more traditional sense.

      Before we reached the last step, I turned to her. “Sorry, about before. I didn’t realize…”

      “It was quite enjoyable,” she admitted, offering me a playful grin.

      “Oh. Good?”

      “Very good, but not again until I’m ready. If I’m ever ready.”

      I nodded, opened the door for her—as if she needed it—and we made our way to my apartment. The door across the hallways was closed, so I had to assume Alex and Arturo were either busy or away. When I’d been around more, they’d leave the door open, claiming that doing so made them feel their apartment was bigger, as if the whole hallway were theirs, too. I figured it was really because they wanted more company, as I, or others who lived there, would often stop by to hang out.

      Ahlaksiz had been the one to make food, apparently having gone for a grocery run while I was up on the roof. She had made several dishes, but the one that excited me most was lasagna.

      “Perfect timing,” she said, cutting into it as I entered.

      “How long was I up there?” I asked, amazed she had managed to get so much done.

      “Not long, but I have some tricks up my sleeves.”

      I nodded, eyeing the lasagna, then the plate of tacos, seaweed salad, and some raw meat at the side of the counter where Kinara stood. Milrae was munching from a plate of fully loaded nachos, while Jalee and Koharu leaned against the wall, staring out the window. The two had apparently been in the middle of a conversation, but now that I was back, everyone turned my way.

      “Don’t let me interrupt,” I said, ignoring the sly smiles some of them shared. The room was quite crowded, it being a small, studio-style apartment. The main room was both my living and sleeping area, connecting directly to the kitchen.

      “Don’t eat too much, we need to head out soon and don’t want you cramping up,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Then why’d you cook so much?”

      “We have a big group now.” She shrugged. “Plus, you never know when or if we’ll have time. Good to have leftovers.”

      I shrugged, not able to argue with that. Taking a spot at the counter, I accepted a slice of the lasagna and dug in. Damn, the woman knew how to cook! This wasn’t some watery, skimpy lasagna, but full of meat and marinara, and I was guessing at least seven types of cheeses. She had clearly let it cool or found a way to make it cool faster, as it didn’t burn my mouth in the slightest.

      “Oh my God!” I exclaimed, relishing the taste.

      “I’m glad you like it.” Ahlaksiz dished up some for the others, then leaned against the fridge, eyeing me with a serious look—down to business.

      “The mansion?” I asked.

      “Actually, I was thinking of another, but related matter. Do you think you’re ready?”

      “Ah, to call on this new monster…” I took another bite, looked away, and shook my head.

      “What do you mean? Is that a no?”

      I finished chewing, then swallowed. “It’s a… maybe. I managed to get in touch with her, in a sense, but am still not quite at the point of it working every time.”

      “How’d you manage?” Koharu asked, walking over and reaching past me for one of the tacos.

      I blushed, remembering the memory I’d entered, and how she had watched. When I didn’t respond, she gave me a confused look, then turned her focus to the taco.

      “What matters is we have our team, and I think I’ll be able to manage it. Maybe.” I eyed Basty, who was burying his face in a plate of seaweed salad. The sight of him eating like a little gremlin made me laugh, but caught me by surprise, as I didn’t remember him eating vegetables before.

      “I’d argue that what matters is our success rate,” Jalee countered. “But what do I know? I’m just here to have fun.”

      “Bullshit,” Kinara said, shaking her head. “But if that’s the story you want to tell yourself, sure. It might help with the sting if we don’t succeed, but I argue for simply not letting that be an option. Ferris, whatever it takes. We didn’t go all the way to that mountain and search out Vaper only for you to choke up when the moment comes.”

      “Harsh,” I said but nodded. “I’ll get it done.”

      “Good.” She ate more of her raw meat, nasty blood dribbling down her chin.

      “And Amabie?” I asked.

      “I’ve been thinking about her,” Ahlaksiz said. “There’s no lake on the way, but there was the lake in the backyard.”

      “You want to call for her there?”

      Ahlaksiz took a deep breath, then sighed. “Unless you have any better ideas.”

      Considering that I didn’t, I said so and agreed—we would head to the mansion complex, try to get Amabie with us before our adventure into the mansion, and get to work. First, though, and as Jalee, Milrae, and Koharu helped Ahlaksiz store the food and pack some for the car, Kinara excitedly announced that she had cookies for the neighbors.

      “What?” I asked.

      “They like cake, and I thought that cookies with frosting would be perfect, so… voila!”

      “Learning new words?” She grinned. “Yeah, Ahlaksiz was telling us about all these places she’s traveled on Earth. After seeing Tunisia and Japan, I’ve got the ‘travel bug,’ as she called it.”

      “Me, too,” I admitted, then finally looked at the cookies she’d held up. Oreos! I had to laugh.

      “What, no good?”

      “Oh, they’re great. Arturo especially loves them.”

      “Perfect!” She skipped across the hall, knocked on their door, and stood waiting. I frowned, not sure if I should tell her they probably weren’t home.

      Then the door opened and standing there in her cop uniform with a pleased grin was none other than Ahlaksiz’s daughter—Bloodsong.
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      “We, uh, brought cookies for Alex and Arturo,” Kinara said, craning her neck to see past Bloodsong.

      “They’re taking a little vacation, courtesy of the Los Angeles Police Department,” Bloodsong replied, eyes never leaving mine.

      “Why are you in their apartment?” I asked.

      “Waiting.”

      “For us?” Kinara asked, finally giving up looking for them.

      Bloodsong nodded. “It seems you left a bit of a mess behind. There’s talk in the local monster community, and it would seem they’re out to get you. I’ve been staked out here, keeping an eye out and warning off anyone who looks suspicious. You’re lucky you weren’t attacked on your way in.”

      “Ah, we arrived on the roof and were cloaked,” I explained, then rubbed my chin, considering her. “How do we know you’re not with them?”

      “Have I attacked you yet? Invited you in for some poisoned… cookies?” She eyed the Oreos, then grinned. “Arturo would love those.”

      “That’s what I said! Wait, how…?”

      “I managed to make my initial contact seem nonchalant,” she explained. “Met them at a bar, and only when they both took turns asking for my number did, I explain who I was and that I needed their place for a stakeout. They both tried to use that as a way to sleep with me, but they weren’t about to get this pussy.”

      My jaw dropped, not expecting language like that from her. Then I remembered that she was Ahlaksiz’s daughter, and therefore at least half cat. Kinara had already caught on, apparently, because she laughed.

      “What’s going on out h—” Ahlaksiz’s voice followed us, and I turned to see her standing there with eyes wide in shock. “You?”

      Bloodsong nodded. “I was wondering why he never called. Turns out, he opted for the mom instead of the daughter.”

      “I wasn’t aware I was making any choices, but—”

      Both turned to glare at me, shutting me right up. Not my place to speak. Got it.

      “This isn’t about you,” Ahlaksiz said. “It’s monster world stuff. You wouldn’t understand.”

      Bloodsong scoffed, ran a hand through her hair, and then met my gaze again. “They’re going to find out you’re here. What’s the plan? Try to set up base in this apartment complex, hope my mom and your other new friends are enough to defend the place?”

      “No, we—” Kinara started.

      Ahlaksiz was at our side in a flash, hand on Kinara’s mouth, sharp teeth forming and ears shooting up as she hissed. “That’s none of your business. But for the record, no.”

      The woman stared at her mother, neither backing down. At least, not until Bloodsong said, “Let me help.”

      “You chose your side.”

      “I can re-choose.”

      Silence followed, as I figured we were all wondering the same thing—was she saying she would leave the department behind, join us to fight alongside her mother? Judging by her clenched jaw and look of determination, that was exactly what she meant.

      “Listen,” Bloodsong lowered her voice, making it sound more like a plea now than an argument, “I have the law enforcement angle. We don’t know, but that could come in handy. I know people with the Organization—”

      “Not STP, right?” I asked.

      She frowned, then shook her head vigorously. “That would be the opposite side of the aisle. I’m referring to one of monsters, one that undoubtedly has their hooks in the very same people you mean to make a move against. By the way, why do you look so young?” Bloodsong asked her mom. “I mean, you look like you could be my sister.”

      “Thanks. Eye of Ra.”

      “You…” Bloodsong’s face went pale, and she took a step away. “You don’t have it with you now, do you?”

      Ahlaksiz grinned, teasingly, but finally said, “No. We borrowed it temporarily. It’s a long story, but I can tell you on the way.”

      “Great. To where, exactly?”

      “La Canada Flintridge, just up the two—”

      “I know where it is.” Bloodsong tapped her police badge as if that meant she should know everything about the area. What did I know—maybe it meant exactly that. “Thing is, you’re meant to say ‘La Cañada,’ with a rolling N. Not like Canada, the country.”

      “Oh?” Ahlaksiz looked at me.

      I shrugged. “You’d think I’d know, but that place is kind of its own little world. Most of us around here forget it even exists, or would if not for a certain book I love. I read it, though, didn’t listen to audio, so… yeah, could be a rolling N.”

      “Whatever. It’s out in the middle of nowhere as far as we’re concerned, so I’m sticking with La Canada, like the country.”

      She glared at me, daring me to say otherwise, so I agreed. “Yup, like the country.”

      “Ignant,” Bloodsong said, saying the word incorrectly to drive the point home. “But do what you will. Won’t change my mind one way or the other.”

      “Hey, I tried,” her mom said with a wink at her daughter, and the two walked ahead, Ahlaksiz starting to tell her what she’d missed out on.

      From where I stood, we’d just gained another member of the team. If you counted Amabie, though I wasn’t sure we could yet, or Devasla, that made… I don’t know! I had to glance back at the others as they followed. So those four accounted for, plus Kinara, Jalee, Milrae, Koharu, then Suiko, and Basty. That made ten. Wowsers! Plus, it sounded like Yuki and Greg might join us before long, bringing their little one. In a sense, that would mean our team would go up to twelve or thirteen, kind of. I’d seen The Incredibles; I knew that babies could be little bad asses.

      My intimate circle, or what I decided to start thinking of as my Pride—because why not? I was proud of them and liked to consider myself a lion in this scenario—was only the four women. Hell, that was still three more than most! Plus, Suiko and Koharu were both somewhat involved, in the sense that the former experienced my intimate moments through me in my memories, and the latter had been watching me and Ahlaksiz before. I wasn’t certain, but both could end up being more involved than they currently were.

      We made our way to the stairs and up to the car, where we all piled in. It was more cramped than before, with the addition of Bloodsong, and since the car only fit eight comfortably. Kinara took her crowded-car spot on my lap, shifting her ass so each cheek pretty much held my hot dog in her buns. Her tail kind of pressed into me, but I wasn’t complaining. In the rear, Milrae required her own seat, so Jalee—whose electric wings only came out when activated—sat on Ahlaksiz’s lap. Twisting around wasn’t easy cramped like this, but I caught a glimpse of them briefly and thought I saw a smile on Jalee’s face, enjoying the closeness. Koharu and Bloodsong sat next to each other somewhat uneasily, while Suiko returned to travel inside of me. Considering I also had Basty on—as a hat again, because I guess he felt like it—you could say I was quite loaded with passengers.

      As we took off, Bloodsong broke the awkward silence. “So, Ferris, were you able to show them any more movies yet?”

      I laughed but shook my head. “No time. Can you believe it!”

      “You’ve been damn busy,” she admitted.

      I glanced over at Ahlaksiz in the driver's seat. “How much did you manage to tell her in that quick walk up here?”

      “The highlights, of course. About Yuki, Amabie—”

      “My memories of both are quite fond,” Bloodsong interjected.

      With a nod, Ahlaksiz continued, “We didn’t get into Tokyo Disney or any of our sexploits.”

      Nervous laughter escaped my lips, and I was about to elaborate on Disney, when Kinara turned and said, “Oh, that reminds me, Koharu. Why were you watching him and Ahlaksiz fuck, again?”

      “Language,” Ahlaksiz muttered, but it seemed she’d pretty much accepted it wasn’t even worth mentioning.

      I managed to shift enough to see that Koharu was facing away from the rest, trying to stare out the window as if she wasn’t there.

      “Maybe she didn’t mean to,” I said. “She was looking after the Eye of Ra, after all.”

      “K—I mean, Chirop, isn’t the only curious one,” Milrae said.

      “Drop it,” Jalee countered.

      Another beat of silence followed as we made our way up toward the hills that were La Canada—yes, La Canada pronounced incorrectly like the country, but I didn’t care.

      “I might have…” Koharu said, voice low, but then she raised it as she finished, “might have been a bit curious. For human and non-human to mate, well… it’s forbidden. By the Monkey Princess.”

      “So, you saw his pasty ass and figured you’d get a peep show?” Bloodsong asked, laughing. “This is too good.”

      “His ass is beautiful,” Jalee said.

      “Delightful,” Milrae added.

      My body twitched and my asshole tickled as I remembered certain tongues in that area. As others laughed, I had to wonder if human women would be anything like this. Riding in a car full of humans, would they start talking about sex and asses, or was this just a monster thing? I’d probably never know, but that was perfectly fine by me—I was living the dream.

      “To be clear,” Bloodsong said between laughs, “I’m the only one here to either not have been involved with Ferris, or at least seen him in action?”

      “Pretty much,” Ahlaksiz said, “although, there is Suiko.”

      “That’s complicated,” Suiko’s voice came from my chest, and one of those balls of light floated out, pulsating at my shoulder. “Ferris…?”

      I hadn’t really wanted to explain this but sighed and went ahead. “Suiko can recreate memories for me to go into, and I sort of went into the exact one we’re discussing. And…” I groaned, not wanting to finish.

      “And I not only saw Koharu watching—and yes, she was intently watching, as if studying it all—but I experienced the act as Ferris did.”

      “Is that so?” Ahlaksiz eyed me with curiosity. “And you didn’t think to mention this?”

      I squirmed, clutching onto Kinara as if she was a shield. “Should I have?”

      Ahlaksiz pursed her lips in thought, then said, “You are now, I suppose. Though, Suiko-san, I wonder how it compares to… you know.”

      “Unfortunately, much better.”

      I was about to ask, when Suiko pulsed and I was in a memory of hers, lying on tatami mats and with a very-different-looking Ahlaksiz, with dark hair and robes pulled apart while Suiko caressed her mound. One other difference was how much hair was there back then. It made sense, considering they probably hadn’t trimmed in whatever time period this was, but still caught me off guard.

      Gulping as the memory vanished, I said, “And apparently I can now experience some of her memories, too.”

      “I got to try yours,” Suiko replied. “So thought this only fair.”

      That was the first time I’d ever seen Ahlaksiz blush, as she likely had a guess at what memory Suiko had shared with me.

      “All this is so weird,” Kinara said, rotating to run a hand through my hair. “What happened to good ol’ normal fucking? The days before memory sharing and spying were part of the picture.”

      “I didn’t mean to spy,” Koharu protested. “Honestly, I only meant to go keep watch on the eye. But my kind… we’re easily susceptible to curiosity.”

      There was no holding back my laugh as an image of Curious George flashed through my mind. Nobody else joined in, so I quickly composed myself. Kinara stared at me with confusion, so I took her in a passionate kiss to take the focus away from me.

      “Okay, serious note,” Bloodsong interjected. “And changing the subject. You mentioned the Eye of Ra, and the sun disk, but… Why haven’t I heard anyone say anything about Bastet and Sekhmet?”

      This was new to me. So, I shifted again, ignoring Kinara’s grunt of annoyance.

      “What?”

      “You can’t have a conversation about the rest of all that without at least discussing what role they’ll play. I mean, right?”

      Ahlaksiz cleared her throat, eyeing me with a tilt to her head.

      “Are you going to tell me?” I asked. “Clearly, you have something on your mind related to this.”

      “Do you know the names?” she asked.

      I thought about it, then shrugged. “Sort of? Some characters from Egyptian mythology.”

      “Bastet was a tracker, the sort that can find fairy tales, monsters, you name it. But was trapped in the form of a cat, with her sister watching over her.”

      “Her sister being Sekhmet?”

      “Yes. There are a lot of stories about both, rumors about who they might have been, about their powers, all of that. But what we know now is this—Jack, the Protector, got them to join him and his team, and eventually helped free Bastet from her pure-cat form.”

      I glanced around at my team, wondering if this whole man-with-team-of-females idea was something of a thing in this world of monsters and fairy tales.

      “Who else did he get?”

      She eyed me with a smirk. “An impressive group. Even including the queen of the fairies herself.”

      This guy sounded like someone I’d look forward to meeting. His team, too.

      “And we all know where they are now,” Bloodsong said, “or, at least who they’re with.”

      “Being…?”

      “The Protector.”

      I sucked in a quick breath. Having heard about this Protector person and hoping we might get a chance to meet him, I hadn’t thought our paths would possibly be crossing so soon. We were coming in on a hillside road, one I recognized as being very close to the monster mansions, which meant we wouldn’t have much time.

      We landed and started through the magical oaks, which moved aside for us to enter the compound, and Ahlaksiz still hadn’t answered. Finally, I leaned in and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Is something wrong?”

      She startled, and I removed my hand. Stopping the car, the mansions ahead and within view, she turned to me, then the others, and her eyes were wide with worry. “Let’s hope we don’t have to go to them for help.”

      “What?” Bloodsong asked. “Why?”

      “You don’t know everything about my life, daughter. In fact, there’s a whole section of it you know very little of. For now, let’s just leave it at this—they might sooner see me dead than help me.”

      That’s all she said on the matter, turning to exit the car and leave us in various states of shock and confusion. Apparently these two cat-god ladies, or whatever they were, might have a bone or two to pick with Ahlaksiz. But they were also possibly part of the puzzle, according to Bloodsong.

      What bothered me most, though, was that members of the Protector’s team might want one of my teammates dead. If that was true, where did that leave the rest of us or our chances of meeting up with him? I had to assume Ahlaksiz hadn’t known those two were with him, or that she knew but was hoping to cross that bridge when we came to it.

      Either way, she was right. It didn’t matter in the near future, because we had a mansion to break into, Amabie to call upon, and if worse came to worse, a throng of monsters to take down.
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      Leaving the car off to the side, we made our way toward the compound. First, we moved parallel to the wall, aware of where security had been last time. Kinara and I used our bat senses to get a feel for their locations—surprisingly, none showed up. All I found in response to my sensing ability were the wall, trees, and squirrels. We figured the dark of night would help to keep us concealed but knew that other monsters had abilities that could counter the darkness.

      I glanced over at Kinara, really hoping she wasn’t hungry at the moment. To my relief, she grinned, stuck out her belly, and mouthed, “Too full.”

      Ahlaksiz motioned for us to stop, so we gathered around her near a tall oak tree and some bushes.

      “It doesn’t make sense that security wouldn’t be in place.” She pointed to a section of the wall, where we could barely make out the black lens of a security camera. “Thunderbird, can you take that one out? If an alarm goes off or security responds, at least we’ll know more than we do now. And if not… well, let’s find out first.”

      Jalee nodded, stretched, then cracked her knuckles. Focusing, she pointed a hand at the camera, forefinger out and thumb up, then lowered the thumb as if shooting a rubber band. The blast of electricity hit its mark, causing the camera to spark and the glass to explode out. We waited, but there was no response.

      “There you have it,” Ahlaksiz said, though she looked worried.

      “You think it could be a trap?” I asked.

      “Maybe. Or another problem.”

      “One way to find out.”

      “Indeed, but… Amabie first. We need to be as ready as can be.” She motioned for us to move forward, then led the charge for the wall where the camera had been. We reached it and helped each other over, soon running toward the back of the large mansion where the party had been before. The lake was back there, which meant we could try to call upon Amabie. As we approached, though, I worried we might again come across Tooth as he plowed his octopus-woman.

      I was quite relieved to find no sign of Tooth or the octopus, though wondered if she might be under the water—perhaps living there?

      “Careful,” I said as we approached the water. “We don’t know what could be under the surface.”

      “We’ll stick to the edge, over…” Ahlaksiz eyed the lake, then indicated a spot of land to the right of the bridge, and on our side of it. A weeping willow would give us cover from wandering eyes.

      Since there were no protests, we all sprinted over, keeping low profiles. We reached the hiding spot without issue, and there knelt at the water’s edge. It was a warm night, but a cool breeze made the willow’s branches sway gently.

      “Let’s give her a call before we make any moves.” Ahlaksiz knelt close to the water, put her hand in, and swirled it around.

      Suiko emerged and stood at her side; her hair flowed out as if stirred by the wind, but in the opposite direction in which it was blowing. A creepy effect, adding to the already tense situation. So far, at least, I still hadn’t seen any sign of the monsters. I was beginning to wonder if we’d simply gotten lucky in this case, and they really might be gone. Then again, if they were, I imagined that would mean they had taken the other half of the sun disk with them.

      “The call has been made,” Ahlaksiz said, turning back to us. “Now, we wait.”

      I nodded, and eyed Suiko, watching her hair flowing so eerily. She turned to me, tilted her head, and said, “While I can’t read your mind, I’ve been around humanity long enough now to know when one’s mind is… in the gutter, as they say. What’s funny is that your mind doesn’t ever seem to leave that place.”

      “Er…” I wasn’t sure if this was a moment to be embarrassed or to defend myself, so I simply shrugged.

      “Men and women, especially monsters, need some form of sexual satisfaction,” Bloodsong said, coming to my rescue. “Otherwise, they’re likely to go insane.”

      “Humans, too,” I replied, feeling emboldened. “At least… in my case.”

      “You were a virgin, no?” Kinara asked.

      “Before you? Yes, but you know… other methods. And I had it bad—like, if I hadn’t cum in two or three days, I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I’d wake up with these huge boners that wouldn’t go away for hours, so I had to go take care of business. Sometimes in the middle of a movie, while trying to read… all times, really. The worst was when I had a job at this local paper place, and it would happen at random times.”

      “A problem you’ll never have to deal with again,” Jalee said, grinning seductively.

      “Unless you leave me,” I said. “You know…”

      She stared blankly and shook her head.

      “He means, to return to the monsters,” Milrae explained. “To go back.”

      “Why—why would you ever think that even a possibility?” Jalee protested, looking hurt.

      “Is it not?”

      “Never. At first, of course, I hadn’t been sure. Now, though… this is different. I need to find my sister, but that doesn’t negate me being with you.”

      I nodded, a warmth coming over me. Comfort in the knowledge that our relationship was secure.

      “That goes for all of us,” Milrae said, Kinara grinning and nodding at her side.

      “All?” Ahlaksiz eyed Koharu.

      The monkey woman arched an eyebrow. “I’m not committing to anything, yet. But I’m here, aren’t I?”

      Everyone turned to Bloodsong, next, who scoffed. But before she could say anything, I cut in with, “As long as nobody here betrays us. I’m not asking everyone for a lifelong commitment.”

      Bloodsong clenched her jaw and nodded.

      “Good enough,” Kinara said, then grinned at me. “For the record, I used to touch myself all the time, too. It’s scary with claws though, so… I’m glad we found Ferris here.”

      “Seconded!” Milrae held up one of her panda paws. “Trust me, I’m real glad.”

      I chuckled but turned back to the house. “So… what’s going on here? I haven’t seen any movement inside, and still no sign of—”

      “Me?” Amabie asked, and she emerged from the water, pushing herself up onto the grass while keeping her legs submerged. Scales rippled across her body as if covering her with armor when she saw where we were. “Why here?”

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again,” Suiko said, ignoring the question for now.

      “And you, Suiko-sama.”

      “You recognize this place?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      Amabie shook her head. “It’s not that. More like, I recognize a feeling I get from it. Bad things have happened nearby.”

      “More might happen still.”

      Amabie eyed us, gaze falling finally on Bloodsong. “Ah, mother and daughter, together at last.”

      Neither answered that, tension high between them.

      “Can you help us?” I asked Amabie.

      Her eyes narrowed, and she said, “You succeeded in Japan, then?”

      “Yes.”

      “And where is this new friend of yours? The one your Iridant should have summoned?”

      “On… standby.” I massaged my chin, then admitted, “At Mt. Fuji, I was able to call her. She said she had business to take care of, but that she’d come when I needed her. We haven’t seen any sign of monsters or anyone here tonight, so I’m not completely sure we’ll need her here, yet.”

      “Most likely, we will,” Amabie admitted.

      “There’s more to this place than your senses would let on,” Ahlaksiz said. “And to our group. You know me, you know Yuki—who will be joining us soon. Ferris is determined to make a move against STP, but there are many steps along that road.”

      “Indeed, there are.” With a sigh, Amabie pulled her three tails from the water, two of them transforming to legs before they hit the ground. Then she pushed herself up as the scales moved to cover them, as well—yes, with a quick glimpse I didn’t mean to take, before her nether regions were concealed and protected.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Ahlaksiz smiled my way, giving me a nod. “Let’s find out if this is an ambush or not.”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied. “All at once, or do we Ocean’s 11 this thing?”

      “That would be risky. Good to keep us all close in case of trouble. Don’t worry… I have a plan.”

      She grinned mischievously at me, letting the anticipation build. And build some more.
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      Instead of all of us going to the house at once and risk being spotted, the plan related to an old trick Amabie had apparently used with the help of Suiko. Now it was my turn to try the old trick, though Suiko didn’t seem too keen on it. As the others waited back and under the tree, I joined the ghost lady to push aside branches and step out into the moonlight.

      As its silvery glow touched me, a cold chill swept over my body and I knew Suiko had merged with me in a way that I hadn’t yet experienced.

      “Absorb the moonlight, as it gives her power,” Ahlaksiz explained. “It will be draining, but the effect is worth it.”

      “What she hasn’t told you is how uncomfortable this part can be,” Suiko whispered from inside my head.

      “Uncomfortable?” I hissed.

      “Focus on the goal, on your energy core, and driving any such… discomfort… inward. You’ll be fine.”

      I gulped, opening myself up and letting the moonlight do its thing, wondering what exactly was going to happen. Plans were fine and all, but even better when I understood them. It didn’t take long for me to catch on, though, as my skin started to prickle at first. Discomfort became downright pain, as my skin felt like it was burning—not like a fire burn, but as if held to the ice for too long. Every instinct said to throw Suiko aside, to jump into the water, or fall to the ground and roll around. To at least shout out in agony. Instead, I did as she’d said, and looked inward. I found my core, like a ball of light, and pushed into it.

      My mind cleared, and for the first time, I was able to look at myself clearly, to see what had happened. I wasn’t on fire or anything like that, but translucent. As Suiko would sometimes appear, like a faint outline, I too was nearly invisible.

      “It will only last as long as you’re able to hold it, to keep the pain from taking over,” Suiko said, “and the whole endeavor leaves me drained. For now, though, let us proceed.”

      “Go, find what you can, and see if there’s a way in. We’ll be ready if you need us.”

      I nodded, but with a glance back noticed Basty hiding behind one of Kinara’s legs. She knelt and picked the little guy up, holding him tight. It seemed he’d jumped off when I’d merged with Suiko and didn’t much care for this version of me.

      “I won’t be long,” I assured him and the others then took off for the mansion’s back door. Sprinting across the yard, I staggered more than once while grappling with the ability to hold onto this power. The implications were mind-blowing. Imagine being able to become nearly invisible! At once my mind took me to movies I’d seen with invisibility—and all I came up with were perverted or twisted ones. Damn. Like in The Invisible Man remake with the stalking, or the character from The Boys who would hang out naked in the girl’s bathroom, if I was remembering that correctly. Neither of those situations would apply to me. No, if I was going to use this much, it would be for good, of course. For taking down STP and getting to the monster world, this could be helpful indeed.

      By the time I reached the back door, though, I could understand why this invisibility power wouldn’t be something I’d want to use too often. The pain was coming back, as if I had thrown a warm blanket over the ice but now the blanket was starting to freeze over, too. And worse, Suiko’s exhaustion was transferring over to me.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “It’s like… trying to stay awake.”

      I pressed myself up to the wall, leaning to have a look in through the window. All was dark, with no sign of movement.

      “Stay with me,” I said. “We might be in the clear, but I want to make sure.”

      “Talk… say something. Keep talking.”

      This seemed to be harder on her than I’d realized. Trying the doorknob and naturally finding it locked, I asked, “What is it about us that compelled you to help?”

      “Simply put? I saw inside you, and your intentions. What sort of man you are. And… Ahlaksiz. I could never say no to her.”

      I chuckled, moving around the outside of the house to see what other options there were. “They’re amazing. Every one of them, in their own way.”

      “You clearly believe that, and it’s admirable.”

      “Is it weird that I’m not terrified of them… and you? You’re a ghost. They’re literally, monsters. If they decided to be done with me, they could tear off my head, eat my heart, and walk away. Police certainly wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.”

      “But you know they wouldn’t. You trust them, and because Ahlaksiz told you to, you trust me. We won’t let you down.”

      I wanted to reach out and take her hand, but since she was basically part of me, I instead sent a mental hug. To my surprise, I felt it in return, and it was a stronger, comforting sensation than any physical hug I’d ever experienced.

      It didn’t, however, stop the sense of dread that came over me when I rounded the next corner. Frozen in place, I stared at a section of the wall that had caved in. Past it, the inside of the place was in disarray. Some sort of fight had to have happened here. I could tell that it wasn’t simply the result of an earthquake, because there were scorch marks on walls and lines from claws all over. A monster fight. But why? This couldn’t have been because of us, could it? Related to them coming after us when we’d left, and Tooth helping us escape?

      Curious indeed.

      “No need to stay invisible,” I said, and was relieved to feel Suiko leave my body, the pain suddenly vanishing. For a moment I was drained, but after two staggering steps, I caught myself on the edge of the open wall.

      “Get the others,” I said, peeking in, then letting out a low whistle. This place had certainly seen better days. It wasn’t that I noticed anything new, but only that I could better see the full extent of the chaos.

      I ducked down, finding my strength returning, and entered the house. At first, my hand was clenching and releasing, ready to summon the sword in case I needed it. Nothing attacked. In fact, it was completely silent.

      Rubble was strewn about, including not only debris from the walls but bits of the ceiling, too, so I could look up and see the darkness of the floor above.

      “What the fuck?” Kinara asked, stepping up beside me and taking it in.

      “Crazy, right?”

      She joined me, taking my hand and giving me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Don’t run off like that. You had me worried. Especially with another woman inside of you.”

      “How odd it would be if this conversation were gender-switched,” Jalee said with a laugh.

      “You all will never tire of that joke, will you?” Suiko asked, floating past us. In here, her eeriness took on new levels. As much as I’d grown used to her out there, seeing a ghost in a destroyed, dark mansion was a whole new level of scary.

      She must have sensed it, because she turned to me, hair floating out in all directions, eyes going black, skin white, and said, “You have no reason to be afraid of me, Ferris.”

      “I never said…” My voice cracked, ruining what I was going to say about not having said I was afraid. Clearly, that would have been a lie. Clearing my throat, I shifted gears. “Being afraid of you isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”

      Her blank stare gave away nothing, and then she had turned and was floating off again to explore. Milrae and Bloodsong stayed near the entrance, checking out another hallway to their right, while Koharu kept watch at the opening to the outside. I had a feeling that, no matter what we said, she would always be in guard mode.

      Stepping around a hole in the ground, I found myself wanting to know what had happened here. That, and to find out where the hell Randi Jacobs was.

      The only sign of any sort of creature was a dead, hairy snake that lay in the rubble. Or so I thought. As we drew close, I heard a couple of gasps, one groan, then realized for myself what the “snake” was. Yeah, you probably caught on before I did that it was one of those nasty monster cocks, the body of the monster lying hidden underneath the rubble.

      “Let’s see if he’s alive,” Ahlaksiz said, already starting to move rubble aside.

      “Give it mouth to mouth,” Kinara whispered at my side, nudging me and nodding at the “snake.”

      I felt a bit of vomit rise. “So not funny. Nor appropriate.”

      “Fuck ’em. I bet almost every monster in this place would’ve been happy to have me on the dinner table, cooked to perfection. Or raw. So, pardon me if I make a joke and hope this fuck-nut is dead.”

      Uncovered, the monster’s large, blue face stared back at us, his eyes slowly moving. He wasn’t dead! I recognized him as one that had tried to attack us before, when we had been making our escape from this place the first time. Blood ran from his mouth, but also seeped from the corner of his eyes.

      “Get out… while you can,” he muttered. “Monster… in… the… attic.”

      And with that, he went limp, all signs of life, gone. His nasty, hairy snake still very much on display. I wasn’t sure if I should be glad he was gone, or mourn him, as it was a life lost either way. Not that I had time, anyway, as my attention suddenly shifted to the loud thump.

      Another thump came, this time the whole house shook with it.

      My eyes slowly rose to the vibrating chandelier and ceiling above us. Something was definitely up there, and I had a feeling we were going to find out exactly what it was.
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      Each step creaked as we ascended toward the attic. Even with the ghost inside me and the others at my sides, I couldn’t ignore the whisper of dread. So much of our human lives are filled with stories of scary monsters and creepy attics, that this innate fear couldn’t be ignored. Our only light was Suiko’s subtle glow ahead, little strobes coming from behind whenever Jalee felt we needed an extra burst of light.

      “Are we sure we should be doing this?” I asked.

      “Whatever’s up here attacked the other monsters,” Koharu pointed out. “It’s possible the creature will be on our side.”

      “Also possible it’ll be a majafko mungu,” Kinara added.

      My foot stopped on the next step and I glanced back, eyebrows furrowed.

      “A type of monster that, as far as anyone can tell, can’t be reasoned with, controlled, or tamed by any degree.”

      “I don’t know,” Bloodsong countered, but she looked to her mom, not saying another word on it.

      Ahlaksiz glanced up, where more thudding came, along with what sounded like a roaring wind. “She’s right. No majafko mungu has been seen on Earth… although, some monsters believe certain past horrors could have been related to one’s presence. Never proven.”

      I took another step, but she reached out, taking my arm.

      “But if, for whatever reason, this was a majafko mungu, we might be in over our heads.”

      “When are we not?” I countered.

      The corner of her lips went up. “Maybe.” She gestured for me to go ahead.

      “In my country, we have many monsters in the attic,” Koharu said, walking behind me as we started up the stairs.

      “Your country being Japan?” Suiko replied.

      “Ah, yes. Our country. Of course, most of the monsters are…”

      “No need to be shy.”

      Koharu put a hand on my back. “Careful.” She indicated downward, and I looked to see that half the stair was missing, collapsed in. Every third stair going up was like that, as if something very heavy had bounded up, breaking them in the process.

      “Thanks,” I replied, proceeding with more caution. “So…?”

      “She was going to say ghosts,” Suiko explained when Koharu hesitated.

      “It’s true, though,” Koharu said. “Many ghosts in Japan.”

      “Wait, how would you know?” I asked.

      “Ah, I listen. My kind don’t go into the world of the city dwellers often, but many come to the hot springs. Sometimes I hide in the trees with the monkeys, listening to them talk. So many ghost stories.”

      I paused mid-step, wondering if I should mention that the stories she was likely overhearing were more for fun, but opted against it. Better to let her have her creative interpretation. Besides, Suiko was proof of ghosts existing, so maybe I was the one who was wrong.

      We reached the top of the stairs. This floor was in much better shape than below, but following the stairs and up to another set, the wall and floor appeared scorched. Not only scorched, but with claw marks along each, as if something had been dragged up there.

      Koharu and I shared a worried look but continued as the others followed behind. More thumps sounded, but it was the sudden shaking of the house that gave me pause.

      “Why are we going up there, exactly?” I asked.

      Ahlaksiz motioned us on, hissing, “It’s our only lead.”

      “Lead to what?” I grumbled to myself, continuing, but not liking it one bit. If the house was unoccupied, which clicks of my tongue and focusing on my bat sense led me to believe, the thought of walking into unnecessary danger seemed ridiculous to me. But what did I know? If it were up to the same side of me that wanted to turn around, we’d head back to my place and do nothing but eat, drink, fuck, and make awesome visual novels. The other part of me, the part that these monsters and Vaper had helped train, said we needed to know what was up there. It had to serve as a clue to what had happened here, and therefore lead us to find the other half of the sun disk.

      By the time we reached the top stair and pushed open the door to the attic, my legs were shaking almost as much as the walls. Color me surprised when, pushing open that door, all we found was a typical rich person's attic, filled with clutter and darkness. I held the hunter sword high and stepped aside to watch as Suiko moved forward her light reflecting on old paintings, boxes, and what looked like an empty birdcage. With all the shaking and groaning of this place, it was like a massive storm had kicked up outside. Three windows to my left, however, showed a calm night, with the lake below and the trees blowing gently in the breeze.

      “Someone’s here,” Suiko said.

      I clicked my tongue again, expecting to either find my bat sense, echolocation-like power to bring back someone hiding in the corner or nothing at all. Instead, what came back was a dark, mental wave, its effect enhanced by screams that piled on top of each other until I was left on my knees, my hands over my ears. The sword had vanished, while Basty shook on my head, pulling himself down tighter.

      Darkness passed by the windows, engulfing the room. Even the form of Suiko vanished from sight for a second, before she darted back over to my side, clinging to me.

      “I don’t like this,” she said.

      “We need answers,” Ahlaksiz countered, stepping up beside me on the other side. “You, whoever you are. Where is the madam of the house?”

      Another roar and intense screaming brought rumbling floorboards. Boxes to our left toppled over, but no answer came.

      “What are we doing here?” Koharu shouted, already backing away and toward the stairs.

      “Communicate with it, try—” Ahlaksiz was saying, when suddenly she was hit with some force we couldn’t see, sent flying to slam into a large mirror. She groaned, pushing herself up, and looked to me. “Try something. Anything.”

      My head swiveled as I looked for the source of this power but came up with nothing. Kinara was at my side, clearly trying to do the same. She looked as lost and confused as I was. One thought was to try and summon Devasla, but what good would she do here? A monster of her size, and with the lava, would likely result in us being trapped in a burning mansion. Maybe a spiritual sight like Vaper had shown me could help, but when I tried it, my mind was too all over the place, thoughts too scattered to be able to focus.

      Remembering our experience with Shades and ghosts, I shouted for Jalee to unleash, then pulled Basty from my head. I held the little guy in front of me as he transformed from a hat. Only, Basty didn’t do anything! He started shaking, then transformed into a scarf, sliding up my arm like a snake until he was wrapped around my neck and not about to let go.

      “Basty!” I growled, trying to pull him free. “You need to help, you need to—”

      I never got my next words out, because this time the energy hit me, and I went flying through the air to land with a thud, Basty flying free and hitting the far wall. When he fell, he wasn’t moving.

      Jalee’s electricity blasts went right through the darkness, only serving to catch fire on the other side. Flames leaped up, only to be smothered by the darkness a split-second later. More roaring sounded, and the place started to shake worse than any earthquake I’d ever experienced.

      “It’s no good,” Suiko shouted, hands out and working to keep the dark force at bay. “We need to get out of here!”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice. Ducking to scoop up Basty, I made sure the rest of them were on their way out, then sprinted for the stairs. To my relief, Basty responded, crawling up my arm again and becoming a scarf, but only after being sure to say, “No good” to me.

      “I know, I know.”

      Those steps went by three or four at a time, and I hit the floor below as if I was about to plow right through. Pausing only to ensure the rest of them were with me, I shouted, “Suiko!” I was relieved to see her flash to me in her ball of light form, becoming one with me as she mentally told me to keep moving. You can believe I did!

      As the mansion shook, we all charged on, running through the halls.

      “Wait!” I shouted, dodging as the ceiling shook and part of it started to crumble in. Scrambling over to the nearest hallways, my head swiveled, trying to get a sense of where exactly I was.

      “Move it,” Koharu said, grabbing me and pulling me aside as she used her staff to push a falling column away from hitting us. “What’re you looking for?”

      “There was a room with a mirror.”

      “He’s right, we have to check,” Ahlaksiz said.

      The others gathered around, some cursing, others asking what was going on, as they’d missed it. While Ahlaksiz quickly explained, I ran, searching. Finally, I found the room, and there it was! The mirror was in one piece, though on its side. I ran for it, threw myself forward, and slammed hard against the glass. It didn’t break or even crack, but I wasn’t in the other room.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Koharu shouted, and then Jalee came up behind her.

      “He’s trying to get in, but…” Jalee flew over in a burst of electricity, and pulled up the mirror, placing it vertically against the wall. “Now try.”

      I was up and through it, staggering into the other room and rubbing my side from where I’d collided with the mirror before. Unfortunately, it was as much in ruins as the rest of the house. Worse, maybe, because the drawers were all open, many on the ground, and piles of rubble from a collapsed wall covering most of the floor. The other two followed me through a second later, and Ahlaksiz’s voice carried through the walls, calling for me.

      “One sec,” I said, glancing around, hoping there was a chance the other half of the sun disk was still here. Of course, it wasn’t.

      “We gotta go,” Jalee said, motioning me back toward the mirror.

      I nodded, following, but my foot caught on the rubble and sent me stumbling. When I caught myself on one knee, I noticed what looked like a slab of iron hidden under some of the shelves. Moving the shelves aside I uncovered a mask—an iron mask, very much reminding me of the one from that Leo movie. It was heavy as one would expect, but I picked it up and ran. I clutched it close and managed to maneuver through the wreckage. Dark shapes lunged out from the shadows, reaching and striking—one managed to first knock Kinara back, then Suiko. It was like they were trying to clear a path for me, I noticed, in that they were moving outward, pushing away.

      As I cleared the room, a sensation tugged at my desire, telling me to follow an invisible thread that led up… back toward that attic.

      “Bring it to me,” a voice said, pulsing as if it were an echoing whisper.

      Instead, I ignored that voice and said, “Get out, now!”

      We all charged, making a B-line for the nearest escape. Those shadows rose in our path, though, not taking any one form like the Shades, but more like a single mass, unsure where to be at any given time. It shot at us from the exit, but we turned and Jalee slammed her fist into the wall behind us—again, and again.

      “Stand back!” Jalee said, bursts of electricity shooting out of her but going right through the attacking darkness.

      She turned instead, focusing that electricity on the opening, and let loose. The remnants of the wall exploded outward and we were free, leaping out through flames that climbed behind us. I leaped only to realize we were on the second floor, shouting as the ground below rose to meet me. At the last second, a hand grabbed hold and I saw a burst of blue light reflect on the grass before a beat of wings pulled me up. It wasn’t enough to completely stop the fall but slowed it sufficiently so when I landed and went rolling, nothing was broken.

      Darkness met the flames and quenched them, leaving behind only smoke. That smoke rose, but instead of rising into the sky, it circled around one window at the top—where the attic would be. I pushed myself up, watching this with amazement, very aware of the glowing, red eyes that stared back at me from that window.

      Whatever was in there creeped me the fuck out.

      “Show it to me,” Ahlaksiz said, storming over to me, grabbing my arm, but then glancing up at the window. “Not here, though. Back at the car.”

      She pulled me along, waving for the others to join, and we were on the run. We were running past the lake, as we had to cross that area to get back to where we had parked, when water splashed out and a figure came flying at us. A shot rang out from Bloodsong’s gun as tentacles lashed out and caught me around the legs. They pulled me down and dragged me toward the figure. I managed to turn and summon the sword, cutting off the extremity of what I saw to be that octopus lady that Tooth had been fucking.

      Her scream rang out, her grip on Koharu and Ahlaksiz loosening, while others attacked, too. Jalee hit her with electricity while pushing herself away with a flap of her electric wings. Milrae dug her claws into the tentacles around Koharu, who managed to use her staff to first pry herself free, then spin and lunge for an attack.

      I scrambled back, Suiko emerging to go large with her hair flailing about. None of the rest of us got in any further attacks, though, because Amabie lunged and, as she went, the strangest thing happened. The water rose behind the octopus, engulfed them both, and pulled back, so both were sucked into the lake. Water splashed as the two fought just beneath its surface, and the rest of us—all but Jalee—ran to the edge, looking for ways to help.

      “I’m going in,” I said, remembering my ability to move with special powers underwater. Maybe that would help me get a sword strike in, or at least distract the octopus lady long enough for Amabie to strike.

      “No!” Kinara protested, hand held up to me while looking to Ahlaksiz for support.

      “She’s right,” Ahlaksiz replied, crouched nearby, claws ready. “If Amabie can’t handle her in there, we’re in trouble. Just give her—”

      “Done,” Amabie interrupted, breaking free from the water and slamming the octopus lady’s corpse to the ground.

      It was a mangled mess, making me think this might be what it would look like if a sushi chef lost his temper. Thing was, Amabie didn’t look so great herself. Her scale-armor had come into play but had areas that were torn away, blood trickling down her side and into the water. I wouldn’t have noticed in the darkness of the night, except that Suiko had suddenly appeared at her side, taking hold of her and letting out a gasp.

      “You’re wounded,” Suiko said. “Can you make it?”

      “I think so.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      Suiko looked at me with worry, but Amabie explained, “Somewhere I go when I need to. It can rejuvenate the mind and body, but…” She clenched her teeth, lowering herself into the water.

      “Come here,” Kinara said as she waded into the water, joining Suiko to place hands on her. “You can help, yes?”

      Suiko nodded.

      I had no idea what she meant, but as Kinara started chanting, eyes closed, and a silver light flowed from Suiko to her, it made sense. She was amplifying that healing spell Kinara knew so Amabie’s wounds started to close. Amabie rose, wrapping her arms around Kinara, and held her as the latter continued the chant.

      Only, the flow of light faltered and Kinara suddenly went limp, so it was Amabie supporting her now.

      “I was worried this would happen,” Amabie said, bringing her back to the shore and lowering her with a slight gasp of pain.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Her spell wasn’t enough. It could heal a lesser being, but I require more than she has to offer.”

      I frowned, not sure if that was somehow an insult to my woman. For now, though, I simply knelt at Kinara’s side and cradled her. She was still awake, but weak.

      “She’s going to be okay?”

      Amabie nodded. “Yes, in a couple of minutes. But I must go. I’ll recover, then find you where you next call for me. We’re in this, now, considering that I not only have seen you all in action and want to help, but owe your friend here. Chirop, you call her?”

      “Or Crystal,” I noted, “depending on the audience. Neither is her true name, though.”

      “I wouldn’t think so. Maybe in time, she will tell me that name, but this is too soon.” Amabie looked me in the eye, then nodded before retreating into the waters. Before her head sunk back in, she said, “You won’t want to leave your new treasure lying around.”

      She was gone, and I was left wondering what she meant for a moment. Then it hit me—the mask. I turned and searched for it, ultimately summoning the hunter’s sword to use its light to see by. The mask was in the grass not far away, and when I picked it up, Ahlaksiz bid me quickly hide it, eyes on the top of the mansion.

      “What’s the connection?” I asked as we started for the car.

      “Between the mask and that force?” Ahlaksiz shook her head. “I can’t even guess, except that I’ve heard rumor of masks such as these being able to call upon great magic. It might be simply a coincidence that it was the only item we found back there, or… not.”

      I nodded, pausing at the wall to turn back and eye the dark form on the ground that was the dead octopus lady. Leaving her like that felt wrong, so I knelt, hand to the ground, and willed my druid power to take care of it. A second late, tree roots had reached up and grabbed her body parts, pulling them down into the soil before moving again to cover her. She would be buried there forever, no doubt.

      “She was the enemy,” Bloodsong said with a frown.

      “Still,” I replied with a shrug, and we scaled the wall to get out of there, a new treasure in hand, on our way to try and find the Protector.
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      “Where exactly do we start?” I asked, the car already in the air and on the move, in case any of the monsters from that compound had stayed around and might come for us, or return to catch us off guard. “I assume we’re going to try and hunt down Tooth and… what do we call the Lamia? Rand Jackson still?”

      “Randi, when she’s in female form,” Suggested Ahlaksiz. “Though—”

      “Yes, yes, not her true name.”

      Ahlaksiz nodded but looked troubled.

      “So…?”

      “We have no choice,” Bloodsong said. “They took the other half with them, and we need the full sun disk. Meaning…”

      “Don’t say it.” Ahlaksiz groaned.

      “They might be able to track it.”

      “Who?” I asked, but then their earlier conversation came back to me. “Oh, you mean—”

      Ahlaksiz’s eyes darted over to me, glaring, then she softened and let out a sigh. “Yes, we’re going to need their help. Bastet and Sekhmet, or at least one of them. They are, no doubt, together. The Protector won’t likely be easy to find.”

      “I don’t see why not. We’re all on the same side, right?”

      “Not exactly,” Bloodsong interjected. “Remember, his job is to protect the fairy tales. Monsters don’t all fall under that category, though some do. They might assume we’re Legends, or some random group that has some other reason to want him dead. Considering my mom’s history with those two, I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s exactly what they’ll think.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Suiko said, transforming into the balls of light as she merged with me again. “All I know is that Basty was completely useless back there.”

      I frowned, in part because we hadn’t been talking about that at all, but also because she was right.

      “Why didn’t you do anything?” I asked, nudging him. He simply moved up onto my head, taking the form of a hat.

      He shifted, moving down to look me in the face upside down, then said, “No good,” before returning to hat form.

      “What’s that mean?” I asked.

      “My guess would be that the form was not of a spiritual nature,” Suiko’s voice came from the ball of light at my chest.

      “We’ll get to that, and the mask,” Ahlaksiz said, “and actually, the people we need to see to find the Protector might have answers.”

      “No…” Bloodsong groaned.

      This time, I didn’t ask but waited for the explanation.

      “I’m so lost,” Kinara, who had now revived, admitted.

      “Witches,” Bloodsong explained. “She expects us to go strolling up to the witches and ask for help.”

      “And they’re… good? Bad?”

      “I assume bad,” I interjected, “but… weren’t some summoners?”

      “Yes.” Ahlaksiz pushed the car to go faster; soon we were moving in the sky with the city lights of Los Angeles to our left. “It’s that fact alone that makes me think we might find help there, and some inside knowledge.”

      “Being what, exactly?” Bloodsong asked. “And it better be good, or you can let me out at the next Starbucks.”

      “You would go there, wouldn’t you?” Her mom scoffed, then turned over her shoulder to say, “The Protector’s friend, Chris. He’s undercover with the witches, last I heard.”

      “The warlock known as Christopher the Flesh-eater?”

      “The same.”

      “Not a fucking chance. He’s as evil as they come. I’ve seen him at work, when…”

      “What?” I asked, on the edge of my seat, or as much as I could be with Kinara on my lap.

      “Actually… well, it was a raid. Some of the police force, SWAT and all, under the pretense that it was a drug bust. In actuality, it was a move on the part of STP, and I managed to weasel my way in to see what it was all about. The warlock, Christopher, was ruthless, but that was against STP agents. I’d never considered that fact, but I also never had reason to doubt his loyalty to the witches, until now.”

      “There we go, then,” I said, smiling at Ahlaksiz. “We have our plan. And they’ll know about this mask?”

      She pursed her lips in thought, then said, “If anyone would, based on the magical properties I’m sensing from it, they’d be the ones to ask.”

      “What about your friends Yuki and Greg?” Milrae asked.

      “They’ll have to wait.”

      I gave Kinara an affectionate squeeze, kissed the back of her head, then adjusted myself to better see out the window. She put a hand between my legs, massaging my inner thigh. Not exactly the right moment, but I wasn’t complaining.

      “And where do you think we’ll find these witches?” I asked.

      “To answer that, we’ll need to stop by my shop,” she said, and I realized why I was starting to recognize the area—the hamburger shop was visible through an opening in the trees, which meant her shop was around the corner. It made sense that we’d stop by there, considering her stockpile of magical items. Apparently, one such item would help us find the witches.

      I’d never been on a witch hunt before, so wasn’t sure what to think. Milrae, it seemed, had a reason to be excited though, as she indicated the hamburger place.

      “Please tell me we’re getting milkshakes!”

      “Do we have time?” I glanced at Ahlaksiz.

      “You can all go while I get started in the shop but bring them back—and one chocolate-flavored shake for me. No, scratch that—malt.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      She frowned at me. “Ah, you’re such a baby in the grand scheme of it all.”

      “Hey.”

      Ignoring my protestation, she landed and explained, “Malt simply refers to malted milk powder. It’s evaporated powder that, I believe, is made from malted barley, wheat flour, and whole milk.”

      “I… don’t know if that sounds very appealing.”

      “Ah, but the taste speaks for itself.”

      We all piled out, and Bloodsong opted to go with us, while only Ahlaksiz and Koharu went to the shop. Koharu in part because she thought Ahlaksiz shouldn’t be alone, in case trouble came for her, but also because she didn’t know what she was missing. I decided to grab her a strawberry shake so she’d understand.

      “Peanut butter shake?” Milrae asked, looking over the menu. “Is that any good?”

      “If you like peanut butter,” I replied. “I happen to love it. Tell you what, I’ll get that flavor and we can share.”

      “Oooh, I knew you were amazing for a reason.” She leaned over and kissed me, then turned back to the menu and said, “In that case, marshmallow for me. Can’t go wrong with that!”

      “Not at all.”

      Kinara passed, but ordered a super raw burger, no bun, while Jalee opted for a malt shake, like Ahlaksiz. Luckily, the teenage girl at the counter barely looked up from her cell phone as she took our order, and the only other employee there that late was the cook, who didn’t see us. I hadn’t even thought about disguises but made a note to remember to get them all covered up again soon, especially when Koharu wasn’t around for her ability to keep their special features hidden.

      Soon we had our shakes and were walking back toward the shop when I spotted a young, drunk guy pissing on the side of a tree. He looked up at us, his head rolling as he blinked, clearly trying to decide how drunk he was, then cursed as he got piss on his pants.

      Kinara giggled, while Jalee said, “Shit, and I thought Ferris’s cock was small when we first met him.”

      I wanted to protest, but we’d had this discussion enough times now. Plus, she’d just compared me to some other guy, and I came out ahead—even before my growing. When nobody said anything, I spoke up.

      “Maybe don’t look next time? And you don’t have to comment on it, either. Guys might get body image issues with that kind of talk. Not me, but if he overheard you…”

      She laughed, then frowned. “Wait, are you serious?”

      I wasn’t sure if I was or not, so took a drink of my milkshake, then decided maybe I was. “All I’m saying is, women are always talking about body shaming and whatnot, about Barbie dolls making unrealistic expectations of women in terms of bodies, but what about men? Pornos have guys with nine-inch shlongs, and everyone talks like it’s this huge deal. At least in America, it’s like you have to have seven inches or your woman will never be satisfied. I don’t get it, and frankly, it pisses me off.”

      Pausing, I looked around and then spun to see they’d all stopped a few feet back, watching me with confusion.

      “You know?” I said.

      “Actually, none of what you said made any sense to me,” Kinara admitted.

      “Same.” Milrae slurped on her shake. “Can I try yours now?”

      I’d gotten so worked up, and I didn’t even know why, so I simply laughed and held it out. She skipped over, traded me, and moaned as she took a sip.

      “Sooooo good!”

      “I know.” I frowned, wondering if I should bother with explaining media and body image and all that, but decided to let it slide. Not that it mattered to me, and especially not anymore, but stuff like that had always kind of bothered me. It’s like racism—you can still be against it, even if it isn’t directed your way.

      Anyway, my rant was done and the milkshakes were phenomenal. We entered the shop to find Koharu inspecting a little goat statue, but no sign of Ahlaksiz.

      “She was telling me that you can use these to summon others?” Koharu asked, showing me the statue.

      “Totems,” I said, and indicated my wrist device that had pieces of them from the ones I had used. “And in theory, they can be used to control the monsters, but I don’t like that. We’ve used it more for communicating or helping out.”

      “Not lately though,” Kinara pointed out. She looked kind of let down by that.

      “You want me to?”

      She shrugged. “Could be kind of fun to see what you’d do if you controlled me, in certain situations.”

      I gulped, suddenly getting what she meant. Jalee grinned, walking past me and handing the strawberry milkshake to the monkey guard.

      “Where…?” I glanced around.

      “Down here,” Ahlaksiz called from the back room, down the hidden steps.

      “You go ahead,” Koharu nodded back that way, “I’ll keep guard.”

      “Thanks,” Jalee said, already heading down.

      “What’s this?” Koharu said as we started back, milkshake straw to her lips. She sucked some up and made the sexiest moan sound I could have imagined from a milkshake. “Majide, umai!”

      I understood that—basically, she’d said it was seriously delicious. Glad to please, I gave her a “You’re welcome” wave and disappeared below to find Ahlaksiz.

      “You liked that moan wayyyy too much,” Milrae noted, coming up close to me.

      “I…” Dammit, I couldn’t lie and say that I hadn’t.

      “Let off already,” Kinara said, and we emerged into the room of Ahlaksiz’s special items. Stones, small bottles of what looked like spices, and other little odds and ends. She knelt at a case where she scraped at a purple root.

      Kinara continued the conversation by saying, “She’s already watched him fuck, and she’s part of the group. How long will it be until she has his cock in her mouth?”

      “Who’s this now?” Ahlaksiz asked, spinning toward us, holding a small jar, where she deposited the root shavings.

      “Koharu,” Kinara said. “I’m just saying, she’s part of the group now, so—”

      “Wait,” Bloodsong protested. “Not everyone who joins the group… I mean… right?”

      I laughed. “No, most certainly not.”

      “But they should,” Kinara protested. “If we’re talking about the same thing. Right? Physical acts help us bond, and he’s the glue that keeps us together. Bonded, that is.”

      “My vote is we keep it special,” Milrae countered.

      “We all know that would be the way you’d have it.”

      “Shouldn’t it be up to Ferris?” Jalee chimed in. “It’s his… member, we’re discussing here.”

      “I…” With all their eyes on me, I froze.

      “Why’s this even a topic of discussion?” Bloodsong asked. “In the police force, this isn’t an issue. In fact, I don’t think it’s ever been an issue in any team I’ve been part of.”

      “Judging by what I’ve seen of their interactions,” Suiko chimed in, floating around me as one of her balls of light, “I’d say it’s a very big part of this team.”

      My cheeks were burning, ears itching. Cock throbbing, as of course my mind had started going to all those places.

      “Ladies, Ferris…” Ahlaksiz cleared her throat. “Maybe we focus on the mission, then get back to our apparently favorite topic, if you don’t mind?”

      Glad for the opportunity to change the subject, I nodded at the vial in her hand. “And that is?”

      “A valuable root, similar to the purple potato in Japan, but from the monster world. It has magical properties, and should help us find the witches, and therefore Chris.”

      “Tracking spell?”

      She laughed. “Not so complicated as that. Bribery.”
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      The time had come to meet Chris, the warlock, and a bunch of witches. Using Ahlaksiz’s strange, purple root, we paid off a woman who I would have thought to be a simple clerk at an adult video store in Culver City, not far from the LAX airport.

      “They’re more common than you would think, these witches,” Ahlaksiz had explained.

      Now we were on our way to Mt. Hood where she’d told us we could find the order of witches which Ahlaksiz believed Chris to be with. The witch might have been only trying to lose us, or so I thought. Then again, she could’ve sent us back around the world, and didn’t know we could travel so fast via this hunter car. Normally a fifteen-hour drive, we made it in fifteen minutes—though my stomach turned with the motion.

      “What would they be doing here?” I asked as we came in to land in a blanket of snow behind a series of buildings on one side, a forest of snow-covered trees on the other.

      “They’re probably in hiding, or at least lying low while coming up with a new plan,” Bloodsong interjected. “Last I heard, they suffered a major defeat.”

      “So, they might be desperate. If they find out who we are…”

      “It’s true, they could make a move against us,” Ahlaksiz said. “But if Chris is there, we’ll have to make sure he knows not to let them.”

      “Why do you trust this Chris guy?” I asked.

      Ahlaksiz licked her lips, then shook her head. The car came to a stop, but she held her place. “I almost had trouble with the witches not long ago. He was there and helped me out of it. Only after, did I find out who he was.”

      “Oh?” Bloodsong leaned forward, curious. “And what reason did he have for that?”

      “Nothing like you’re thinking, I assure you.”

      “So…?”

      “He did it of his own accord. That’s why I trust him—he’s simply a good guy. More or less.”

      “The less part meaning what, exactly?” I asked noting the way she’d said it with a hint of worry.

      “Well, you can’t be undercover with the witches too long without getting your hands dirty.”

      I frowned, not sure what to think of this situation. We were putting a lot of hope in the idea of this guy. He had damn sure better come through for us.

      The area we approached when we exited the car wasn’t what I expected. Being on Mt. Hood and with the fresh snow, I’d almost expected to find this Chris guy snowboarding. Instead, we didn’t approach a house or ski lodge or anything of the sort, but the snow-covered trees.

      I glanced at Ahlaksiz, but she nodded and pinched her fingers before blowing into them. When she released, a small trickle of dust floated, apparently guiding us.

      “Let me guess, another spell of concealment?” I asked.

      “Most likely, though of a different kind.”

      “It’s fucking freezing out here,” Koharu protested, nearly tripping in the snow.

      “Nikko gets cold,” I pointed out.

      “Ah, but there we have onsen to retreat into. I’d kill for an onsen right about now.”

      She had a good point. Aside from my living scarf, I was hardly prepared for this. By the time we reached the trees and started exploring, I was shivering, holding Kinara close on one side, loving Jalee’s little shocks from the other.

      “If I say duck, you get down,” Ahlaksiz said.

      We walked along, my feet starting to feel numb, a bit wet at the ankles, and I felt my patience waning. I started reaching into my powers, trying to see if there was anything there that could warm me, but no luck. What I did find was an ability to focus on my breathing in a way that helped me escape into myself, to be able to ignore the discomfort.

      “There,” Kinara said, pointing.

      We all knelt, ducking behind trees to have a look. Sure enough, a circle of women was gathered, holding hands and chanting. Except, they appeared to be in a circle of sunlight—no snow, and wearing thin summer dresses or nightgowns, which floated about their bodies as if in a breeze none of us could feel.

      They weren’t actually here at all, from what I could tell. Maybe this was a portal to some other location? Or maybe they were there, but their magic created this… atmosphere? I had no idea but started to think it was the former as I watched, as this place they were standing in didn’t appear to be part of our world. It was familiar, though.

      Then it hit me—they were accessing the spiritual energy as Vaper had shown me. Only, they were using it in some other way. Was this where their magic came from? Corruption of the spiritual realm?

      Scanning the area, I took note that they were all women. No sign of this Chris character.

      I nearly jumped when someone nudged me from the side. Turning to see Bloodsong, I saw that she was looking to the right, where a trail of that strange sunlight led to a door. Our chance of getting to the door unseen seemed unlikely, except for the fact that I could become mostly invisible with the help of Suiko.

      “You want me to go alone?” I asked.

      “I think you have to,” she replied. “Use that ghost thing you did before.”

      “You mean Suiko-sama,” Ahlaksiz cut in with a hiss but nodded. “Ask if she’ll help you. It’s a good idea.”

      There was no need to ask, though, because Suiko simply glowed at my chest for a moment, then sent the pain coursing through me that I felt the last time I’d gone invisible. We made our way along this route when a click of my tongue showed me something was very much wrong with the picture. What seemed like more empty air and trees bounced back an image of a wall.

      “It’s here,” I said.

      Suiko emerged partially from me, glanced around, then completely exited. First moving around the area where I felt resistance, she finally stopped, motioned me forward, and entered me again.

      “There’s a magical barrier, but we can pass through it, together,” she explained.

      “Let me guess—not without pain.”

      No answer confirmed my guess. Well, I was getting quite good at handling pain. So, I nodded, then took a step forward. The result was like leaping into the cold ocean, only to find out the frigid waters were also full of jellyfish. A few seconds of this passed, then I managed to take another step. It started to get worse, but Suiko pushed my body forward with one last step, and I was through. As quickly as it had come, the pain was gone. All that was left was the creepy realization that a ghost, in my body, had made me move.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I felt you needed it.”

      We were on the front steps of a house that certainly hadn’t appeared to be there a second ago. Tall, dark brown wood—the type of place I had expected to find up here. With a heavy sigh as I strived to push out thoughts of the pain, I tried the door. It opened. Slowly stepping inside, then taking a cautious glance around, I noticed a man in a dark robe hunched over something. Another step and I could see the man was staring at the phone in his hands. Either he had just finished a very important call or was considering making one. I took a step toward him, clearing my throat as I lifted my hands to show I meant no harm.

      “Who the fuck…?” Chris lowered the phone, staring at me.

      “I need your help,” I said, blurting out the words, keeping my voice low. “Or, more specifically, Jack’s help. The Protector.”

      Chris’s eyes went wide, then quickly darted around. “You seem to know an awful lot about me.”

      “My friends nearby are familiar with your situation. With the Protector.”

      “Myth… or Legend?”

      I pursed my lips. “I don’t have an answer to that. They are monsters, on neither side, officially, but certainly not on the side of the Legends. And you? Are you still…?”

      “A spy?” He chuckled. “You could call it that, yes. The world is more complicated, unfortunately. Anyone sent to live among the enemy will soon start to understand them and start to make friends. The question then becomes, do you go their way, or bring them over to yours?”

      “I…”

      “You don’t know. I get it, you’re new to this world… this world that is ours, but so different than you understood it to be.”

      My nervous glance gave it away but finding Suiko nearby and watching her take form at my side gave me comfort. She bowed in her Japanese way, then floated closer to Chris.

      “Not I,” she said. “This world is very familiar to me. Tell us, what is your plan, so that we might help?”

      “Help…” He mulled the word over, eyeing this ghost—surprisingly to me, without a hint of fear. Curiosity was all his eyes conveyed. “There are more of you? These friends of yours—enough to cause trouble?”

      “If needed,” I replied.

      He rubbed his chin, glancing to his side—an empty wall, it seemed, but I sensed there was more to it. “And if I asked you to attack, you would do it?”

      “If you require our assistance, gladly.”

      “Well, then… I believe this might work.” He made a motion in the air, one that caused a ripple of light, and caused his voice to sound slightly different when he spoke again. “You’re familiar with the recent battles? The war, you could say?”

      “Uh, Ra, and all that?”

      He nodded. “Well, since then we’ve been plotting a way to capture some of the top witches for questioning. Others… to simply take out. But how to do so without giving my position away, has been the question, until now.”

      “You see us playing a part in that. Cool. How?”

      “Just a second. I sense I can trust you, and…” His eyes went to Suiko, who stood there patiently. After a few seconds of silence, he added, “And her. I’ve been studying the forces of our world and am familiar. Still… I’d like to know you’re capable. Not simply going to get kicked aside or killed the first time you run into trouble.”

      I shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Let’s say I decided to attack you. What would you—” He suddenly thrust out a hand, but I saw the blur warning me, even focused on my spirit vision to see the magic that he meant to cast. Fascinating, that it worked like this, and that he had learned some spells from these witches.

      The spell I saw coming my way was a simple one, emerging as white flecks of light. It was like I could read them! A simple stunning spell. Stepping aside, I summoned my sword and held it out, above his hand, as if I would have brought it down to cleave through his wrist, had we been really fighting.

      His eyes never left mine, and he smiled wide. “Nice moves, my man.”

      “Thanks.” We stood there like that for a few heartbeats, then I let the sword vanish. “So…?

      He considered me still, then sighed as if making up his mind. “You help me, push them into the ambush. Jack will be there, and I’ll make the introduction.”

      Shit, that sounded like a lot of work. But what choice did I have?

      “Deal,” I replied, and extended my hand.

      He eyed it with hesitation. Like many in the human world, he was hesitant to make skin contact after the recent virus outbreak but shook it with a smile.

      “Good to meet you...?”

      “Ferris.”

      “And you know I’m Chris. Let’s get this done, and then you’ll meet my friend Jack.”

      I grinned, looking forward to this. “But these… witches? You could betray them so easily?”

      Chris shrugged, then turned, pulling aside a curtain. Kneeling there, hands held up with fingers locked in weird positions, was a witch with fiery red hair. Her naturally green eyes locked onto mine, and I had the sensation of staring back at a pistol.

      “Some are very much on my side,” Chris said, “and me on theirs. These will not be in any danger.”

      He gave her a nod and she lowered her hands, then stood.

      “I saw you approaching,” Chris said. “Or rather, she did…” This time, he glanced up at a tree nearby, where a bird cocked its head. One click of my tongue showed me there was something different about this bird, and when I used my spirit vision, I could even see the outline of a witch there, her magic aura trapped in that creature.

      “But you didn’t attack. How’d you know I wasn’t an enemy? Maybe an assassin, sent to kill you?”

      “I didn’t. But being certain of such things before taking action is one thing that separates the good from the evil.”

      From there he briefed me on what he wanted. He had been tasked with getting the witches to this point, but then needed to ensure they were caught off-guard when the Protector made his move. He had been trying to figure that part out, but so far hadn’t been able to. From my standpoint, it sounded like the perfect opportunity to try out my skills with summoning Devasla. Suiko seemed to sense this and approve, as she pulsed at my side, her dark eyes slowly moving to stare my way.

      “Am I crazy?” I asked when Chris was done. “Or does this sound like fun?”

      “Crazy,” Suiko replied, “And fun. Very few witches have managed to get on my good side over the years, although there have been one or two in the Kyoto area that I’m quite fond of.”

      That had to be a story for another time, as Chris suddenly motioned to us, hissing, “Hide, they’re coming. Meet me here at midnight, and I’ll show you where we can attack from. Assuming your team is on board.”

      “I’m sure they will be,” I replied.

      He nodded but snickered. “All ladies?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Then we both know you better ask them. Now go!”

      Suiko and I took off, and as soon as we were out of his sight, she merged with me again. Pain coursed through my limbs. It was worth it, though, because a few seconds later and I would have been spotted by the witches as they came down the path. We moved along through the trees, crouching even with the invisibility. Good thing, too, because one of the witches near the back paused, looking our way briefly.

      “She senses us, but only faintly,” Suiko said, her voice audible even though I knew it was in my head. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I replied, mind suddenly flashing back to that poor kid from the old movie based on the Roald Dahl book. From this distance, the witches were a bit blurry and didn’t look anything like they had in the movie, but I could imagine getting close only to find them tearing off their wigs and revealing true nastiness beneath.

      The witch who was watching us had her light brown hair tied into a thick braid that went down to the small of her back. Her dress was green with purple trim. More like someone you’d see in an animated film about Ireland than what I’d expect to find here, but she was a witch, sure enough. I could see the magical aura radiating off her.

      “He got some of them to side with him,” I whispered. “How does he know others wouldn’t?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Meaning, how can we attack them, not truly knowing who might be able to be turned? Her, for example. Maybe she deep down wants to be good but doesn’t know it’s an option.”

      “Because she has a pretty face?” Suiko’s scoff was a vibration of pain through my body.

      “Shit,” I muttered. To my relief, the witch had turned away and kept walking. “That’s not what I meant. I’m just still grappling with who we should be fighting. What makes these ‘witches’ evil? And how do we know this isn’t simply another Salem Witch Trial—only, much larger than Salem?”

      For a few heartbeats, no answer came. When it did, she simply said, “I don’t know.”

      Either way, the plan had to stick. We needed Chris’s help, and as far as we knew, most of the witches were the bad guys. Or gals. So, we made our way back to the others.

      My team was on edge, when I snuck back to them, plan ready. I quickly explained, leaving out the part about me being unsure, for now. They agreed it was a fair trade—help him out to get an introduction to the Protector and his team.

      And since we had until midnight, we decided to make the most of it. We were close to a ski resort, after all!
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      As much as I enjoyed the thrill of the action, it’s possible I loved the downtimes even more. Considering the company, who wouldn’t? We had until midnight, and it wasn’t like there was anything we could do to make that time go by quicker, or find the lamia and other half of the sun disk otherwise. So, we took two courses of action—the first being that we went back down the mountain a bit to find a lake and check in with Amabie.

      “I’m going to be okay soon,” she said, emerging from the lake with a glare.

      “You don’t look so happy,” Kinara pointed out.

      “Point to Kinara for observation. You all called me into a frigid body of water—please try to refrain from that.”

      “It’s better than what’s up there,” Jalee noted, pointing up the mountain.

      Amabie nodded, then turned to Ahlaksiz. “By the way, I checked in with Yuki. Or, rather, she checked in with me. STP is getting close, so they’re on the move. She said she’ll check in again soon, but they’re getting anxious. Might make their way over to California, at least. I told her we weren’t quite ready for them.”

      “We’re not,” Ahlaksiz replied. “But worst-case scenario, they can lie low in my shop.”

      “Best case?” I asked.

      “We’ll have better living conditions soon.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, exactly, but Amabie had to go, so we wished her a speedy recovery before heading back up the hill. The second course of action was my idea—if we had time to kill anyway, why not get a winter cabin, complete with a hot tub? Maybe even look into some sledding and whatnot?

      Ahlaksiz and I checked us in, then we made our way to a pointed cabin to get ourselves settled. We wouldn’t be staying the night, exactly, so the two beds would be fine for those who felt they needed to nap before the long night ahead. I don’t know what was coming over me, but figuring a nap wouldn’t hurt, I was the first to lie down. Ahlaksiz said she’d take care of food and headed back out while my eyes started to close.

      I hadn’t realized how much energy the recent action had taken out of me. But when I woke an hour later, completely rejuvenated, the sound of laughter caused me to perk up. More so because it was muffled, and when I stood to see why, any remaining grogginess instantly vanished. The sight that awakened me so was of the hot tub outside the tall glass doors. Surrounded by snow, the deck had been recently cleared, and steam was rising from the hot tub—filled with nude monster ladies.

      Jalee frowned from the inside, leaning against the window and watching Kinara, Milrae, and Koharu out there. Past them, snow-covered trees glistened in what I was guessing to be the mid-afternoon sunlight.

      “You can’t join?” I asked Jalee, walking over and putting an arm around her waist.

      She leaned into me and shook her head. “I wish. It looks so… comforting.”

      It looked more than comforting. The hot tub was bubbling up around the ladies, none of whom had ever experienced a hot tub like that, it seemed. Judging by the way Kinara was laughing and moving around, they were experimenting with how bubble streams felt in certain areas.

      Jalee sighed, turning to face me, and bit her lip as her hand caressed my crotch.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked.

      “Checking to see if that sight aroused you. As suspected, hard as a rock.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “In fairness, I just woke up.”

      “True, but, come on… Even I’m wet just watching them. And I can’t even join.”

      “Maybe that’s what makes you wet?”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she took my hand, sliding it under her skirt to feel how wet she was. Damn, she wasn’t kidding. Her smooth, plush lips spread as my finger found her opening, then I enjoyed the feel of her while she leaned into me, gasping.

      From where I stood, I saw Kinara notice, then motion for the others to look. That wouldn’t make me stop, of course. When Koharu turned to watch, she pushed herself up to the edge so her breasts rested on her arms, which sat on the edge of the hot tub. Shit, that turned me on even more, and that went to the next level when Kinara moved up beside her, caressing her back. Milrae looked from them to me with uncertainty, then rolled her eyes and moved over to join in. Apparently, we were welcoming Koharu into the group, in some sense, and Milrae had decided to be one of the initiators. She brushed aside the monkey woman’s hair, leaning in to kiss the back of her neck. Full lust took over Koharu’s expression, and she bit her lip, arching her back. One of Kinara’s hands slid down to her ass, then disappeared beneath.

      “They’re watching,” I pointed out to Jalee.

      “Let’s give them a fucking show, then.” She pulled my hand away to undress, then pulled out my cock and slid it between her legs. With her ass pressed to the glass, one leg up, she guided my cock in. I took one of her nipples in my lips, cupping her breast in my hand, and used my other hand to hold her leg up while I thrust away.

      The view from outside must’ve been quite the odd one—her ass pressed against the glass like that, possibly including the sight of my balls as I moved in each time, but the thought of them watching only turned me on more.

      Jalee and I went on like that for about a minute before she slid off and turned around. Then I had her ass slapping against my hips, facing the women out there. Almost as strange as knowing I was being watched was the fact that I could see our reflection in the glass. On the one hand, there was the group of naked ladies watching, and then the reflection that showed Jalee’s breasts swaying and shaking with each thrust, her eyes moving between me in the reflection, and, I imagined, the others as well.

      When she reached back and pulled a hand around to her clit, I got the message loud and clear. Massaging her clit with one hand, I bent over her to grab her breast with the other, then quickly brought her to climax. I moaned and started focusing on me, but she slid off and turned, kissing me, before saying, “Wait, wait…”

      “Why?” I protested.

      “The others… the new girl, Koharu. I think you should save some for them.”

      She kissed me passionately again, then caressed my cheek as she said, “I’m going to sleep—be sure to give her a nice welcome to the team, yeah?”

      I nodded, not sure if I should be offended that she had used me to get hers and then was walking off, or excited that she’d gotten me all hard and aroused and sent me off to have my fun. I opted for the latter, seeing the hungry eyes on me from outside.

      A force pushed me toward the door, and I chuckled. “Suiko, calm down. I’m going.”

      Just looking out for you, she said in my head. Wouldn’t want that, er, situation, turning into blue balls.

      “Thank you,” I replied, and opened the door. It was fucking cold outside, so I half-ran to the hot tub, boner jostling back and forth. I was met with humored stares. No sooner had I lowered myself into the water than Kinara was on me, kissing me passionately and stroking my cock.

      She slowed down slightly and moved her hand to my balls as she kissed my neck. I held her but couldn’t ignore the way Koharu was staring at us.

      “Hot,” Koharu muttered, averting her gaze. After a moment, her eyes rose to meet mine. “Watching you, that is. Not the hot tub, though… it too. Watching you fucking was fucking hot.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Watching can be considered rude,” Kinara said, turning to caress the tip of my cock, eyes on the monkey woman, “if you don’t join in, that is.”

      Suiko moved out from me, glistening in the steam, and held out a hand to Koharu. “No need to be shy among friends.”

      Koharu took her hand and allowed herself to be guided over to me. She sat on my right, Kinara to my left; they took turns kissing me while their hands explored below. Her tail crept up along my back, moving along my neck, then she was on me, straddling my cock—except she didn’t let it go in. Instead, she slid it along her clit, pressing her pussy to me and biting my lower lip as she moaned.

      My eyes darted over to Kinara in confusion, but she was kissing the monkey woman’s shoulder, caressing both of us, waiting to see what happened.

      I reached down around Koharu’s thigh and felt her pussy in the water, then started to move her up so that I could slide in, but she shook her head and backed off.

      “Not yet,” she said, hand moving back to my balls, other taking my hand and pressing it to her pussy. “I… can’t.”

      One of my eyebrows arched, but I didn’t protest. When she was ready, it would happen. For now, I grinned as Kinara slid down on me, backward cowgirl style, and she slid up and down my cock while caressing my balls with one hand, her breasts with her other. I kissed her back and reached around to help her, the other hand bringing Koharu to climax.

      Kinara followed shortly after, going to extremes in her yelping when I experimented and started caressing her wings. At the moment of climax, I reached up to her ears, because I knew how much she loved that.

      “Ohhh, FERRIS!” she moaned, then slipped right off my cock, face planting into the water. She came up, spluttering and laughing, then fell into me with another moan. “Fuck, that was heavenly.”

      Koharu couldn’t help but laugh, and soon all three of us were laughing. Suiko appeared, smiling and floating in front of me, eyes moving over us, and our laughter died off.

      “I… I’m sorry,” I said. “Did you—”

      She put a finger to my lips and shook her head. “I didn’t mean to kill the moment, just wanted to enjoy it with you all. If you don’t mind, I’d like to store this memory, and experience it with Ferris later?”

      “Of course,” I said, but looked to the ladies. They both smiled and nodded, though Kinara more enthusiastically. Koharu, it seemed, was still getting used to all of this. What we had just shared was more than I’d been expecting from her, so I was ecstatic.

      “Also, wanted to let you know we have company,” Suiko said, apparently done storing the memory, whatever that entailed. Turning, she gestured to Ahlaksiz, who stood at the doorway, a humored grin on her face. She slid open the door.

      “Food’s on the table,” Ahlaksiz said. “Whenever you all are ready.”

      “Join us,” Kinara said.

      “I had my Ferris time, and will again soon, I imagine. Right now, I think we need to ensure he has his energy, clear his mind, and see if there’s time for training.”

      “And sledding,” I countered.

      She raised an eyebrow, but then laughed. “Sure, and sledding. How often will we have time for that, after all? Plus, there’re two sleds in the front closet, so we’re set.”

      We dried off and dressed, then made our way to the table. Milrae was there, though Jalee was sleeping. A quick glance around showed that Basty had already eaten and was curled up next to a plate with bloody scraps remaining. The little creature was a strange one in so many ways, but lying there like that, I could almost imagine he was a pet cat or little dog.

      “Jalee grabbed a bite on her way to the bed,” Ahlaksiz explained. “It seems she was quite worn out.”

      “I know how she feels,” Kinara said, finding her seat. She eyed us, then turned back to Koharu as she asked, “So… going to explain?”

      “There’s no need,” I cut in, frowning at Kinara.

      “No, no, it’s okay,” Koharu said.

      “What’d we miss?” Milrae asked.

      “Ah, just that…” I stopped, figuring it was best to let Koharu share whatever she was comfortable with.

      She noticed this, so took over. “We were intimate, out there… but not fully intimate. I supposed Kinara’s wondering why that’s the case. Suffice it to say, first times are important. Am I wrong?”

      “First…” Kinara’s eyes went wide. “Oh! Oh, I see. When Ferris and I first fucked, it was his first.”

      Koharu nodded, eyeing me with a shy smile. “It’s not that I’m waiting for anything necessarily, just… wasn’t quite ready.”

      “I understand,” I assured her. “When you’re ready, I’ll be here. I won’t push anything.”

      “Same for all of us,” Ahlaksiz added, then started dishing up the food. “Who’s hungry?”

      “Incredibly so,” Koharu said quickly, apparently glad for the change in subject.

      We all dove in, and as we ate, I asked, “Do you have snow back home? In the monster world?”

      “There are mountains and areas with snow,” Milrae said. “But different types of monsters would live there than I see around this table.”

      Kinara grunted. “I visited such a place once. It wasn’t pleasant.

      “Visited?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “More like fled into, but yeah. I was visiting the fucking icicles that hung to my pubes—one reason I got rid of ’em.”

      A round of laughter followed that, then I said, “There have to be some nice parts of the world, right? Even of those areas that have snow and whatnot, because here snow can be beautiful, and fun.”

      “It’s been so long,” Ahlaksiz said, when Kinara and Milrae seemed lost in thought, “I wouldn’t know what it’s like anymore.”

      “Not my world, either,” Suiko said. “But it sounds fascinating.”

      “I also have never been there,” Bloodsong chimed in.

      “We’ll all get a chance to see it soon enough.” Ahlaksiz glanced around. “Dessert?”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “Please.”

      As she dished out the tiramisu, Milrae was the one who spoke up about back home. “There was this series of caverns I once lived in. While it wasn’t the most comfortable at the time, I often think back to that place fondly because of its beauty. For one hour a night, the caverns would light up with the glow of creatures that lived in the water. Everything would start off light blue, then transition to turquoise and finally bright green, before the light would fade. It was amazing to watch… and the creatures were tasty, too.”

      “You’re not supposed to eat those Iniae,” Jalee said, stretching in the doorway. “Too many, and you might start glowing yourself.” She wore a robe with only panties and a bra underneath; when she stretched, I couldn’t help but be enchanted by the way her abs went tight and the curve of her ribs showed. Sometimes a bit more meat on the bones was good, and sometimes this look was sexy. Hell, I was happy with all shapes and sizes, but glanced around and realized they were all in fairly fit shape.

      “And are all monster girls skinny?”

      Koharu held up a finger. “Not technically a monster girl, in that I’m not from that world.”

      “Ah, right. Monster girls and other non-normal human women, then?”

      She shrugged.

      “We have plenty of curvier women,” Milrae said.

      Kinara nodded. “It’s just that they tend to be in the wealthier zones. Often with their little armies who do the hard work for them, while they sit around and eat and get their clits sucked.”

      I nearly choked on the bite of potatoes I’d just put in my mouth, and helped it down with a gulp of wine.

      “Come on, I think it’s time for sledding!” Ahlaksiz grinned, nodding towards the door.

      “You all are too crazy,” Bloodsong said. “Think I’ll sit this one out.”

      “Suit yourself,” I said, knowing she was going to regret it when the others came back with stories of our fun. We got bundled up and grabbed the sleds, then made our way out.

      While she stayed in to get her chance at sleep, the rest of us got bundled up and made our way out. We didn’t have to go far to find a hill with snow, though trudging up it was a bit of a pain.

      “What do we do here, exactly?” Koharu asked, and I couldn’t help but notice the way she looked at me differently. Apparently, our little fun in the onsen had caused her to see me in a different light.

      Kinara stuck close to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “I’ll take care of you.”

      “You know about sledding?” Milrae asked.

      Kinara considered, then shook her head.

      “Nothing to it.” I put one sled down. Holding it in place, I gestured for Kinara and Koharu to go first. “Two can fit, I think. You just sit and ride it down. Try not to fall off, then make your way back up.”

      “Sounds easy enough.” Kinara pulled a reluctant Koharu over, and they got situated while I held the sled from the back.

      “Ready?” I asked and noticed that Ahlaksiz and Milrae had taken the other.

      “Ready!” Kinara said.

      The others merely glanced my way, though Ahlaksiz was grinning wide. Surely, she’d done this a thousand times.

      “Go!” I released the sled and stood to watch Koharu and Kinara. They started slowly, then yelped as they picked up speed. Kinara threw her arms in the air, whooping. Apparently, that was a mistake because of the way her clothing was designed to accommodate her wings. It picked up the wind as they went faster, and caused the sled to angle with the front up; they went skidding out and backward down the rest of the way as Ahlaksiz and Milrae flew by.

      “I don’t think that’s supposed to happen,” Jalee said with a laugh at my side.

      “Eh, half the fun of sledding is the wiping out part.”

      She eyed me and scrunched her nose. “I’m not so sure about this.”

      “But—”

      A whooping sounded from below, and Kinara shouted, “It’s so fucking fun! I want to go again!”

      “After everyone gets their turn,” I called back, then nudged Jalee.

      “Don’t do that,” she said.

      Clearly, this was freaking her out. I put a gloved hand on her lower back. “I’ll be with you. Hold you from behind, and I promise, no letting go.”

      She still didn’t look sure, but at least nodded. We watched Ahlaksiz and Milrae come to a smooth stop below, and that seemed to give Jalee more confidence.

      “Here you go,” Kinara said, handing over the sled—she had obviously scaled it alone much faster than before. Had I been the one slowing them down?

      “Thanks.” I reached for the sled, but Jalee took it.

      “Think I’m scared?” Jalee clenched her jaw, then ran and threw the sled down, jumping to lie on it on her stomach. She went careening down the hill, screaming and laughing at different times, then hit a bit of a bump that sent her into the air. There came what sounded like insane laughter, followed by a horrible crunch as she landed in the snow, legs up and kicking.

      “Shit!” I shouted, about to go running after her when I saw Ahlaksiz and Milrae there, pulling her out.

      I shared a concerned look with Kinara, and we started down to check on Jalee.

      “You okay?” I asked, jogging the last few paces and catching her in a hug.

      For a second I thought she was going to be mad, but instead, she started laughing and laughing.

      “That was insane!” Jalee said. “I’m going to keep doing this until I master it.”

      “Master…? It’s just sledding.”

      “You only say that because you’re so good at it.”

      “Actually, he hasn’t even gone yet,” Koharu pointed out. Maybe he isn’t so good?”

      “Hey now.” I took one of the sleds and puffed out my chest. “Watch a pro at work.”

      “Should we stay down here to catch you?” Milrae asked, and judging by her expression, she was truly concerned.

      “Again, it’s just sledding.”

      That said, as I started up the hill again, I noticed how steep parts of it were. It was just sledding, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever gone sledding like this before. Finally, I reached the top, a very distant memory replaying in my mind about a time I’d gone sledding with my old friend and neighbor, David, and gone skidding into the street as a car had come at us. We hadn’t been hit, nobody killed, but still, it had been scary as fuck. And then there was a time I’d tried to learn skiing and slammed my face into a tree. Yeah, that had cost me a trip to the dentist. Now that I was at the top of the hill looking down, my confidence was waning.

      I put a hand to my scarf—Basty—feeling his warmth. Without another thought, I put the sled down and said, “Watch out below,” before pushing off.

      At first, it was smooth, though the bumps sent vibrations through me, along with a couple of worrying thoughts. Then I hit the real descent, and things got crazy. My sled rocked back and forth, flew into the air more than once, and even went into a three-sixty spin at the bottom. But I made it! I sat there for a second catching my breath, then processed the whoops and cheers from the monsters.

      “That’s right!” I stood, hands raised in victory. “Welcome to my world!”

      They seemed to love this confident side of me, and soon had kisses on my cheeks, and high fives all around. We all charged back up the hill then—great training for my legs, by the way—and for the next hour or so we kept at it, sledding like nothing else in the world mattered. Ours or theirs.

      “This is what humans do?” Koharu asked, when we were all at the top again, catching our breaths.

      “For fun, but usually on vacation, or as children.”

      “Ii ne,” she replied in Japanese.

      I shrugged. “It’s nice. We have a lot of nice things we can do here. I’m sure you all have fun things you do back home, though. Right?”

      They glanced around at each other, and I was reminded how different each of them was. There was Koharu, who mostly lived in the Nikko mountains and wasn’t from the monster world. Ahlaksiz who hadn’t been back in a long time, by my understanding, and Jalee who had worked with, or as a slave of, the hunters. Kinara who had been hunted, maybe for food, and Milrae… Milrae, who I didn’t really know much about.

      Frowning, and seeing that they didn’t have much of an answer for me, I asked Milrae, “What did you do back there? In your world?”

      She offered a half-smile. “Survive. Or try to, anyway.”

      “Survive. I imagine that has a different meaning than it does here. Here, everyone’s always struggling to survive. But by that they mean to pay rent, to get nice things for their loved ones. Stuff like that.”

      “That’s not what it meant for me, for sure,” Kinara said.

      Milrae licked her upper teeth, then blew out a long breath. “For me… Somewhere in the middle. I was in charge of our Yoka’s temple.”

      “Yoka?” I asked, glancing at Koharu because it sounded Japanese.

      “It means something like a religious city,” Milrae explained. “For my people, anyway. I wasn’t a religious leader, but I’d keep the animals at bay.”

      Interesting, that they still had what they considered to be animals. But the conversation stopped there, as Kinara had my hand and was pulling me along.

      “What?” I asked.

      “We’re here for sledding, and the cold is making my nipples uncomfortably hard. Come on, one last time down.” She took one of the sleds and positioned it, then waited for me to join.

      “You heard the lady,” Ahlaksiz said, and this time we all piled on; I had to sit with Jalee in my lap, Kinara between my legs, and the two of them pressed together. We were all laughs as we slid down, clinging to each other tightly and yelping with each bump. Kinara had a point—the cold was making my lower abs, maybe my balls, have a dull pain. We weren’t properly dressed for this weather, even with the bundles.

      Jalee was the first to lose her balance, falling off as we neared the bottom. I reached for her, but it was no good. Then I lost my balance too, and we started to fall. Kinara and I went rolling into the snow, hitting a curve in the powder and coming up with it in my mouth and some down my shirt. Not pleasant, but we laughed anyway, helping each other up. The discomfort wouldn’t last long, but the great memories would last forever.

      “One more, I promise!” Koharu shouted, running past and grabbing the sled with one hand, using her tail to wrap around my wrist and pull me with her. I gave a glance to Kinara, who simply grinned and motioned me to go along.

      “I’ll go with her,” Milrae said, and gave me a peace sign before charging after the monkey girl. I wondered where she had learned the peace sign—maybe Koharu, as it was a popular move in Japan? But Koharu was hardly up with Japanese culture, I imagined. Only whatever she observed of people visiting Nikko.

      Those of us who waited below got to work on a snow monster-woman, and soon the others were back and helping us.

      “Can’t exactly have all these bad-asses in the snow and not have a snowball fight,” a voice said from behind. I turned to see Bloodsong there, bundled up with a snowball in hand.

      “I thought you were going to rest or—”

      BAM! Her snowball plowed into my chest, spraying snow up onto my face.

      That was it. Time for payback. I rolled out of the way before she could get off another, and commenced with showing these monster ladies what a true snowball fight was all about. To be clear, they kicked my ass. For one, Milrae’s throws were too damn hard and fast. One hit my stomach and sent me stumbling back in pain. Another caused a charley horse in my leg. By the time we were done, I was more bruised than the worst of any paintball matches I’d ever experienced.

      Finally, we retired to the cabin for hot chocolate—which they fucking loved—and to change back to warm clothes. I was starting to strip, however, when Ahlaksiz said, “The hot tub might be a good place to try clearing your mind, actually. Shall we?”

      I looked over to see she was already nude, beautiful ass facing my way as she stood at the door to the hot tub, looking over her shoulder my way.

      “Should we sit this one out, to help him focus?” Milrae asked.

      “Actually, no.”

      “No?” I gulped, then smiled wide.

      “Don’t get the wrong idea,” Ahlaksiz said with a mischievous grin. “They’ll be there, because I want to test your ability to focus.”

      My heart sunk. How could I possibly be around these stunning beauties and focus? At least, focus on anything other than introducing them to my not-so-little friend, anyway. Imagine sitting there, naked and feeling hot and relaxed, nude beauties all around, and trying to focus. I’d say Ahlaksiz could have been slamming me in the face with a frying pan and my focus would be clearer. I only managed to find my concentration by reaching into that part of me that Vaper had helped me truly get in touch with. The spirit light flowed around, and maybe I cheated by even manipulating it to have it cover the ladies’ special parts and help my focus.

      From my point of view, I was getting quite good at energy management. Suiko flowed with the energy, letting it take her around in the air near us, smiling as she passed. She pointed her finger, wagging it and reminding me not to watch her, but to focus on my meditation. My mom had always been into meditation and self-healing, and I’d been the one mocking her. Funny, then, that now I was doing something quite similar.

      Thoughts of my parents came into my mind; while at first, I pushed them out, after a bit of unfocused meditating, I let the thoughts return, and this time was taken to a time the three of us had sat on our back porch, my dad telling us about travels he’d taken to South America. It had nothing to do with the hot tub or my current situation, so I had no idea why that specific memory popped up. Still, I embraced it and it was like I was back there again with my dad, and watching the way his face had lit up as he spoke of his friends he’d made down south, and the memories they formed getting into trouble. A cold wind blew over me and I breathed, embraced it, and focused on the emotions I was feeling.

      When I realized that my eyes were open, but I wasn’t even seeing my surroundings, I blinked and noticed all the ladies watching me with curiosity and interest.

      “Judging by the look you had in your eyes, that was something special,” Suiko said for all to hear.

      “And it’s about time,” Ahlaksiz added. “Let’s head out.”

      To my surprise, when I stood up from the waters, I was as limp as could be. Somehow, I’d managed to keep my focus, to ignore my sexual cravings, and get in touch with that spiritual realm. And believe me, the temptations around me were about as tempting as they could possibly be. Even with my ability to focus, though, I enjoyed the views of their rears as they walked ahead back into the cabin to prepare. Mmmm-hmm! Talk about some peaches.

      Soon, I told myself. For now, I breathed deep and maintained my focus, slowly entering to get dressed and go fight some witches.
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      Stepping out onto the porch of the cabin was confusing because even with the cold mountain wind, my body flowed with warmth. I felt that I’d stored up energy from the friction of our bodies and the hot tub—and as I had the thought, Suiko cut in to tell me that was exactly what had happened!

      “You’re welcome,” she said. “A little something I thought could come in useful. Think of it as bonus energy, which you’ll be able to call on when needed. It’s not a lot, but it’s there for you when necessary.”

      “Thanks,” I said, then realized only I’d heard her, while my reply had been out loud. “Uh, talking to Suiko.”

      “Ah,” Ahlaksiz replied, eyes narrowing. “It’s kind of unfair that you get that special bond with her and we don’t.”

      “Sorry?”

      Suiko emerged from me. “No need to be sorry. Watch this…” She floated over to Ahlaksiz, caressed her cheek, and said, “You miss me so much, here you go.” With that, she became the ball of light and merged with Ahlaksiz. A flash of images hit me. They made no sense, but something caused Ahlaksiz to stumble, let out a gasp, and moan as if she’d just orgasmed.

      “Oh, sorry,” Suiko said, her voice carrying through my mental link still. I hadn’t understood what I’d seen—images of flesh, of women rolling around, kissing, and more. Much like the memories that Suiko helped me store, and experienced as I did, she had unleashed a barrage of them upon Ahlaksiz when entering her. Apparently by accident.

      “That was… interesting,” Ahlaksiz said, then eyed me as she licked her lips. She took a deep breath and started back for the door. “You can go back to him. I can’t handle this.”

      As Suiko floated back to me, appearing as herself and smiling smugly, I called out after Ahlaksiz, “Where’re you going?”

      “I need to… just, I’ll be right back.”

      Suiko floated into me and, so that only I could hear, said, “To change her panties. They became overly wet.”

      It was all I could do not to laugh.

      Soon, however, she was back and looking like nothing had happened, so that we piled in the car and made our way to our designated ambush point. We found ourselves at the edge of a snow-covered hill, with trees to our right and houses scattered about, barely visible in the snowy night except for the faint lights.

      “Here?” Kinara asked.

      “Apparently.” I stepped out of the car, scouring the area. So far, there was no sign of either group.

      “This isn’t our fight,” Jalee protested. At my look of confusion, she held up her hands. “I’m not saying I don’t look forward to kicking some witch ass. I do. It’s just that I wish we could skip this step and get to it.”

      “We need their help,” Ahlaksiz countered.

      “Of course, they could just tell us and not be bitches about it.”

      “Come on,” I shifted from one leg to the other, hoping the movement would alleviate the cold. “You don’t know—they could be listening in. Or one of Chris’s people, anyway.”

      “Most likely,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “No…” Suiko floated next to me, appearing only long enough to say, “I’m scouting the area, and would have detected them.”

      “Thank you,” Ahlaksiz said to her.

      Milrae was pacing to our rear but paused when I stared at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Curious how you feel about the whole scenario.”

      “You know me. If there’s an excuse to hurt the bad guys, I’ll take it.”

      I laughed, but Ahlaksiz shook her head as she said, “No telling who the bad guys really are. Those who cross the moral gray line? Those who do something that annoys you?”

      “In this case,” I cut in, “the saying about an enemy of a friend being an enemy will have to suffice.”

      Ahlaksiz grunted but didn’t need to say her piece. We all knew that she wasn’t exactly friends with Bastet and Sekhmet, so the saying had to be applied loosely here.

      “The problem with goddesses is that they all think they’re goddesses.” Ahlaksiz snarled as only a cougar would. “Most are certainly not, and those two, as stunning and powerful as they are, are… well, they’re simply bitches.”

      “I could see how personalities could clash,” Milrae said with a wink my way.

      Ahlaksiz snarled again, but stood in silence for a bit, arms crossed, before adding, “I’ll go ahead and ignore that.”

      “Any other gods or goddesses you might have problems with that I should know about?” I asked.

      “Me?” Ahlaksiz scoffed. “I’m friends with everyone. Although, if we ever run into Baba Yaga…”

      “Right.”

      “She’s not joking,” Bloodsong chimed in. Then, to her mom she added, “Remember, I was there.”

      “Yeah, the Baba Yaga thing,” Ahlaksiz laughed. “At least that one makes sense. She tried to cast a spell on you in hopes of blackmailing me, and the way you bit her neck? I’ll never forget the look in her eyes.”

      Bloodsong nodded, looking smug. “That was nothing compared to the way you used that stone to bind her magic, then sent her rolling down a hill with a kick to the ass.”

      “Sounds fun,” Kinara said, with Milrae nodding enthusiastically.

      “Showtime,” Suiko noted, interrupting the rest of us and indicating a spot in the snow ahead that appeared to shimmer more than the rest. Maybe twenty or thirty paces off.

      A light formed there; it was like a curtain had been pulled aside in the air. Out stepped first one witch, followed by others. Among them were Chris and his group, moving slightly to our left, separate from the others—though it didn’t seem anyone had noticed. He glanced about, likely looking for us. We had the attack plan though.

      “Push them toward the valley,” Ahlaksiz said. “Now!”

      We charged. I held my hand out, summoning the hunter sword, and clicked my tongue while reaching into my inner core to draw upon any powers I could use. At least there were trees nearby, so my druid skills could come in handy.

      The fight started between the witches and another group first. As far as I knew Chris was trying to keep his cover for now, so I wasn’t sure who it could be. The Protector, maybe? Either way, it was our turn, because one of the nearby witches had just spotted us and was turning our way with glowing hands.

      “On it,” Jalee said, electric wings bursting out through her clothes as she shot her way over to attack. The witch went flying back with a blast of electricity, though two others rose in bursts of black smoke. One hit Jalee with a spell that sent her spiraling—in an invisible rope, it seemed. Another had spotted me and lifted her wand as her mouth started to move. A growl sounded and there was Ahlaksiz, plowing into the witch and snapping at her with her claws. The next attack came from Bloodsong, who had her pistol drawn and charged out into the snow, firing at a witch. Milrae followed, and Suiko appeared at my side, hair flailing out behind her. It wasn’t until I saw that spooky sight that I noticed Basty awake and on my shoulder, ready for action. That had to mean this was serious.

      To my right, the snow shifted slightly, and I saw the shadow blur of a figure appearing before the witch was there. I knelt, thrusting up my sword, and caught the woman in the shoulder A groan of pain preceded the witch, and she flashed into view for only a second before she was gone again, appearing instead ahead of me and to the left. She clutched her shoulder, blood dripping down it and tainting the fresh snow, but still she managed to send a flurry of snow and ice my way.

      I acted on instinct, pulling on the roots of the nearest tree to yank her into the ground. It worked but didn’t do a damn thing against her spell, which hit and sent me to the ground, writhing in pain as it felt like my heart had frostbite. A physical shot hit me, but my shield shimmered, and I used the moment to roll out of the way before a witch flew overhead and caused the spot where I’d been to explode. As snow and dust fell around, I saw Kinara leap into the air and tackle the witch, the two of them, tumbling into the trees.

      It was time, I realized. Time to stop fighting directly for now and reach for the Iridant around my neck. Pulling it from my shirt, I clutched the stone and focused.

      The effect was instant. My surroundings flashed once as I connected to the spiritual power, then it was the normal power of the opening portal that hit. Steam burst up from all around me, explosive, causing one witch to howl as it must have burned her. I spun, seeing the red flow of lava there in the snow, then the gateway from which Devasla emerged.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      “Whether I am or not, you’ve given me enough time,” she replied. As before, I was blown away by her massive form, the red lava lines that formed in her stone armor and skin. All seven feet of her charged forward, fiery lines left behind her in the darkness.

      “Any witches I focus on,” I said. “There’s a man out there, named Chris. He’ll have a small group with him—please don’t attack them. The man, either.”

      “I’ll try not to, but… do keep him out of my way.”

      “Deal.”

      I rose to go on the attack again, but Devasla swept past me with a burst of steam that sent me scrambling to get out of the way, and to be able to see. That steam climbed to form a cloud around us so the witches hardly knew what was coming. More than once I saw Devasla appear through it, chasing down a witch one second, at another shooting a blast of lava from her beaming hand. One witch appeared behind her with wand raised and cast a green curse, but it bounced off the stone armor and nearly hit me. My shield fizzled slightly, and I realized another witch had attacked me from behind!

      Spinning and seeing Milrae tackling her, I grinned and called out, “Basty, what’ve we got for this witch?”

      “Good,” Basty said, forming like a cape around my neck—which I thought was badass. When I reached out and pointed at the woman, surges of dark images pulsed through me, hitting her with horrible mind-fucks so that she screamed and clawed at her own eyes. Considering how long her nails were, it was a nasty enough sight to send Milrae stumbling back and cursing. Not exactly the effect I’d been going for.

      Suiko emerged, snarling, and lifted a hand that extended into a silvery light as she brought it down. The light flashed, the witch’s screams stopped, and I nearly puked as I saw why. Blood trailed in the snow to the spot where the head had rolled and was just coming to a stop as I spotted it.

      “Better to put her out of her misery,” Suiko said, then rose and gave a blood-curdling scream. It sent the steam back, uncovering three witches that had been on the verge of attacking. Instead, they now covered their ears, dropping their wands. Blood dripped down from where their hands were pressed to the sides of their heads, and one collapsed.

      Fuck, I hadn’t had any idea how truly badass Suiko could be. I wasn’t even sure we had needed Devasla—or so I thought, until I caught a glimpse of her in a newly formed hole in the ground, bashing witches as they stormed her. There were more witches present than I had realized. That’s when I noticed the other door beyond her. They were bringing reinforcements!

      “Jack sends a message,” Suiko said for all of us to hear. “With this many, kill all you can. The especially strong ones will hold off, as Is their way. They’ll pull back into the trap.”

      This was a strange situation, where I felt guilty every time I attacked one of these people After all, they were humans. Witches, but as we had made clear, it was hard to truly determine who was on which side, or which side was truly evil or good. Or further, that maybe there was no true good or evil. Then again, if I were a soldier and enemy troops were coming at me, I would be expected to kill them and hopefully not live a life full of guilt.

      “Watch out!” Kinara said, leaping past me and grabbing a witch by the head, and pulling her face off with those claws as they hit the ground. Amongst the screams, the witch sent all manner of curses out around her, but I ended it with a clean cut from my sword.

      Staring down at that body, I was relieved. Not that she was dead, though maybe partially that, too. Relieved that the guilt didn’t come this time. Maybe it was because she had been in pain? I turned, then, saw Chris and several others running below, from a clearing to a group of trees. As a witch started to turn that way, I ran at her, shouting.

      It was time to test myself. Could I end this one—a woman who wasn’t in pain, wasn’t suffering—and not feel guilt?

      She faced me with a wide smile and eyes that lit up. Not in that unnatural monster way, but in that I’m-excited-to-kill-you way. As I charged, sword up and feeling full on like an anime warrior, I slapped my hand out to the nearest tree, sending it and a wave of others nearby to crash down on her. A blast of purple sent branches flying, and she flew into the air, spinning, and throwing a barrage of curses down at me.

      But I had been smart enough to keep moving and was having the nearest branches propel me forward faster than I would have been able to go on my own, so that I came around to her back and was about to attack, when Devasla came charging through, lava attack burning through the witch and leaving her to fall in two pieces on the ground.

      “That was my kill!” I shouted, but Devasla only chuckled and kept on, moving with a blast of steam past the trees and out of sight.

      I had turned in frustration to look for another witch when a black tendril grabbed my leg. A glance down and then over showed it connected to a series of tendrils that were pouring forth from the top half of the witch; it was like she had become part shadow-octopus.

      “Shit,” I muttered, then was pulled across the snow, sword falling from my hand, and the witch had me in her grip. Claws dug into my flesh, her bloodshot eyes boring into me.

      “Go on then,” she said, voice harsh, “your kill. Take it.”

      I clenched my teeth, doing all I could to not shout out in pain. Try as I might, the spirit shit wasn’t helping me out right then, and nothing else seemed to, either. Her fingernails continued to dig in, so I did all I could think of at that moment—started flailing my fists at her with all I could muster.

      She must have been very strong when it came to magic and the like, but my punches landed like they were hitting a rotten watermelon. It took a couple of hits, but then the shell caved, and the red poured forth.

      To my disgust—and relief—she soon exploded into a pool of blood that painted the snow. Nothing else remained of her. But my fists were glowing. Apparently, I had managed to use some power of the spirit world, I supposed, because otherwise, I couldn’t make sense of this.

      “Not bad,” Suiko said.

      “Where’ve you been?” I asked, glancing around to find her floating next to me, hair shooting out.

      “Around.”

      With a nod, she vanished like glowing streams on the wind. A scream from someone else sounded in the direction she’d gone. Basty wasn’t with me, either, I noticed, except at that thought he appeared like a burst of darkness that took form in his usual way in front of me. He cocked his head and said, “Good?”

      “Good,” I replied, “just curious where you were.”

      He nodded, then shot up to my shoulder, and shuddered. A warning? I focused, and sure enough, my bat sense picked up two more witches coming my way. I held out my hand for the sword, inches closer to the nearest trees, and prepared.

      “Thanks.”

      “Good,” Basty murmured.

      A screech sounded from my left, then a rumbling from behind. I spun, finding that my bat sense was glitching. At one instant the forms would appear together, at another flickering around me.

      I lifted my sword, using my other hand to press against the tree and tell branches to attack. I heard swooshing like wind rushing through a valley, then another shriek—this time from above. A woman was there, robes fluttering out about her as she aimed her wand and shouted a curse.

      The blast nearly hit, but I at least saw the blur of that wand coming and had managed to throw myself to the left and out of the way. Basty responded, then, darkness surged around us so that whatever filled the witch’s mind caused her to become distracted. She flailed and slammed into the ground, then curled into a ball.

      “More of that,” I told Basty, then brought my sword down to finish it. A clean kill… zero guilt.

      The other shot out an attack that I wasn’t so lucky against. It hit and sent me into the air, body contorting, bones feeling like they were about to burst out through my flesh and skin. Basty tried attacking but seemed frozen in place! I wanted to scream, to shout out for help, but couldn’t. My only tool was mental, and so I went for it.

      Suiko! I shouted in my mind, hoping that would work.

      You bet your ass it did, and I was certainly not too proud to accept her help when she arrived, shooting into my body and taking over. The spell was broken, and together we landed, ghostly arms shooting out of me to slam into the witch. I joined in the attack despite the pain, so that we were a multi-armed beast, pummeling this witch to a pulp.

      Another witch came to her rescue, but I leaped over to intercept, leaving Suiko to deal with the remnants of this first one. My hand reached out to pull my sword from thin air, then I ducked and slashed, slicing off her legs at the knees. My blade met bone and came out the other side, then I was up and spinning to see Milrae there, hand out. I released the sword, so it fell and she was able to summon it to drive it home and finish the kill.

      I turned to see more witches nearby and braced myself—but they turned and fled. We had them on the run! Too many had died for my taste, but those who remained were retreating into the valley, as we’d hoped for. A flash of light shone from the opposite side. Blue, floating lines in the air moving around… a sword?

      “That’s him,” Chris said, running up to my side from the valley, his witches behind him. Four or five of them, maybe more, but it was hard to see in the lingering steam. “That’s Jack and his team.”

      “Where the fuck were you?” I asked.

      “Staying out of her way,” he said, indicating Devasla, “and we had to create the beacon, of course.”

      A beacon. Of course. Except that I had no idea what he meant, other than that he’d found a way to bring the Protector here, as promised. That would have to be good enough. And they were there then, meeting the witches on the other side with a barrage of attacks. I couldn’t clearly see what they were doing or who was winning from my position but was very aware of the explosive blasts and bursts of various colors.

      Figuring that was the signal, we headed down to meet them. Coming up to the group, I felt frustration taking over. All I could make out were the silhouettes, and that blue, glowing sword.

      “What was the point of this?” I asked. A glance back at the valley behind us showed smoke and steam and strange colored mists rising. Who knew how many bodies now lay there in the snow?

      “Her,” the Protector said, smoothing his hair back.

      With the glow of Suiko combined with his sword, I could better see him now. He had a strange, dorky look to him, despite the muscles rippling, covered with their blue, glowing tattoos. Runes, a bit too similar to those of one of the guys from the God of War videogames, if you ask me.

      The “her” he was referring to was a woman held on her knees by the one in the red hood. Hold the fucking phone. Red…

      “Red Riding Hood?” I asked.

      “No, the one on her knees,” the Protector said, then laughed. “Oh, you meant—is this… Yeah, this is Red. That’s what she goes by. But the witch is one we’ve been after. She was trying to start a takeover of a very popular church and getting a bit too close for comfort.”

      I was still staring with shock at Red, who was glaring at me now.

      “Who the fuck’s this?” Red asked.

      “Actually, good question,” the Protector said, frowning and turning to see Chris walking up over to me. Whatever doubt or suspicion there’d been a second ago vanished as the two embraced, laughing. They pulled back and fist-bumped, and that bit of nerd I’d seen in Jack, the Protector, was full-on now. Crazy, how he could go from a badass warrior to a guy like me so quickly. Or I guess a guy like I’d been, too. I had to admit, I was changing as well.

      “Sorry, sorry,” Chris said, finally clapping me on the shoulder. “This here is…” He frowned, apparently having forgotten my name.

      “Ferris,” I said, and nodded.

      “They helped us out.” Chris cocked his head. “Though, I’m not sure I really know why.”

      “Where’s…?” Ahlaksiz stepped forward, eyeing the group. It gave me a chance to finally take in those with Jack. He didn’t roll as deep as I’d figured. Aside from Red, there was a short woman with horns at the front of her head, in front of her red hair, and with a massive rifle at her side. That explained some of the blasts I’d been hearing. Standing behind them was a woman with blonde hair, wearing a blue dress. She had a necklace with a swan on it, and had more of an aristocratic look about her.

      “Where, what?” Jack asked.

      “Sorry. Where’s Bastet? Sekhmet? They don’t roll with you anymore?”

      “They had to take care of business elsewhere, along with Sharon and a couple of others,” Red said, and gave the one with the gun a look. The latter raised her rifle, not quite aiming it at me, but halfway there. “Tell them, Pucky, what we think of outsiders.”

      “We actually are divided on the subject,” Pucky said, and at a glance from Jack, lowered the rifle again. “I happen to be on the side of trusting, especially if Jack’s friend vouches for you. Red can be a bit of a bitch, though.”

      Red let out something between a laugh and a scoff, her eyes moving over my team, then back to Ahlaksiz.

      “You know Bastet and Sekhmet?” Jack asked.

      Ahlaksiz nodded.

      “She does,” I said.

      Just then, the witch at Red’s feet lunged, half of a curse escaping her lips, but Red’s cloak whipped out and whacked her before pulling her into a knee to the face from Red. The witch fell to her hands and knees, yelping, then collapsed as Pucky slammed the butt-end of her rifle into the back of the witch’s head.

      At my look, Pucky said, “What? She’ll live. She’s fucking immortal.”

      “There we go.” Chris shrugged. “You got her now, and my new friends here helped. So, can you help me out—bring them to meet up with their old friends?”

      Ahlaksiz shifted awkwardly, but none of us corrected him or said anything about the rift that supposedly existed between her and these ancient Egyptians-ladies.

      Jack held up a finger, then motioned to his ladies. They quickly spoke in hushed voices, then he turned to us and grinned.

      “Come along then. I’m not saying I know you or trust you yet, but since Chris here vouches for you, and we all owe him one or two, I’m going to help you out.”

      “Where are we going?” Kinara asked.

      He stared at her, raising an eyebrow at her bat ears. “We’re going to Malibu.”
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      I was reminded of The Alchemist’s lesson of finding the treasure in your own backyard. Here we were, returning through a portal to Southern California—where it had all started! Well, in a much fancier area, but the same general geographical location. Whereas my place had been an apartment and my parents had never owned anything other than cheap, one-story houses, we were staring up at a mansion that certainly rivaled any of those in the monster campus.

      This one was more in the style that those fancy architects make, square with large windows, white walls, and a golden glow coming from within.

      “My name is Elise,” the Swan Princess said, gesturing for us to continue in.

      I bristled, so used to the monster way of not introducing themselves at first. It took me a moment to realize that somehow this had become more real for me than my own, human way.

      “Ferris,” I said, even though there was surely no need.

      “One of my homes, used as a Protector base of operations.” She nodded to Jack, coming along behind us with others from his team. Jack truly enjoys the saying, ‘Work hard, play hard,’ and so we ensure we live up to that.”

      Jack joined us, then, a hand on my shoulder, he smiled as he said, “Welcome.” He was maybe a bit taller than I, and even with how buff he was, his smile and the gleam in his eyes were both very comforting.

      “Thanks for having us,” I replied, noticing that his hand lingered a bit longer than felt necessary.

      “It’s good to have allies out there, in whatever form.”

      “Agreed.”

      He gave me another nod, then led the way in. Red and Pucky remained at the rear, the latter doing her best to ignore the odd glare from Milrae.

      “Psst,” I hissed at Milrae, moving back to wrap my arm in hers. “Take it easy.”

      “Something about her…” Milrae whispered back.

      “They’re our hosts, and we need their help.”

      “Mmmhmm.” Red had somehow suddenly appeared next to us, her red cloak floating out behind her as if it was floating in the water. As it subsided, she offered a forced smile, then gestured for us to continue. I had to admit, we were taking our time and my team was acting a bit off.

      “So sorry,” Kinara chimed in, leading the way and offering me a wink. It seemed she had caught onto my feeling of unease. It was Devasla, still with us, who really gave us pause.

      Pucky lingered with her at the gate, and said, “You might want to relax in the courtyard? I’ll show you the way.”

      Devasla gave us a nod to say it was okay and headed off with her.

      We stepped through the ornate doors and into the grand entryway, where I stopped to stare in awe at the nude paintings hanging on the walls. Not that nude paintings bothered me, but these were of all the Protector’s team. Some in groups, others alone. The closer ones were very detailed, including one that was of Jack on a chair like a throne, everything out on display. Another had him kneeling at Pucky’s side, holding up his sword to her, and one with Red on her side in the woods, nude but for the red cloak. There were others, too, that I didn’t recognize, and farther back some were more like patterns, as if they’d rolled around on the canvas with paint on their bodies.

      Milrae squeezed my arm, the expression on her face showing excitement and humor. Kinara had glanced back at me and mouthed, “Oh my,” while the others continued as if nothing was out of the ordinary. Of course, for them it was true. Nothing about the situation was outside of their norm, as nudity was as natural to them as standard clothing.

      “I hope you’ll excuse the mess,” Elise said.

      She led the way as two butlers opened the double doors for us into another room that was anything but a mess. A grand reception area, it seemed, with even more paintings together with newer portraits of other characters—not nude, and some looking familiar. Goldie was in one, for example, and a character who very much reminded me of King Arthur standing next to a gargoyle. It was all amazing, for me to consider that they might have met these figures of myth.

      “Amazing,” Ahlaksiz said, stepping up to the Arthur one. Her hand reached up and lingered at the edge of the painting. “Is it… true?”

      “You’d like to meet him?” Jack asked.

      She turned, hand going to her mouth. “I… It’s possible?”

      “It is.”

      “Maybe someday. Maybe… after this is over.”

      Jack shrugged. “He’s super cool. Taught me so much.” They led us past that room and through others, then to a stairway and into a reception area, while he continued, “I’d love to take the time someday to write down all our adventures around Excalibur and how we came to know Arthur, but it’s about finding the time. You can imagine, we stay busy.”

      “Even after the war ended?” Bloodsong asked.

      “Of course,” Pucky answered, stepping in from a side hallway. “That was one fight, or series of fights that were connected. Except, there are plenty of others with similar thirsts for power. The thing with this one, though, was that it got dangerously close to going wrong.”

      “And on the other side,” Red interjected, “was that steps have been taken since, to work better with the Legends and agents. Will it stick? We’ll see.”

      “Tell us about yourselves,” Elise said, gesturing to the bar. From the back of the room, a man emerged and went to the bar, pouring us drinks. It was all rather weird, being served as if we were in a fancy hotel or on a cruise.

      I glanced around, waiting for someone else to offer up anything. They all stared back at me. Apparently, I was to be the speaker of the group in this situation. So, using only their cover names, I introduced my group, even Basty and Suiko—who revealed themselves as I did so.

      “And you?” Jack asked, taking two drinks from the man at the bar and handing one to me. The bartender handed out the rest.

      “Me…” I shrugged.

      “How did you get wrapped up in all this? I mean, for me it’s complicated, but I’d love to hear how others get wrapped up in this world.”

      I scratched my chin, realizing a bit of stubble had been growing. Facial hair took forever to grow for me, so the fact that I was feeling it meant I had really failed to groom. My thoughts seemed to be a distraction from the issue at hand, though.

      “He summoned me,” Kinara said, apparently seeing my hesitation to answer.

      “I see.” Jack eyed me, frowning. “And how does one summon someone else?”

      “It sort of just happened,” I admitted.

      “But he couldn’t have done it if he was just anybody,” Ahlaksiz interjected.

      Jack took a drink of wine, and nodded, eyes still on me. There was an intensity there that didn’t match his otherwise young façade. Like he had been through more than I could ever imagine. Did my eyes now hold something, too? Something I probably wouldn’t be able to see in the mirror, but that others might see as I now observed in this man?

      As the topic seemed to have been dropped, Ahlaksiz asked, “And your friends?”

      “Sekhmet and Bastet,” Jack said, nodding. “They were on a mission, and I don’t think they’re back yet.” He glanced at the bartender, who gave him a subtle shake of his head. “No, not yet.”

      Ahlaksiz let out a sigh of relief. Clearly, she was in no hurry to see those two. Jack arched an eyebrow, clearly picking up on this.

      “I’m sorry,” he said with a laugh. “All these questions, and here I am not even sure what you know of me, or don’t.”

      “Not much,” I admitted.

      He nodded, taking another drink, then waited for me to take a drink. I lifted my glass, seeing then that it was whiskey, and took a taste. It was perfection.

      Smiling, Jack went into it, telling us how he’d been freaked out the first time the Myths had opened his eyes to this world. How he’d felt like he was Neo from The Matrix. He told us about going into the Fae world, finding a winged lion that he could now call upon and ride into battle, and finished with his fight against Ra. That part caused me to lean forward with interest, as I hadn’t heard the full story of how the Eye of Ra came under the protection of the Monkey Princess in Nikko.

      He finished his story, then took the last sip of his wine. The woman with horns at his side, Pucky, grinned and leaned in to kiss him on the cheek.

      “Couldn’t have summed it up better myself,” she said.

      “To be clear, your allegiance is to the Myths, first, humanity second?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      “But… I mean, if they decided to wage war on humans…?”

      “Wouldn’t happen. If they did, they’d fall into the Legends category, and one of my new goals would be to turn them back, to save them.”

      I frowned, very confused by it all and still thinking of him as more of a Night King character than Neo.

      Red entered, then, and took a chair, sitting in it backward so she could rest her arms on its back with her chin on her arms. She stared at us, eyes slowly roaming over me and my team.

      “Hello,” Milrae said, irritation in her voice.

      “I hope you’re all best friends now,” Red said. “What the fuck are we doing here, Jack?”

      “You don’t make friends easily, do you?” Jalee spat out.

      Red sneered. “We have a lot of friends.”

      “But can always use more,” Pucky countered, eyeing Red.

      “If they’re the right type.” Red leaned over next to Jack, hand on his shoulder. “Are they?”

      “I think they could be. But for some reason this one,” he nodded at Ahlaksiz, “isn’t sure she really wants to meet the same two she came here for.”

      All turned to look at Ahlaksiz now, waiting for an explanation. I racked my brain for a distraction, but none came.

      “We need their help,” Ahlaksiz admitted.

      “But…?” Red asked.

      “It’s possible we parted on less-than-optimal terms.”

      “I see.”

      Jack cleared his throat, eyes darting over to me to see if I knew anything, but I shrugged in response.

      I turned to Ahlaksiz. “Maybe now would be a good time to give us more details?”

      “Perhaps.” She considered but frowned. “I’d hate to provide only one side to the story, though, and come across as biased.”

      “Ah.” Elise looked let down.

      “Simply put,” Ahlaksiz held up a hand to assure them that she would give something now, “I was after an item that they believed belonged to them, and they didn’t believe I had a right to it, and didn’t even want to let me borrow it. Since I had a strong need, we had to disagree.”

      “Hey, disagreements happen.”

      “You all can talk through it when they return,” Jack said. “In the meantime, we will do our best to be hospitable. That said, we have a bit of a tradition after action like that, one that involves rest and unwinding.”

      “Jack,” Pucky scolded him, “you can wait to get your dick wet until after they leave.”

      “I… I hardly meant that.”

      She frowned, then laughed. “Bullshit.”

      Jack grinned like a kid caught sneaking marshmallows. “Yeah, but I didn’t want to make it so obvious in front of them.” He leaned in toward me, lowering his voice as if that would make the others not hear him. “All the action… gets my blood moving, if you know what I mean.”

      “Um, yeah.” I chuckled nervously, not used to talking about this stuff so openly. Even with Arturo and Alex, I’d only shared details when the ladies had goaded me into it. Still, their dynamic was a bit to take in, but I found it fun and refreshing.

      Sensing my unease, Elise stood. “Since we have time to kill, would you like the tour?” She gestured toward the door on the other side of the room.

      “Of course,” I replied, glad for the opportunity.

      To my relief, in the sense that I didn’t have to worry about my straying eyes, there were no more paintings in the other parts of the house. Not of them nude, anyway. Instead, we were shown a grand dining room, a hidden staircase that led to a billiard room, and other rooms before finding a patio that looked out over a garden with a hedge maze.

      “Wow,” I said, loving every inch of this place.

      “Careful down there,” Elise said. “It’s connected in a sense. To another mansion that was once one of the witches’ places, but we took it over and made this network. If you know the pattern, you cross between houses, but can also make that connection by accident.”

      “The inspiration came from the NES Zelda,” Jack said, beaming.

      My jaw dropped, then I laughed. This guy was cooler than I could have imagined. “Can you show us, though? I mean, can I see how it works?”

      The two shared a concerned look, but Elise nodded. Leading us down, my team and I were in awe of the beautiful flowers of vibrant colors, but I mostly focused on the maze. I’d always wanted to explore a maze like this, with hedges taller than us. Soon we had taken a few turns that I lost track of, and we turned towards what should have been the mansion we’d just left at the beach. Instead, we were staring at an entirely different mansion, one with a much darker overall feel to it.

      “Back,” Elise said, quickly taking a step the way we’d come from, and shoving me as well.

      “We didn’t get to see,” Kinara protested.

      “I did,” I said, but turned to Elise, then around at the hedges, wondering why she’d panicked.

      “We have the mansion, but we opened it up, set it to be a supposed safe-haven for the witches and their allies. A way of monitoring them, and, when we need it, setting a trap.”

      “No shit?” Kinara laughed. “Why’d you take us then!”

      “Honestly, I didn’t think it would be an issue.”

      Jack cleared his throat. “Until now, we’ve only seen them go in groups of two or three.” He eyed Elise. “You saw more?”

      “Much more—I saw the dark shadow overhead. The portal being opened.”

      Jack’s eyes went wide, and he turned to us. “Come, back to wait for our friends. We might end up having to cut this off sooner than expected, and for that, I apologize.”

      We started back through the maze and soon came across a pond on one side, a figure lying on the other.

      “What do we have here?” a sultry woman’s voice asked.

      “Ah, Maleficent.” Jack went over to the lawn chair by the hedges, where a woman lay sunbathing. She was face down, wearing a bikini bottom but her top undone. Apparently, despite the paintings inside, the fairy tales weren’t quite as brash as the monsters, or not so open to nudity, anyway. What stood out to me, though, were her massive wings and long horns. It was only upon considering this that I thought maybe she wasn’t sunbathing, and then noticed the way the air was moving around her as if working its way around a barrier.

      I blinked and focused on the spiritual energy of her, and stumbled back. Maleficent had more spiritual energy about her than I had seen at any one time before.

      “My apologies,” Jack said, “but we might have need of you and yours shortly.”

      “So soon?” Maleficent pushed herself up to eye him, and I had to look away to avoid being caught by the sight of those impressive side-boobs.

      “More witches. Action at the safe house.”

      She sighed, picking up her top and pressing it to her chest as she stood. Her eyes moved over us, and she frowned. “And this lot? They’re here to help?”

      “They have their own issues to deal with.” Jack gave me a nod as if saying “You’re welcome.”

      In a sense, he was right. I couldn’t put this deal of theirs above the need of Jalee to find her sister, or everything else we were dealing with concerning STP. Kinara seemed a bit let down, and she mumbled, “But killing witches is soooo fun.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Still, we had to focus.

      “When we’re done, maybe we can meet back up, help out?” I offered.

      Ahlaksiz balked at that but didn’t say anything.

      “I hope so,” Jack replied, clapping my shoulder. “We’d welcome the company. But for now…” He gestured back toward the house. As we went, I noticed a throng of spiritual beings following Maleficent—or fairies, perhaps? She was supposed to be the queen of the fairies after all, wasn’t she?

      We worked our way to a different entrance, where Jack paused to indicate the gate. “That leads out to a private section of the beach here. It’s Malibu, and quite nice. If you all would like to relax there, come in when you’re ready. We have some private business to get to.”

      I was a bit let down, having been hoping to hear more about what was going on, but agreed. And honestly, after all that snow, relaxing on the beach didn’t sound like the worst way to spend the time waiting for the Egyptian goddesses.

      “Don’t get into too much trouble,” I said jokingly.

      “I’ll send them out to meet you when they arrive,” Elise said and wished us well. We parted then, my group headed through the gate and down a narrow staircase to the beach below, while they went inside to deal with whatever witch threat came next.
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      Everything about this beach was perfection. Sunlight glistening on breaking waves, tall rocks that had been worn away by the water over the years to form curving patterns at their base, and smooth sand that was untouched by the masses. In fact, due to the location of the rocks and fence that led to the beach, there was no sign of anyone around. Maybe if we went out into the water, that would be a different story, or maybe it was simply that the rich people didn’t spend as much time in the sand as the poor.

      “What’s that?” Milrae asked. She had already run down toward the water and stood pointing out to the left.

      I followed and came to a stop there when I saw the pier and Ferris wheel in the distance.

      “Santa Monica.”

      “Can we go?”

      Frowning, I shook my head. “You wouldn’t want to. It can be fun, but also super ghetto It’s a tourist spot occupied by homeless and randos.”

      “If nothing else, it sounds interesting.”

      “We’re sure we need the help of these cats?” Jalee asked, stepping up next to us and staring out over the water, arms folded.

      “Don’t we?”

      She shrugged. “We have a badass team. Yeah, we don’t know where Randi Jacobs and team have the other half of the sun disk, but… I’m sure we could find it.”

      “With enough traveling, asking around… time. You want to take that kind of time?”

      Jalee considered, then shook her head. “Fuck, no.”

      “Exactly.”

      I glanced back to see Ahlaksiz and Bloodsong arguing and thought again about my mom. “Do you mind if I…?” I pulled out the cell Ahlaksiz had let me borrow, and closed my eyes, focusing on recalling my mom’s number. I got the first three digits then drew a blank. “Suiko, do you think you could find something in my memory, similar to what you do with the snow globe thing?”

      She didn’t answer, so I glanced around and saw why. Over by one of the rocks, she was floating around with Devasla, seeming to listen to a heated story.

      “Suiko?” I called out this time. “Sorry to interrupt, but… I’m trying to remember a phone number. I’m not sure…”

      It suddenly clicked into place.

      She grinned. “I heard you but was busy. Since it’s so important, there you go. Now don’t interrupt—it’s rude.”

      “Thanks,” I said, then turned and dialed. The phone rang twice, then my mom answered. “Hey, it’s me,” I said. “Just—”

      “Jesus, Ferris! Where the hell have you been?” My mom’s voice was high-pitched, which meant her worry was genuine. And more worry than anger. It wasn’t like we talked all that often, anyway.

      “Sorry, I… lost my phone, and haven’t gotten a new one yet. This is a friend’s. Everyone’s okay?”

      It took her a moment to answer, but she finally said, “Yes. Of course. We miss you.”

      “I miss you, too.”

      “We were trying to invite you over for a birthday dinner, but it’s kind of short notice now, isn’t it?”

      “Birthday…” I put my hand to my mouth, having totally forgotten my mom’s birthday was coming up.  “Oh, Mom, I’m so sorry. I’ve been distracted, focused on… work. I really want to, but I’m supposed to be traveling.”

      “Traveling? Work?” She laughed. “I thought you were doing your comics.”

      “Visual novels, Mom. And yeah.”

      “I… see.”

      “Listen,” I said. “If I’m able, I’ll be there, yeah? I’ll do my best.”

      “Thanks.” She started talking about the neighbor, who had thrown a fit about the chain-link fence and how it wasn’t regulation for the neighborhood, but I had to cut her off.

      “Mom, I love you, but I gotta go. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “Understood. I love you, too.”

      We said goodbye, then I put the phone away and walked back to join the others. As you’d expect, Milrae and Kinara had already stripped and started playing in the waves. I glanced around, then noticed what looked like a teenage boy watching from a neighboring mansion, and shook my head.

      “Ladies, this…” I started but was distracted as Koharu went running past, also nude, her tail swinging around. She crashed into the waves, sparkles of water reflecting the sun like a brilliant explosion of diamonds around her, and I was caught up in the spell. Finally, I shook myself free of it and said, “We have an audience.”

      Kinara turned to me, then followed my indication to see the teen. “Give him a show, what do we care?” She shook her chest so her breasts flapped about.

      “Except that he’ll tell someone he saw a bunch of monsters prancing around out here.”

      “Not true,” Koharu interjected. “The breasts he’ll see. Not the wings and all that.”

      I’d forgotten about the way she could make others not see the monster elements. Still, I wasn’t about to strip and join them, and really didn’t like the way this kid was staring.

      “Hey,” I shouted, and waved at him, then flipped him the finger.

      He glared at me and gave me two middle fingers back. Next, he picked up his phone, clearly to snap a picture.

      “Come on,” I muttered, and glanced around, trying to figure out my next move.

      “On it,” Bloodsong said, and stepped into his view, flashing her badge and wagging a finger.

      The kid paused then and put away the phone with a friendly wave and fake smile. Well, the smile was probably real, considering the view he’d just had. At least my group moved closer to the rocks so the view was blocked.

      “Why do you care?” Devasla asked, stepping up next to me.

      “About some other guy looking at my ladies?”

      Devasla laughed. “Are they yours?”

      “In a sense. I mean… kind of.”

      “I stare at them all the time.”

      My eyes roamed up and down her nude form, the fiery lava and dark stone blocking the view of her special parts, but otherwise practically nude.

      “You’re a woman.”

      She scoffed. “And that changes things?”

      “Yes…?” To be honest, she was making a good point. I wasn’t sure why it bothered me that a guy might look, but I couldn’t care less if a woman did. Even if the woman really wanted them, sexually.

      “Insecure, maybe?” Suiko asked, floating over to me, then circling and humming before adding, “I don’t think that’s it, though.”

      “No, me neither.”

      “What’re we discussing?” Bloodsong asked, walking over with her mom, their debate apparently over.

      “Why Ferris doesn’t like men seeing his women naked,” Suiko said.

      “And why he considers you all to be his,” Devasla added. “If anything, wouldn’t he be yours, the way you treat him like a toy?”

      “Hey,” I protested.

      Ahlaksiz laughed. “I’m fine with it. And the jealousy thing? No different from ninety-nine percent of men and women.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Devasla eyed me, then said, “If we ever fucked, you’d be mine, not the other way around.”

      I cringed. “No offense, but I prefer my dick to not be burned to a crisp.”

      Her eyes lit up fiery red, and she put her hands on her hips. “You think that’s how it would be?” As she spoke, the lava, heat, and even stone vanished from her, so that what was left was a slightly red-skinned, very muscular woman. There were still aspects of the fiery ifrit that she was, but her breasts were plump with larger than normal, purplish nipples, her pussy completely smooth and very tempting.

      “Not anymore,” I admitted.

      She grinned, the fire flashing back as the stone grew around her as well, and she laughed. “Creatures of my type have to always be ready to defend or attack, considering what others might try to do to get a wish if they managed to catch me unawares. But… my kind must be able to reproduce, naturally.”

      There was nothing “natural” about her, from what I could tell. Even in normal human mode, she was a creature of insane beauty. More goddess than human.

      “You’re making him blush,” Bloodsong said, then her eyes roamed south, and she bit her lower lip before adding, “and that’s not all.”

      Sure enough, my bulge was revealing a massive boner.

      “And yet, none of us are acting jealous,” Ahlaksiz said. With a glance at the water, she added, “Maybe that’s because they don’t know.”

      “Not likely,” Suiko cut in. “They seem to enjoy it.”

      Ahlaksiz sighed. “Don’t ruin my fun. I’m trying to tease our man.”

      I adjusted my boner, and put my hands in my pockets, trying to focus on anything other than the stunning sight Devasla had just given me. Instead, my mind filled with thoughts of her on the beach, spread legged while the others caressed her with their tongues.

      “Maybe I should go in,” I said, nodding to the water.

      In part, as a distraction, in part to see if the cold water could change my situation. So, I went for it. Not nude—I kept my boxer briefs on—but splashed around in the water and found that it was both freezing and refreshing. Kinara and Milrae started splashing me, while Koharu laughed and pointed. That is until I turned and ran, tackling her into the water. We came up splattering, and she tackled me this time, wrestling with my head buried between her breasts. So much for me not being aroused. Still, we kept it clean, if you don’t count the playful squeeze of my tip Kinara gave me when she walked out, on her way back to shore.

      I had to take another moment in the cold to let my arousal fade away again. When I came out, I held my arms around my torso, shivering, but at least my thoughts were clear again.

      Until, of course, Devasla stepped over and said, “Need me to warm you up?”

      I gulped.

      “Not like that,” she said with a roll of her fiery eyes.

      “Oh, then… yes, please.”

      She waved her hands in front of me, then pushed out. A warm burst of air came over me, and instantly I was both dry and feeling damn good. To my relief, my body didn’t take it in any sexual way.

      I found my clothes and dressed. Good timing, too, because Ahlaksiz came up beside me and pointed to a spot where a shimmer of light was forming in the curve of one of the rocks. A portal, apparently, because as it pulsed, out stepped three women, two men, and a large, winged lion.

      Judging by the feline features of the first two, and the way they glared at Ahlaksiz, these were the two we’d come to visit. Unlike my monster ladies who were more human than monster, mostly, with Milrae being the closest, these two cat ladies had the faces and ears of cats, along with tails. Their bodies, at least, were human, and they kept true to their Egyptian roots with their gold jewelry and ancient clothing.

      “Go ahead,” one of the feline ladies said, waving to the others. They went, though the lion vanished and became a shimmer of light that shot into the house.

      When they were gone, the shorter of the two feline ladies whispered to the first, “Let’s hear her out. Clearly, they’re here with permission, or the Protector would’ve seen to them.”

      “He approves, so we have to agree?”

      “No, but…” She eyed Ahlaksiz, arms folded, waiting. It was so strange, seeing this woman with the body of a human and face of a cat. More like a lion, I realized, as I stared. Golden fur and all.

      “You’re waiting for an explanation,” Ahlaksiz said to her. “I don’t have one. But what I have is a request for help—because we need your help. It won’t take long and will be good for everyone.”

      “How dare—how DARE you—”

      “Sekhmet,” a new voice said, and we turned to see Amabie emerging from the water. She moved up next to Devasla, then stood with hands on her hips. “Give her a chance.”

      The two felines eyed Amabie, then bowed before taking in the rest of the group. Their eyes briefly landed me, then back to Ahlaksiz.

      “You need our help?” Sekhmet scoffed. “Who’s the human man?”

      “I’m Ferris,” I said. “Listen, whatever your problem with her is, we have reasons to go into the monster world. You’d be helping all of us, and the people who have this thing, the other half of the sun disk, they’re real jerks.”

      Sekhmet chuckled, her eyes gleaming and moving over me in a way that showed confusion. “Who’s with you?”

      Suiko floated closer, bowing as she took form. “We never formally met, but I’m familiar with you and your history. Suiko-desu.”

      “The famous Suiko,” Sekhmet said, the gleam vanishing from her eyes. Where skepticism and distrust had been there before, now I only saw fascination. Turning back to me, she added, “You truly have pulled together a unique team.” Her attention went to Devasla. “Especially the fire-woman.”

      “An Iridant was required to summon her,” I explained with a smile her way, then pulled out the Iridant to show the newcomers.

      Stunned silence followed, interrupted by Sekhmet finally moving toward me, running her hand over the Iridant. “How… how did you manage it?”

      “I had training, and this.” I showed her the alexandrite stone. “It—”

      “Protects, yes, I’m familiar.” Eyes still on the Iridant, she took a deep breath. “You have caught my interest. We’ll help you locate the other half of the sun disk, but only that—to locate it. After that, I trust you can handle yourself.”

      Ahlaksiz nodded. “Your trust is well placed.”

      “Follow us, then,” Sekhmet said indicating the rock they’d emerged from, as it started to glow. “You already said goodbye to the Protector and others?”

      I nodded. “We can help each other. I mean, going forward. Right? There’s no reason not t—”

      “No.” Sekhmet pointed at Ahlaksiz. “As long as you’re with her, we aren’t allies.”

      I turned to Ahlaksiz with frustration, but she shrugged. Maybe there was more to all this than they’d let me know so far. Eventually, I’d have to find out. For now, it was enough to know we were on the right track.
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      Strange means of travel were beginning to become the norm for me. Stepping through a large, glowing section of a rock at Malibu ranked up there with strange, though. We thanked Amabie, who said she had only stopped by on her way because she’d sensed us. Devasla also held up her hands at the portal, explaining that it would be easier for her to travel by returning to her realm, and having me summon her when needed.

      I nodded, then we followed the feline ladies through the portal. We found ourselves in an alley that had metal panels on the bricks, with glowing lights flickering red along the sides to create a sort of cyberpunk look. It was dark, too, which was the opposite of where we’d just come from; loud music thumped all around.

      A man walked past the street at the end of the alley, stumbled, then started our way. I tensed up, only to see him pause to press against the wall, then lean over. After a second, a trickle of piss hit the wall, then a full stream.

      He cursed in what sounded like maybe Thai, shook his leg, then put away his cock—which we luckily didn’t have to see because of his angle. Finally, he walked off. False alarm there.

      “Thailand?” I asked.

      The taller of the two, who I took to be Sekhmet, nodded. “Seems to be.”

      “And the disk? You’re sure it’s here?”

      The other, Bastet, put a hand up to the brick wall to our left, then frowned. She moved to the other side and did the same, then shook her head. “This doesn’t make sense.”

      “Lower,” Sekhmet said, indicating a window at ground level.

      Bastet knelt, hand at the edge of the window, and nodded. “It’s below ground surface. A basement, maybe sewers, I don’t know.”

      “Let’s do it,” I said, pumping myself up.

      “Sorry,” Sekhmet said, eying me. “You seem nice, but this isn’t our fight.”

      “How will we get back?” I asked.

      “This spot is charged, right here,” Bastet told me, indicating the section of the alley we’d come through. Simply run back here and think of us, the portal will do the rest.

      Without another word of explanation or a hand lifted to help, they were gone. As quickly as we had met Jack and his team, it seemed they were out of our lives. What we were left with, however, was an alley and the cars with those guns pointed at us. My only question was why Sekhmet had set us up like this.

      “Who the fuck are you supposed to be?” a woman asked, emerging from the car farthest away. She was slender with straight, black hair that went down to the base of her neck. Large sunglasses and a dark suit gave her a mafia look, and now that I was looking, the tattoos showing on her hands and the necks of the men were clear. Most of them—especially those closest to this woman—appeared to be Japanese, and Japanese gangsters at that.

      All our crazy adventuring in Japan, and now we were facing the Yakuza? At least, that’s the way it seemed. Now that I was truly seeing the group, though, it was clear they weren’t the actual Yakuza. Or maybe they were, but had something else to them, because I’d just activated my spiritual vision, and could see a heavy, purple mist moving among them. By my guess, this was like dark magic, ready to be called upon by them at any second.

      “STP?” I muttered, asking my group.

      “No,” Bloodsong replied. “More like the opposite.”

      “Ah…” I eyed the lady, then the men with the weapons again, considering what the opposite of STP might mean. It hit me. This was the organization, or at least an organization, made up of monsters that Bloodsong had mentioned before, on that first day I’d met her. They didn’t show any signs of being monsters, but I knew from Koharu and Ahlaksiz that there were ways of hiding these characteristics. It had to be that, or maybe these monsters concealed them in a different way.

      The woman shifted, clearly about to give an order, when I stepped forward and said, “Name’s Ferris. We’re looking for Rand Jacobs, and Tooth. I assume they’re nearby?”

      “Funny,” the woman said. “We were just setting up the welcoming committee.”

      My eyes roamed over the men with guns, wondering what sort of welcome this was supposed to be, and laughed.

      “You knew we would find you,” I said, completely caught off guard by my confidence, but going with it. “This is an ambush?”

      “Of course.”

      I eyed them, considering my team and how this group thought they could stand a chance against us. Was I becoming too cocky? Surely there was something about these wannabe gangsters that I wasn’t seeing.

      As if in answer, the door behind me swung open and I spun to see Tooth there, Rand Jacobs in his wheelchair following close behind. A growl rose from Tooth as his eyes moved to me, Rand mumbling in a confused way, eyes darting from me to the guns, then back to me. It was weird seeing him in his human form. Unlike when he was Randi, the lamia, he was fully clothed with a slick suit and hair pulled back. The face was the same, though, undeniably both the lamia I had met and the famous producer.

      “What…?” Rand started, but Tooth had apparently landed on a conclusion already, because the dragon-son-of-a-bitch lunged at us with a roar. His two companions came charging out at his call, one nearly knocking Rand over, and then they were almost upon us.

      Finally, I reacted by first holding out a hand to summon the sword, then clicking my tongue to ensure I was aware of my surroundings. As I suspected, others were moving in, too. They weren’t firing, which I took to mean they didn’t want to hit Tooth or Rand—they were on the same side. I also noted my team moving in to intercept the dragon, and felt my anticipation rise. The last time we had met, I’d been a whole hell of a lot weaker and had a smaller group of allies. Of course, if he had the Yakuza-like organization, he still had the lead on numbers.

      A little assistance from Devasla could help in that regard, though. Calling on her, I was glad to hear the wall next to me break as she charged through it.

      “This is going to be a blast,” she said and laughed as she continued, making her way to the fight.

      The rest of us exchanged excited looks, and we all rushed in to join by plowing into the building. It was even darker inside. Thugs with weapons came at us, and I was reminded of a Yakuza game I’d played. Indeed, they wielded knives, guns, and even swords—though they seemed to be a mix from all over in terms of race. Not likely a strictly Thai gang, or the Yakuza, but something larger. We met them with our sword, with Devasla’s flames, and Jalee’s electricity. A growl sounded from my left as Ahlaksiz plowed through two attackers there, and a woman with an energy shield appeared then, shooting out a series of little missiles that came for me. One hit my shield charm, while I blocked another and Suiko appeared to divert three more. They exploded chunks of the wall nearby, sending debris about.

      We weren’t here to fight, though. A simple snatch and dash job. So I called out, “Make your way down!” and started searching for stairs.

      “Got it,” Koharu shouted, and we fought our way to her, pushing back a wall of them and holding them at bay with a wave of flames from Devasla.

      A woman came crashing in through the ceiling above, but Koharu met her with a thrust of her staff into the woman’s throat. Fucking badass, the way the woman stumbled back, clutching her throat and gagging. Her face contorted, a sort of magical shape trying to get out, when another strike sent her to the ground, blood seeping out from her temple. I turned to Koharu impressed, but didn’t have time to show it as she used her staff to throw herself up and into the opening above, shouting, “I’ll hold off any others from this direction.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, though doubted she heard.

      Several others were pressing the attack, having made their way through Suiko’s barrier. An explosion of blue light told me Jalee was back that way, but Milrae and Kinara came skidding around the corner.

      “We’re with you,” Kinara said with a grin, and we advanced as one.

      The next room we entered was one with a long table and three witches sitting there, waiting. A trap, no doubt. Waiting for us, eyes closed, but why? Light shifted and the walls started to close in, taking me from that spot so that it was like I was in pure darkness. Then Kinara was at my side, Milrae too, and Suiko floated over to join us, looking around.

      “They think they can manipulate your mind, after all you’ve been through?” Suiko laughed, shaking her head. “Show them, Ferris. Let these bitches know what you’re capable of.”

      “Deal.”

      Focusing on my nearby teammates and using the energy that kept us close, I reached into myself, finding that side of me that knew how to manipulate my energy. One long beat of breathing intensely, followed by a flowing light that pulsated within. I blinked and found more light, flowing so brightly that I felt I was one with it. My fists started to glow, and then I was shouting, and the light burst out. Shouts of agony rose from the witches, and to my surprise, I was back in the room with them, all three there, pushed up against the far wall, hands trying to shield their eyes.

      “What… the… fuck…” Kinara put a hand on my arm, and the light vanished, dropping the three witches. They fell to the floor, unmoving.

      “You’re full of surprises,” Milrae said, spinning and slicing through others with the horns of her wings. To my surprise, her tail glowed slightly, light moving from one ring to the next, and her eyes went wide.

      “It hasn’t done that since…” she eyed me and laughed, giddy almost. “Right, with your new abilities, it would!”

      “Did I miss something?”

      “Not yet, but you might if you blink.” Sure enough, she moved in a flash with her tail flailing about. Her attacks were a blur, sending men in suits through walls, causing a woman with two swords to fall on one, leaving the other for Milrae to brandish. When she came to a stop at the other side of the room and smiled back at me, I knew she too had somehow connected with the spirit energy—likely through me.

      With a nod, I sprinted over to her and we kicked through the next door, together. There, sitting in his wheelchair with the sun disk half in his lap, was Rand, the producer, with those same features I had come to know from the female lamia that was his true form. I walked right up to him, took it, and clutched it tightly as I mentally told Basty to be ready. This had to be a trick. When no attack came, I started back toward the door with it in my hand, ecstatic. I had it! With the second half of the sun disk in my grasp, I gestured for all the others to go and ensured Suiko and Basty were getting the message out.

      As I darted into the alley, though, Rand came wheeling into my path.

      “Not without me,” he said.

      I was about to resist but saw a look in his eyes that told me this had to be the way. Seeing Devasla, I gestured at Rand and said, “Grab him!”

      Plowing into the man and slamming her shoulder to break through the wall, Devasla led the way, Rand with wheelchair in hand. Jalee landed with a blast of electricity ahead, and Milrae followed us out the door while the others came running out through other exits. From there we made it to the exit point, thought of the feline ladies who had brought us there, and were out. Then it was a simple matter of making it up the beach and to the car.

      I sat back, finally, eyeing Rand and shaking my head. Another glance made me wonder where Devasla had gotten off to, but Suiko assured me she was fine and would join us soon again.

      “I can’t believe we did it.”

      “Nor should you,” Rand said, and laughed. “That there’s a fake.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “They had the real one, but not out in plain sight.” Rand shook his head as if I’d let him down. “You really think they’d have let this go down the way it did? Trust me, this was an ambush, they just vastly underestimated you. Now that they’ve seen what you have on your team, it’s going to be one-thousand times worse.”

      My jaw dropped, eyeing the fake in my hands. Handing it over to Ahlaksiz, I almost prayed that Rand was full of shit.

      “It's fake,” Ahlaksiz said and growled.

      A series of curses followed from around the car.

      “Maybe he’s full of shit,” Kinara offered.

      “We can go back,” Koharu chimed in. “Find out for ourselves.”

      “And die,” Rand countered. “But it doesn’t have to be that way…”

      “You’re the boss, right?” I said, glaring at Rand. “We go back, you tell them to give up. They’re not going to win this fight.”

      She laughed, and I say “she” because Rand became Randi then, pushing off the pants as her legs became the snake tail.

      “It might have seemed that way. And hell, I thought it was, for a time. But no, there’s much more going on back there than you seem to realize.” She pulled off the sports coat and started to undo the buttons on the shirt, already bulging where the breasts had appeared.

      “What’re you doing?” Milrae asked, putting a paw on her arm to stop her.

      “Getting more comfortable.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      They both eyed me, and I nodded. Milrae had the right idea—I was a young man. I didn’t need breasts distracting me.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “So how do we get the other half?”

      “I… might have a way. Back at the mansion…” Randi lowered her eyes.

      “You’re aware it’s seen better days?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “We left because we had no choice. But there’s a mask there. If we could get it, harness the power… I know where Tooth will be, so that we could make a move against him and get the other half of the sun disk back.”

      “We have the mask,” I said, sitting up and reaching under the seat, where I’d stowed it. “This one?”

      Silence filled the car along with a gasp from Randi.

      “How’s that thing supposed to help us?” Jalee asked.

      “I’m not about to wear it,” Kinara added. “It’s hideous.”

      “Nor would you want to,” Randi admitted, and I couldn’t help but note how she leaned away from the mask. “And the… creature it unleashed?”

      “What do you mean?” I turned the mask over, wondering what exactly this thing could do.

      “The monster in the attic. Did you… put it back? Into the mask, that is.”

      Remembering that darkness from the attic, the power of it, and how it had terrified me, I dropped the mask. Kinara caught it, but the metal singed her fingers and she yelped, too, dropping it.

      “Pull over,” Kinara said, and when Ahlaksiz started, she added, “Not here, by the water.”

      “What?” Ahlaksiz glanced over and saw that Kinara’s hand was still steaming. Burning, maybe? A few seconds later, we had shot out over the city and were coming down at a beach with low sand dunes, landing near the water, and Kinara busted out, running for the small, dark waves.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “She needs salt,” Ahlaksiz replied.

      I exited, watching Kinara run over to the water and thrust her hand down. A wave crashed around her, soaking her clothes, but she didn’t budge.

      Turning back to the open door and the gleam of the mask on the floor of the car, I met Randi’s gaze. “You’re telling me this mask is connected to whatever that is in your attic?”

      “It is,” she replied. “That thing was a normal girl—college sophomore, my, or rather Rand’s, intern. Now… Well, let’s just say it might be hard to get a job in the industry.”

      “Shit.”

      The others in the car had mixed looks of disgust, worry, and confusion. Ahlaksiz was staring at me as if she was waiting for me to decide on something. What, though, I wasn’t sure. I needed to know more about this mask. Before I could ask, rumbling sounded nearby and I thought we were about to experience an earthquake. Instead, the sand nearby started to glow, a portal opened, and Devasla emerged. For a second she stood there and stretched, then looked at us with confusion.

      “You all miss me?”

      “Of course!” I laughed.

      “Ah.” She pouted. “I was… getting bored.”

      “You can stay, of course,” Kinara said, walking back toward us and licking her injured hand, which was at least not smoking anymore.

      I nodded, unsure what to make of this powerful creature wanting to hang out because she was bored. My attention was still on the mask. Gesturing to Randi, I said, “Explain.”

      “Right. The Iron Mask. You’ve undoubtedly heard it mentioned in stories from your mythology, even seen a movie or two that used elements of it for comedy—though the movies got it completely wrong, of course. See, sometimes we do that, if for no other reason than to lead humanity down the wrong path.”

      “You’re talking about the Jim Carrey movies?” I asked.

      Randi grinned and nodded. “Watching him make a mockery of something with such real-world power was almost sickening, and yet, so beautiful. What human could take this mask seriously after such a farce?”

      “Get to the point,” Milrae growled.

      “Keep your panties on. Or not, whatever.”

      “What’s the mask do?” I interjected before anyone could get offended.

      “Ah. What doesn’t it do?” Randi let out a hiss, then laughed. “One thing it does for sure is leave chaos in its wake. Clearly. I underestimated the power of the mask; when I let Lizzy use it, thinking she could get in and assassinate Tooth, it would be a simple matter of corrupting her, but nothing like what happened.”

      “And that was?”

      “It took over. The power of the mask, that is.”

      “And you want to use it, still? Go back and somehow harness it, with—Lizzy, was it?—and somehow then use that to go after Tooth and get the other half of the sun disk?”

      “I wouldn’t have thought it possible,” Randi admitted. “But I saw Ferris holding it. I see his aura even now, and believe we might have a chance.”

      “So much fun,” Devasla said, grinning. “If you have a problem, why don’t we simply charge over to the source of this problem and squash it.”

      “I like her plan,” Kinara said. I wrapped an arm around her, checking out the hand. It was a bit burned but on its way to healing.

      “Gotta admit, something about that seems simpler.”

      “Tooth is unstable. He would likely sooner destroy it than see it fall into our hands.” Randi adjusted her shirt, clearly not comfortable in clothes when in her lamia form. “But with the power of the mask, you could get into his head, Ferris. Find out where he’s stashed it, even force him to retrieve it for us before he knows what’s happening.”

      “For us?” Milrae noted.

      “You aren’t one of us,” Jalee added as if Milrae’s tone hadn’t made that clear.

      “Not by a long shot.”

      Randi scoffed, eyes moving among us and landing on Devasla. “And this one is? Because in all honesty, she’s the only one here I wouldn’t mind having at my side in a fight. Well, and the ghost, but I’m not foolish enough to think Suiko-sama herself would consider allying with the likes of me.”

      “But you think I would?” Devasla grunted. “Why?”

      “Your type loves power, feeds off it, even. Why you’re with this boy, I can’t for the life of me begin to understand.”

      “Then that shows how short-sighted you are. Or ignorant of his power.”

      Randi turned back to me. “It’s grown so much since we last met?”

      “It has,” I assured her.

      Her left eyebrow arched with skepticism, eyes taking on a slight, white glow. Her tongue flicked out, and she nodded. “Yes, I see much more about you. More than I would have thought to even check for. Maybe you do have what it takes to, how should I say… bring my old intern back to the world of the sane.”

      I licked my lips, not liking the idea of being the one to go back in and face that dark energy again.

      “Tooth, the others… they’re really so powerful that we have to do it this way?” Jalee asked. “They’d really destroy the other half?”

      “I know that lady that the mask started as,” Bloodsong chimed in. “Know what she’s capable of. Goes by the name Akame.”

      Ahlaksiz was nodding, but looking at her daughter with concern. “I wasn’t aware you’d crossed paths with her.”

      “How do you think I came to be a cop? After nearly losing my life to one of the factions under Akame, I swore to protect others like me. To see that she and those who work with her fall, someday.”

      “That ‘someday’ might be now, if your boy Ferris here plays his cards right.” Randi pushed her way out of the car, slithering along the sand until she stood in front of me and Kinara. “What do you say, boy?”

      “Aren’t these people your allies, too?” I asked.

      Her tongue flicked out again, eyes narrowing. “More like I was their figurehead. Their puppet, working Hollywood and other angles for them. Not anymore—not if you play this part.”

      “So, we help you break free, but you’re not exactly innocent. Maybe we stop one monster, only to help another rise in her place?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe we bring you up with me?” As she spoke, she started to transform into her male guise. “Maybe Mr. Rand Jacobs finds a place for you in this world. Yes?”

      “Ohhh, your stories!” Kinara said, squeezing my arm.

      “You write?”

      I nodded, trying to ignore how weird it was seeing the lamia transform like that before my eyes.

      “There you go,” the lamia said, and turned toward the ocean, pulling off the shirt.

      “What’re you doing?” Ahlaksiz asked, getting out of the car.

      The lamia turned back, now clearly woman again, breasts exposed and jiggling as she slid across the sand. “Going for a quick dip. Our enemies will be gathering, setting up defenses, and expecting that the last thing for us to be doing is going for a swim. I find it’s always a good idea to do the opposite of what your enemy expects.”

      With that, she continued and into the water. I had to imagine it was freezing, but she splashed about anyway, snake tail flailing around between waves. Honestly, it looked fun.

      “So this is the plan?” Devasla asked.

      I nodded. “We go back to the mansion, see about capturing the mask’s power to use it against Tooth and to get the other half of the sun disk. From there, we might have a fight, or we might be able to hop right into the monster world.”

      Devasla nodded, considering me, then the lamia. “She’s not wrong, you know. I sense her power, and wouldn’t object to having her as an ally.”

      “The problem isn’t power, it’s trust,” I countered.

      Devasla shrugged. “If you say so. But right now, I’m going for a swim with her.”

      “You?” I arched a brow.

      “Going to try, anyhow.”

      Devasla reached the water in several quick strides and hit it with an explosion of steam that sent a wall of white up around us. When I caught a glimpse of her, though, she was glowing and moving through the water, having a grand time. To hell with it, I thought, and started for the water as I undressed.

      “You can’t be serious,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Come on,” I called back. “Like they said—it’s not expected. Plus, gotta unwind a bit before heading back into that haunted mansion.”

      “Technically, it’s not haunted,” Suiko said, floating out next to me, glancing down as I pulled down my pants.

      “Suiko-san, you perv,” I said, teasingly.

      She grinned, gave me a shrug, and then appeared without the kimono. Her pale, nude body almost looked as real and in the flesh as the rest of the ladies as they followed. Maybe it was the silver glow or the steam that continued to rise around us. Either way, she looked like a Japanese albino woman, skipping around in the surf. Apparently, even ancient ghosts weren’t above having a little fun.

      “When you transform,” I heard Jalee shout from shore, “it’s not like… I mean…?”

      “Do I get it all?” Randi laughed, and slid back toward the shore so only the base of her tail was in the surf. There, everything but her tail turned back to the male version—and yes, she even had the twig and berries. “Nothing like what Ferris is working with, but I had to give myself at least enough to impress those Hollywood starlets.”

      I was confused how this shape-shifting thing worked in that regard but wasn’t so curious that I had to keep looking.

      “Put that thing away,” Bloodsong said in disgust, standing in the sand still fully clothed. When I covered myself, she laughed. “Not you.”

      In the excitement of skinny dipping, I had forgotten that she and I weren’t exactly there. Too late, now. Neither was I there with Randi, of course—who I was glad to see had changed back to her female form—but with her being a sort of enemy ally, I didn’t find myself caring too much what she saw. Bloodsong, however, being fully clothed and seeing me like this was weird. Not to mention that the water was freezing, though even with shrinkage I didn’t exactly have any reason to be shy.

      “Not coming in?” I asked.

      Bloodsong shook her head, glancing over at Jalee. “At least two of us are smart enough to not let our guard down. How do we know this lamia bitch isn’t trying to set you up? Maybe her dragon friends are right behind us, preparing to make their move.”

      “If they were, we’d be ready for them,” Devasla said, and stepped out of a cloud of steam. The transformation she had gone through since entering the water was astounding. Where before she had been covered in rock and lava, now she was like a different woman entirely. She was still tall, but the rock had receded, leaving only red flesh that looked hard in places, but very soft in others. She turned to see me staring, grinned, and let her eyes flash red. This wasn’t the first time seeing that she could transform to a degree, but the sight still left me stunned.

      “Don’t the wrong idea, Ferris,” she ran her hands along her body, “I’m still all fire when I need to be.”

      As she said the last words, lines of red burst to light all over her, the rock armor forming again, before fading when she laughed. She turned and caught the next wave, leaping into it and vanishing in a puff of steam.

      “One has to ask,” Randi said, sliding back into the water and moving past me, “what this one man, still almost a boy, did to deserve this.”

      “What do you mean?” Kinara asked, standing between the lamia and me. I, of course, knew exactly what she meant.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “I mean, so much beauty, all for him?” Turning back to Bloodsong on the shore, she added, “All this worry about me betraying you all when maybe the real worry should be about me stealing some of your members to my side?”

      “Not something we need to worry about,” Kinara countered.

      “You don’t think I could please you?” Randi asked, caressing her breasts, then moving her hand to that small gap between her legs. “Don’t forget, I could fulfill both sets of needs.”

      I turned away, knowing she had likely transformed to male again. Kinara grunted and turned with me, taking me in for a kiss and pressing her body against mine. That was all the answer I would have needed, if I’d needed one at all. Honestly, the faithfulness of these women wasn’t something I felt the least insecure over.

      It was easy to laugh off Randi’s comments and pick Kinara up, jumping so that we both crashed into the next wave. I came up spluttering, cursing at how cold it was, and the others joined in. All except Jalee and Bloodsong. I ran for shore, done with this, and noticed Randi—in female form—looking pissed. Not only had none of us shown any signs of being tempted by her comment, but we’d also completely ignored her. That had to be a good enough reason to make her pissed.

      Shivering, I glanced around and went rigid at the sight of Devasla walking my way. I tried to pull myself together, wanting to cover myself as I felt blood rushing to my cock—even with it cold and shriveled, at least for the moment. But I couldn’t. It wasn’t every day I saw tall, muscular women like that, nude and walking toward me on the beach.

      “Care for a warmup?” she asked, waving a glowing hand inches from my face, then around my body without touching. A few seconds later, I was hard as a rock, completely dry, and feeling good.

      I glanced over at Milrae, expecting jealousy, but she simply grinned, stepping forward.

      “My turn,” Milrae said, and I laughed.

      “Good to have me around, isn’t it, ladies,” Devasla said, drying Milrae off and then the others.

      When it was Randi’s turn, she shook her head and said, “I’m cold-blooded, but thank you.”

      She found her shirt, put it on, and went for the car.

      “Are we all done playing around now?” Bloodsong asked.

      “Done, for now,” I replied, and was about to get into the car when Kinara took my wrist and pulled me around, slamming me up against the vehicle.

      “Almost,” Kinara said.

      “Come on,” Bloodsong protested.

      “Hey, we’re not in a rush, right? And this will just take… a minute, I’m guessing?”

      I started to protest, to agree with Bloodsong, but the lust in Kinara’s eyes told me this wasn’t a fight I wanted, or should take up. Plus, it wasn’t like I ever didn’t want her. Plus, there was Suiko, whose passion had started to rise in me, and I could feel the warmth from her loins in my own. She moved into me, then back out, with a hand caressing Kinara’s cheek.

      “Make it fast,” she said, and was with her, smiling as she watched Kinara press me against the car, pull out my cock, and start stroking it. My lips pressed to Kinara’s, while my hand slid into her panties, touching her wetness, enjoying the give of her opening. My finger slid in, then moved up to find her clit and caress it. No time for a true fuck, not now, and there was Suiko, moving in between both of us in a way that would have been completely creepy and haunting if not for our intense emotional connection and trust.

      Hands caressed me, but at first, I only felt them, couldn’t see them. They appeared then, moving up my chest, not attached to any arms.

      “Sorry, it will take practice,” Suiko said. “I haven’t been passionate with anyone in a very long time. You two continue, I’ll just enjoy it where I can.”

      We continued like this, and when Kinara started moaning, so did Suiko, and both climaxed. The former knelt, then, finishing me off in her mouth. The added caress from Suiko made it tingle longer, made the warmth seem like it would never end. Of course, it had to eventually, and it did as Suiko’s lips met mine, and I could feel them. She pulled back and smiled—allowing a hint of the woman that she had once been to show, before returning to her ghostly form.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Sorry that I can’t stay like that.”

      “Are you kidding?” I said, glad to have Kinara pressed against me, but reaching up to try and caress Suiko’s cheek. When my hand instead flowed through her, I went with it, moving my hand in hopes this would be comforting. “This is the you that I’ve come to… care for.”

      With that, we joined the others in the car. Bloodsong made a snide comment about having to wait for us, to which Kinara countered that she should have joined. That shut her up.

      “Hey, you can’t expect me to run around with Ferris nude and not want to get mine,” Kinara said to a car full of monster ladies who were mostly on the same page.

      I grinned, then realized Devasla was there standing and staring at the car with puzzlement.

      “Ah, should you meet us there?” I asked.

      She shook her head, running a hand along the metal of the car. “Actually, I had a different idea. Mind if I tag along?”

      “There’s no way you’ll fit,” Milrae said. “It’s hard enough for me.”

      “I was thinking… out here.”

      She pulled herself up to the back of the car and climbed on. Apparently, we were ready to go.
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      I kept checking back to look out the window and ensure Devasla was still holding on. Not only did she manage to keep hold the whole time, but I could have sworn she was cheering at one point.

      “She’s a badass back in our world,” Ahlaksiz said, seeing my humored expression. “Doesn’t mean she won’t break out of that role when given a chance. The question is, what sort of powers would she give you if you bonded?”

      “If we…?” I gulped, not sure how that would work.

      It seemed Kinara had the same worry I did, because she said, “Wouldn’t her pussy burn off his dick?” Reaching her hand down between my legs, she added, “We couldn’t have that!”

      “Come on,” Jalee cut in, “it’s not like my electricity fried him.”

      “True,” I admitted. “But she’s… different.”

      “In a sense, but we saw in the water there’s a way to sort of turn off aspects of her. Maybe…”

      “That’s a big maybe.”

      She laughed. “Well, something to discuss when and if all parties are interested. That said, I’d hate to see you pass up on the benefits of such a bonding.”

      “Not the reason I’d be doing it.” Now that I was thinking of it, I had seen how Devasla could sort of become an ordinary woman… at least in parts.

      “But it’s the reason you did with me, no?” Kinara still had her hand on my crotch. As much as I loved her caress, now wasn’t the time; I took her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. “For you, no. It was because you seduced me in the car. You were saying all that stuff about whatever, but I think it went in one ear and came out the other. “

      “And me?” Jalee asked.

      “Same. I mean, look at you both. All of you. Do you really think I was motivated by anything other than pure sexual desire?”

      They laughed, but Ahlaksiz shook her head. “Well, you might want to get more practical about the use of your dick. It can get you places. Unlock doors.”

      I turned to her, not sure if she was serious or what. Judging by the upturned corner of her lip, only partially.

      “We’ll see what happens,” I said, glad to see that we were arriving at the mansion. Except, then the dread took hold and whatever relief I’d had at the change in conversation was gone as quickly as it’d come. When we’d been here before, we’d barely escaped.

      “Randi,” I said, glancing at her wedged up next to Jalee. “If you’re fucking with us…”

      She scoffed. “This is all I’ve got. But I’d love to hear the rest of that thought. Or should I say threat?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ahlaksiz cut in. “First, she can’t really betray us, because we’re not going to trust her. To do so would be foolish.”

      “Oh?” Randi leaned forward.

      “We found the mask, we’re pursuing this lead you gave us, but don’t think for a second we’re taking our eyes off you.”

      “She could turn this dark force against us,” Jalee pointed out.

      “I don’t think so. She had to flee with Tooth and the others, which means she couldn’t control the dark force before. What’s changed now? If anything, it’d seem there’s something special about Ferris, and that allows him to use the mask. That means, maybe he can control the power, too.”

      “You have all the answers,” Randi said with a chuckle. “If only it were so simple.”

      “Is it not?”

      She considered, then shook her head. “No.”

      Her words ceased then, and silence followed. It wasn’t long before we are descending back to the hills that hid the monster estate. We entered through the gates, parking outside of the mansion, and exited the car to stare up at it.

      The mansion looked exactly as we’d left it. Torn up, with darkness in strange corners where otherwise light should have touched. I held the mask tightly, feeling the rough iron, sensing the power that I now understood it held.

      “What are we doing here?” I said. “I mean, what’s so wrong with just bulldozing our way in there? Just taking it with force?”

      “If I thought we could, we wouldn’t be doing this,” Randi said.

      Bloodsong grunted in agreement. “We’re not ready.”

      I looked up at the mansion, still not sure I liked this idea. “Even with Suiko, my ability to go invisible?”

      “Trust me, you’ll understand once we have her.” Randi slithered toward the opening in the side of the house but paused. “After you.”

      My heart was pounding, but I turned to the others and they motioned me on. Kinara looked slightly worried, while Bloodsong had a more excited or impressed expression.

      “Something tells me the rest of you aren’t coming.” I put a hand up to feel Basty there on my head, then reached in with my mind to feel Suiko’s presence. At least those two were with me.

      “The rest of them would only give her fodder,” Randi said, motioning me forward.

      “Fodder?” I shook my head, not liking what we were getting into. But what choice did I have?

      We made our way in and found the inside of the mansion untouched since our last visit. The only difference was that, as soon as I set foot inside, a pulse of energy moved over me. Randi must have felt it, too, because she slithered over closer, and said, “She knows you’re here.”

      “No shit,” I replied, and held the mask up for her to see. “What do I do with this?”

      “When the time’s right, return it to her, but only physically.”

      “Only physically?”

      “Great, you’re a parrot. Yes, you need to keep it connected to you, so that when she attempts to merge with it again, you be there and you take her.”

      I arched an eyebrow at the thought of taking this shadow being, but Randi laughed and shook her head.

      “Not ‘take her’ in the way your young, sexed-up mind seems to think,” she said. “Take her, as in stop her by mentally making her power yours. Direct her focus away from the mask, and to you.”

      I honestly had no idea what she was going on about, but nodded, hoping to figure it out along the way.

      “She means you have to find her on the spiritual plane,” Suiko’s voice said in my mind, “but to do that, you must first find this woman’s connection to the mask by making your own connection. I imagine that would mean opening yourself up to the powers, though, which might not be safe.”

      While it might not have been safe, I knew it was necessary. I followed Randi into the house and to the stairs, where she paused and gestured for me to continue.

      “You’re not coming?” I asked.

      She furrowed her brow. “Normally I stick with the elevators, but they were down last I checked.”

      I eyed her tail, realizing that yes, it would be tough to ascend stairs like that. Nodding, I started making my way up. With each step, I wasn’t only thinking about what I would find up there, though, but what connecting with this mask would mean. It wasn’t until I reached the top that I considered applying my teaching from Vaper to the situation. Blinking while looking for the spirit energy, my vision went prisma-colored; it was like I could see the darkness alive around me. It moved in wisps, sticking to the corners and edges of the walls, pulsing as if sending signals back to its host in the attic.

      An idea hit me, and I held out the mask to see what would happen. The darkness moved away from it, as if scared. Or like a magnetic force repulsing. Something else stood out, too, and that was that now I could see purple lines that glowed on the inside of the mask, like veins.

      The last thing I wanted was to put this mask on but felt it was the way to go. Slowly, I lifted it to my face and, after only a brief pause and deep breath, hoping Suiko would tell me to stop, I placed the cold metal to my skin. Nothing happened, except that I could feel a warmth pulsating from it.

      “Shouldn’t it do something?” I whispered, pulling it back down and continuing to the next set of stairs.

      “Not when this Lizzy woman holds its power.”

      “Ahh.”

      I found the stairs and hesitated, looking at a painting of an old man with a thick mustache. Nothing stood out about the man, except that I think I recognized him from somewhere. A politician, maybe? Likely some secret monster, whose secret went to his grave with him. Or maybe he was still walking around among us, under a different guise?

      Not that it mattered to my current predicament, I reminded myself, and moved forward. One hand went back to Basty, and I pulled him down to wrap around my neck instead of rest on my head. Something about his warmth there comforted me in a way that the hat form didn’t.

      Shivers ran through the walls, a groan sounding from above. She seemed to sense that I was close. This Akame darkness, along with the figure it had connected with.

      “Any idea what I’m supposed to do when I get up there?” I whispered.

      “Other than proceed with caution, no. We have masks that contain power back home, but this is one I’ve never come across.”

      “How do those ones work?”

      “Different masks either have their own magic, or harness that of a greater being. Some can reach into the spirit realm, others across to other worlds and essentially take another being captive. This one, I believe, is the latter—with Akame.”

      I nodded, looking down at this mask and shuddering. The thought of all these magical masks—and presumably other magic items that I had no idea about—was both exciting and terrifying. All this time I’d been playing games and reading stories about a world like this, but never would have begun to imagine any of it could be real. Now, it was entirely possible that I’d find myself attacked with the powers from some of these items, especially with witches, this Yakuza-like group, and STP all as enemies.

      Hoping more for comfort in the discussion than any actual answer, I asked, “And the most powerful item you’ve come across?”

      A hesitation came before Suiko answered. “Once, long ago, I haunted a castle where a great Daimyo had murdered many young women. He purchased the help of a sorcerer to be rid of me. Many sorcerers had tried before this one, but this man came at me with an old flute—”

      “A flute?”

      “That’s right. Might not sound so scary, but neither would a mask, right? When he played it, though, I became his. He captured my will in that flute, so that not only was he able to rid that castle of me, but harness my powers whenever he wanted. And worse, he combined my power with others he had caught over the years—not only spirits but those of living gods and monsters. This man became, for all intents and purposes, immortal.”

      “How did you break free?”

      “Ahlaksiz came to my rescue, though she didn’t know that’s what she was doing at the time. She fought for an enemy, a ronin whose Samurai master had been slaughtered by the man with the flute.”

      “I’m pretty sure she isn’t as powerful as this flute man,” I countered, doing my best to ignore the thudding that picked up around me as I approached the door that led to the darkness. “How did she stand a chance?”

      “Her protective stones can come in quite handy, as you’ve seen. Those only helped her get past his wards, though, and be able to separate who was trapped in his spell. She was able to call out to us, to offer herself as a conduit, so that it was like this man had harnessed electricity—in the form of our powers—but she was a lightning rod that gave us freedom. At least, those of us who accepted her help. Then we were free to do as we would, and the man never saw us coming. He attempted to use his powers only to find more than half of us turning against him so that he was torn to shreds. Next, we returned to that Daimyo to see him and his castle destroyed, and my friendship with Ahlaksiz was cemented.”

      I stood at the door, clutching the mask and listening to what sounded like roaring winds. “And the flute?”

      “She has it somewhere, I imagine, but swore never to let it be used again. It still has the powers of those who refused to turn against their master, though… and I suspect she might have even captured him and this Daimyo in it before decommissioning it. But we’ll never know unless she changes her mind about it.”

      A fun story, giving me insight into Ahlaksiz, but otherwise not helpful. With a deep breath, I pushed at the door. It slowly creaked open, then exploded the rest of the way in and off its hinges. There was that darkness again. Not just the darkness of the room, though it was certainly hard to see in there. One shape formed in the center of the room, where all the other darkness merged, flowing around, in, and out.

      For a long moment, I stood, staring. Trying to see her with the spirit vision did no good. If anything, she seemed darker, if that were possible.

      “Careful,” Suiko said in my mind, and Basty sent warmth through me.

      In an attempt to take action, I went to put the mask to my face, hoping to see something different through its eyes. The darkness responded, surging at me and engulfing me—except that it formed a bubble around as if unable to get within a foot of me.

      “Put it on, now!” I shouted, my hand refusing to move.

      My arm wouldn’t move. Whether I was scared, or some other force was affecting me, I couldn’t be sure. What I did know was that the mask seemed to be slipping out of my fingers. The darkness wanted it, was trying to take it away, somehow. Instead of focusing my spirit sight on her, I turned the focus to the mask, and then myself. Those purple lines in it pulsed, and similar lines of floating light pushed out from it, moving toward me. A sensation in my heart went for it, knowing it was right. Instead of trying to move it physically, I let myself connect on this other plane, letting the spiritual energy blend.

      Purple lights flowed out from my gut, then the mask was connected, the darkness pulling back, and there was the shape of a woman watching me. A silhouette, but a woman undoubtedly. Then the mask was on my face, and its cold metal burned at my flesh.

      Hands on the mask, trying to pull it off, I screamed. The woman responded, bursting back into the darkness and flowing around me, wind roaring and house shuddering. I pushed through the pain to stop, to find my inner core of energy and push the pain there. In that quick instant of peace, the darkness calmed as well. A second later the pain won over, then the darkness was at it again, too.

      This time, the darkness was more intense, more furious. When I was able to calm myself again, and the darkness, I tried to reach out to her but felt the mask loosen. If I went that route, I would lose the connection. Instead, I knew what I had to do—to embrace the pain. To draw her in with that power, using it instead of ignoring it.

      A surge of pain nearly sent me to my knees as I let it return, but this time I focused on it like a beacon, and it worked. It called to the darkness, drawing the power away from the girl and into the mask. Fuck, it hurt, pain rising with each second as the darkness flowed into me. Somewhere in my mind, a voice tried to call out for me; maybe it was Suiko or maybe one of the others from outside, I don’t know. It was too far away, too disconnected, because then I was the darkness, whipping about the room and engulfing this woman, setting her free even as the temptation hit to completely consume her.

      My body stood there, visible in silhouette, and it took all my focus to return to it. I was me again, stumbling forward, trying to pull the mask from my face. It didn’t come off. The woman was there, falling.

      I caught her as she collapsed. Staring down into her face, I was taken by how young and innocent she appeared. Like any young Hollywood wannabe, this girl had to be no older than nineteen or twenty, with light brown hair that had been dyed purple halfway down—maybe all once, but it had grown out.

      We had a connection while I wore this mask, almost like I was her and she was me. Her pain was my pain, pulsing through her chest and abdomen. Longing for the power of the mask filled her, and as her eyes fluttered open to look at me, terror and confusion tore through her.

      She didn’t move. Staring at me with murky, gray eyes, she mouthed, “Get me out of here.”

      I nodded, then heard that distant shouting for me again. While wearing the mask, they couldn’t connect.

      “Get… me… out!” The girl screamed the last word, hands shooting up and grabbing the mask. For a brief second, we were there, just the two of us—me with no mask, her in my arms—and the darkness shot out around us, taking on many forms. Perhaps those of past monsters or terrors it had been part of? Past victims, maybe powers it had taken in a similar way to the flute in the story that Suiko had shared.

      I clutched Lizzy close, and her hands were on my face, trying to pull me down to look at her, instead of at the terrors around us. Unfortunately, I couldn’t yet. Faces with missing flesh, glowing eyes, some with horns and others with fire shooting out of their mouths. One hand appeared, reaching for me as the voices demanded, “Give me the mask!”

      The faces flashed by, barely making their way to my consciousness—spikes, lines in their flesh, dark, gaping holes where eyes should have been, and more. So much more that I couldn’t comprehend them, but knew that I couldn’t let them win, and couldn’t let them have their freedom or the mask.

      The only way I knew to do that was to embrace the pain again, will it into me, and focus on being one with the mask. The girl screamed, her hands on my face, then she went limp. The darkness and the forms nearby were gone, this unconscious woman was in my arms, and the mask was heavy on my face—but there, and not going anywhere.

      “Suiko, Basty… help me through this.”

      In response, I was in my mind, standing there with Suiko and one of those snow globes, and she gestured to it. Her mouth moved, but I heard no words. I went for the snow globe and was pulled back to the memory there. Drawn to a memory of that Ryokan, when I’d woken up at night and stared at the tatami mat and the sleeping form of Kinara at my side. For the longest time, all I’d done was stare, finger moving along the curves of the bamboo mat, watching her sleep. Her eyes fluttered, her long eyelashes reminding me of the way a neighbor girl had shown me how to butterfly kiss as a child. A weird thought at that moment, but it was beautiful, and I leaned over to Kinara, nose up against hers, and I closed my eyes, fluttering my eyelids so that our eyelashes met in a butterfly kiss.

      When I pulled back, Kinara was still sleeping, a subtle smile on her lips. Those stunning lips were enough to pull me back from any brink.

      “Ferris,” Suiko said, and I was ecstatic to hear her voice. When I looked up for her, I wasn’t in the memory or my mind, but there in the attic, all of that other insanity gone. “Welcome back.”

      “Ferris?” the girl in my arms asked, making me wonder how she had heard that when Suiko’s voice had clearly been in my head. For now, though, there was no chance to ask, because she was unconscious again.

      I pulled her up, standing, and glanced around. “What now?”

      “Try using the power. Clean this place up.”

      Using the mask to clean a mansion wasn’t my idea of our next move, but at least it was a way to test the power. So, I tried, but with no luck. At least for now, I wasn’t ready.

      “Don’t worry,” Suiko said, “this doesn’t have to be the time. We need to get the mask off you, get the others in, and get your energy back. Tooth and the others will likely come as soon as they know where we are. We can either wait here for them or go for the other half of the sun disk. I say we get our energy up and go for the latter as soon as possible.”

      “Agreed.”

      With that, I heaved Lizzy up and started for the stairs. What surprised me was the power that surged through my body with each step. More power, rising, and as I progressed, I knew the mask was with me, fueling my inner core energy so that I could connect with it in ways that had seemed unfathomable before.

      How that would work going forward excited me to new levels.
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      Gathered around me in the living room of the mansion, my team debated how to deal with our new situation. Ahlaksiz insisted that the mask was too dangerous to leave on me, while Suiko stuck to her guns about me using it, saying she knew I would be able to harness its power, with training and practice. As the others chimed in one way or the other, Lizzy slept on the couch, Randi caressing her hair and staring at her.

      “Is the girl going to be okay?” I asked.

      “How does that seem important right now?” Jalee asked, frowning.

      “Maybe it’s not, but I feel connected to her in some way. And you know, I’m worried is all.”

      “He’s right to be,” Randi replied. “Her fate might prove to be his if he’s separated from the mask.”

      The others considered this, then another voice cut through the silence.

      “Well, then, we’ll have to ensure she’s safe, won’t we.” The voice came from the opening in the wall nearby, where Amabie now stood next to Devasla.

      “She’s with us, yes?” Devasla asked.

      “She is,” I replied.

      Amabie gave Devasla a nod of appreciation. Then turned back toward me, stepping into the room. She had her two legs, fishtail out behind her, armor scales covering her in key places. Notably, she had begun covering her breasts again—I suppose to fit in, or maybe because she recognized how not doing so could so easily distract me.

      “All healed?” Milrae asked. “I… realized I forgot to ask before.”

      “Healed and then some,” Amabie replied, stepping in and carefully watching her step to avoid the glass and debris. “I’ve been doing some watching, and see that STP are on the move. Also, another group that I believe you’ve come across—”

      “The Organization,” Bloodsong said.

      “Indeed.” Amabie paused to look at me, cringing. “Is this your new look?”

      “Until we can figure out how to get it off of him,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “I see.” She came to a stop next to me, hand up and moving across my line of vision. “You can see fine through that?”

      “Why shouldn’t I be able to?” I asked.

      “From where we stand, it wouldn’t seem like you could. The eyes are completely blacked out.”

      “I see fine.” She had a point, though. Everything looked slightly off as if I was looking through a fully colored virtual reality pass-through.

      “We’ve been debating when and how to remove it,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “A power like this?”

      “I see we share an opinion on the matter,” Suiko said, floating out to my side and running a ghostly hand along Amabie’s arm. “It’s weird to be apart, even if for a short time.”

      “Both of you think this is a smart move?” Jalee asked. Turning to Ahlaksiz, she shrugged. “In that case, I have to agree with them. They seem to have their heads screwed on right.”

      “I see.” Ahlaksiz didn’t look so sure, but she nodded, gesturing to Lizzy. “And her?”

      “She comes with us,” Randi said.

      “Seconded,” I blurted out.

      Everyone turned to me, except for Randi. She had a hand on the girl’s hair and grunted. “They have a connection. Separating them would be a mistake.”

      “That so?” Kinara asked.

      “I can’t explain it, but yes.” Stepping over toward Lizzy, I felt the power that connected us. It pulsated in the air between us, and the girl shifted, moaning softly.

      In that brief moment, I saw into her mind—dreams, likely of her real life. A school function, where she wore a blue dress and held a glass of sparkling wine. Her three friends were laughing at something one of them said, but her focus was on a man in the corner with a small crowd nearby giving him their attention. The man was in a wheelchair, and though I couldn’t see him clearly, I figured this was Rand Jacobs, the lamia in male form, as Lizzy had first met him. Fast forward, and Lizzy was in an office, handling a stack of paper, while Rand Jacobs eyed her hungrily.

      I pulled out from the memory, breaking my connection to the girl. And as I did, I saw debris floating around me.

      “Whoa,” I said, and reached out a hand. The objects moved with me. Somehow, my connection to Lizzy allowed me to control this power better, to manipulate objects. Focusing on that connection, then, I started moving more objects. Clearing the nearby area as the ladies watched, rolling bodies out of there, and even reforming a wall, I began to better understand the way this power worked. Shadows moved at my whim, but soon my energy was drained, and I had to catch myself on the edge of the couch. To my surprise, the mask fell from my face and landed with a clang on the floor.

      “Impressive,” Suiko said.

      The others were staring at me with awe and interest. I took a seat on the armrest and shrugged. “Is it supposed to make me so exhausted?”

      “Using more power than you’re ready to always will,” Amabie explained.

      “And that mask…” Randi said. “It has quite a lot of power.”

      “I can tell,” I replied.

      “Pardon me,” Amabie said, eyeing Randi, “but… you’re not on our side.”

      “Maybe not,” Randi replied. “But I’m not on theirs, either.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m on my side, nobody else’s. For the moment, that means I’m interested in seeing where you take this mask, and what you plan on doing with it. Since I have a vested interest in seeing this…

      “You do?”

      Randi grinned mischievously. “Who do you think activated this mask in the first place? When Tooth revealed he was with the organization, I sought out one of my special tools, hoping the mask wouldn’t lose control as it did. Unfortunately, I underestimated it, and overestimated the ability of my little assistant here”—she patted Lizzy’s head—“and therefore we find ourselves in this predicament.”

      “She was a normal human?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “Was and is.” Randi pulled her hand away from the woman, folding her arms. “I tried to use the mask against them, harnessing her humanity in hopes of being able to control it. Fitting, I suppose, that a summoner would be the one to be able to truly harness it.”

      “Only because of the way he’s progressed,” Ahlaksiz said. “If he hadn’t reached this level of advancement by now, I doubt he could resist the mask.”

      “Agreed,” I chimed in.

      “You, too?” Randi asked.

      “Me too, if you mean do I admit that I’m not perfect and that a couple days ago this thing would have destroyed me. It only didn’t because of my training and my friends.”

      She eyed me, clearly having expected a bit more arrogance. Then she nodded, eyeing the rest of the group, waiting to see what they’d do next.

      “Let’s finish cleaning this place up,” Ahlaksiz said. “Invite our friends to join us. Especially if STP is on the move.”

      “Greg and Yuri?” Kinara asked.

      “That’s right. Start getting this place squared away, set up base.”

      “You want to take my old house and make it your new base?” Randi asked.

      “Don’t see why not.”

      Randi licked her lips, then laughed. “The balls on you all. Or is it that his are big enough for the whole group? No, I remember his. I know that isn’t the case.”

      I frowned but didn’t need to protest. She had seen ’em—and no, they were just normal-sized balls.

      “Way I see it, we can take you out, or invite you to join,” Ahlaksiz said. “And while maybe we can’t trust you, I know you could be of a certain value. If your allies have abandoned you, you might have less of a reason to betray us.”

      “Might be enough to get me to not betray you, along with the fact that you now have my mask…” Randi grinned, eyeing me with curiosity. “But what’s more interesting to me is what I know of your plan. You and I, see, we have similar reasons for wanting to go into that other realm. And that is reason enough for me to want your friendship.”

      Of course, she had been searching for the other half of the sun disk. It made sense that she had a real reason for wanting to go over, and wasn’t simply collecting the two halves to add to her room of special items.

      “What business do you have there?” Devasla asked, narrowing her eyes, as she looked around at all of us. “What business do all of you have there?”

      “Forgive her,” Ahlaksiz said. “She’s only just come over, so isn’t likely as excited as the rest of us to go back.”

      “On that note,” I held up a hand, then pointed at Devasla. “Why couldn’t we have simply followed you through? I mean, you can go back and forth, right?”

      “You would be burned alive, trying to go my way,” she replied with a laugh, then arched a red eyebrow, waiting for an answer to her question.

      “We have several reasons,” I spoke up. “Not least of which is to retrieve her sister”—I nodded to Jalee—“and see that some hunters get what’s coming to them.”

      In truth, there was more than that. Plenty more. But for the near term, that was our goal.

      Randi chuckled. “Well, there you go. Hunters…”

      “You’re going after a hunter?” Bloodsong asked.

      “I am. See, my father’s father was a hunter, and I have reason to find him.”

      “Any reason she has should be reason enough for us not to help her,” Bloodsong said to the rest of us. “We can’t trust this monster one bit. We’d be foolish to try.”

      “Ah, but I’d be helping you as much as you’d be helping me,” Randi countered before the rest of us could chime in. “I have influence in the monster community, and frankly was being used. But imagine if we applied my Hollywood influence to helping Ferris here. Your stories, for example, could get major exposure. Many monsters abandoned me for Tooth, but many more would side with me if they see I’m still in the game. Plus, I know many of their secrets. Of travel networks, of hideouts, and more. Let me join, and I can prove my value. Trust can come later, as long as I deliver results now.”

      My eyes had gone wide at the thought of my visual novels being adapted to the big screen, or even if it were only to anime form. I’d take it all but knew my excitement would affect my judgment here. Instead of speaking up, then, I turned to my team to let them decide.

      “There’s no reason not to,” Kinara said.

      “Actually,” Bloodsong shook her head, as if confused we were even considering this, “There are a lot of reasons not to. For one, she’s clearly with the enemy. Or even is the enemy, and they’re with her. We have absolutely zero reason to trust her, and every reason not to.”

      “Suiko?” I turned to her ghostly form, where she floated next to Lizzy on the couch, eyeing her.

      “As has been stated, we don’t have any reason to trust her.” Suiko turned to Randi. “But I have a certain amount of awareness of such things, and as of this moment, she has no intention of betraying you. Also, I sense a certain desire for more than one of you, along with a burning passion for revenge of some sort, but not directed our way. I lean toward at least a temporary alliance.”

      Ahlaksiz stepped forward. “If Suiko-sama thinks it’s a good idea, then so do I.”

      “We don’t have to trust her,” Jalee added. “But if she proves herself trustworthy along the way, wonderful.”

      Milrae grunted, eyeing Randi while rubbing a paw along her chin in thought. “It’s true that the other monsters attacked us last time we were here, while Tooth fought to see us out of here.”

      “Actually,” Randi grimaced, “as much as I’d like to take credit for that, I can’t. Tooth and the others had the team out there waiting for you, the ones you dealt with in Turkey. So, it was in his best interest to see you safely make it, in hopes of you finding the other half of the sun disk so that his team could take it from you. He planned on taking my half and meeting them out there, at that point abandoning me. Only, I wasn’t about to let that happen.”

      “Honesty should be worth something,” Kinara said.

      “Wait,” I interjected. “I get why you want to go—something to do with tracking down your grandfather. But what’s it to Tooth?”

      “Slaves, an army…” Randi sighed, lowering herself down to Lizzy’s side so her face was at the same level as she stared at the girl. “He’d bring others over, make deals with the hunters… but not only for him. For the Organization, and maybe so that he could take a leadership position with the Organization.”

      “We have to stop him,” Kinara said, glaring at the mention of hunters.

      “But Randi here is seeking out a hunter, too,” I pointed out.

      “Only to take back what’s my birthright,” Randi countered. “From there, I’d as soon see the man killed as let him live. That’s up to you all.”

      “I… see.”

      “And with the mask’s power on your side, doing so shouldn’t be a problem.”

      We all eyed her, waiting for more of an explanation.

      “Ah, right. You don’t know how to truly wield the mask, how to use it against their kind. Yet another reason you would be smart to bring me along.”

      “There you have it.” Ahlaksiz gestured to the sleeping girl. “And Lizzy?”

      “She’s linked to the mask,” Randi replied. “We’ll need her.”

      “We’re bringing this teenager with us?” Bloodsong looked horrified.

      “Technically, not a teenager. She’s twenty.”

      “Not much younger than I am,” I pointed out.

      They all eyed me, and I thought maybe I shouldn’t have said anything to remind them what a baby I was compared to themselves. Suiko glanced around, then laughed.

      “What?” I asked, feeling self-conscious.

      “I just wondered, why aren’t there any guys in this group?”

      “Oh…”

      “The way I figured it, at least in terms of who he summons, there’s a reason related to his desires and all that,” Ahlaksiz explained.

      “That makes sense, though I have to wonder,” she turned to me, “are you opposed to having other males on the team? Or is it just in the bed?”

      “Ah…” I shifted uneasily. “Well, for the team, why not? I don’t see why that would bother me. When it comes to the bedroom, though, only females.”

      “What about a hybrid?” Randi asked with a wink.

      I briefly remembered when I’d seen her in male form, twiggle and bits and all, and cringed slightly. “No offense to people who like that. It just doesn’t do it for me.”

      “And sorry, but we just finished discussing whether to let you work with us,” Ahlaksiz cut in, “We’re not about to start talking about whether you’re welcome in the bedroom or not.”

      “Simple answer is not,” Milrae added.

      Randi frowned but shrugged and ran a hand through Lizzy’s hair. “Not to worry, I have her to keep me company.”

      The thought of Randi using his assistant in that way made me cringe again, but I took a breath and let the thought go. Maybe Lizzy was the one who had instigated their relationship. I had no idea, and it wasn’t my business to judge. What did I know of either of the two? Not much, and certainly not enough to have a real opinion on the matter.

      Another brush of Randi’s hand through Lizzy’s hair and she stirred, eyelids fluttering, but not quite opening, yet.

      “I’ll take her to get some rest, then help tidy up in here,” Randi said. “You all might want to set up a watch system, in case the Organization sends anyone. They wouldn’t expect us to come back here, I’d think, but still better to be safe than sorry.”

      Randi picked up the girl easily enough, retreating to one of the rooms, while the rest of us watched her go. When she was out of earshot, Bloodsong asked if we were serious about this.

      “I wasn’t always the type you would be quick to trust,” Jalee pointed out. “For anyone here who doesn’t know, I used to serve the hunters. Now, I’m devoted. As devoted as the best of you here. We already discussed bringing her, and decided we are, but if it helps ease your mind, I just wanted to remind you where we’ve all come from.”

      “All of us,” Ahlaksiz said, pointedly as she glared at her daughter.

      Bloodsong blushed, nodded, and turned to me. “Well then, shall we begin?”

      I glanced around, not looking forward to the work this place would take but nodded. While Ahlaksiz and Amabie went about contacting Greg and Yuki, and Jalee and Kinara set up a watch schedule, I sat with Suiko to reach into my inner core, access my power, and start practicing how to manipulate the power of the mask.
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      Cleaning took us some time, but with the speed, strength, and powers of the group, the mansion looked almost as good as new before too long. I had been working my powers and figuring out the Akame darkness of the mask, as much as I felt comfortable with, but went to lie down when we were finished and had disposed of the additional monster bodies we found.

      I went out to the lake to join Amabie, where she swam about, staring up at the early morning sunrise.

      “All taken care of?” she asked, turning to me and causing her scales to cover her chest, I suppose to make it less awkward for me.

      “You’d be surprised.” I took a seat on a rock near the water, watching the way her tails swayed. “It’s stunning. All of this… you.”

      She came closer, eyeing me with interest, and pulled the beak away again like a mask. “You’d kiss me again? Right here and now?”

      “If it were just us, yes. Without a doubt.” A glance back showed Suiko and Basty at the small stone wall to the garden, and I wondered what they were doing. Suiko glanced back and nodded, her voice coming through. You know they’re all okay with it. This is Amabie, after all.

      I took a deep breath, then turned back. Amabie was starting to put her beak back on, but I moved to her, not even realizing that I’d stepped into the water until I was kneeling in it, hand held up as if to pull her close. But I hesitated. She grinned, pressed her face into my hand, and closed her eyes.

      “You don’t know what it feels like to go so many years without touch. This, right here… your hand on my cheek, is perfection.”

      She turned to kiss my hand, then pulled back again. After a moment, though, she laughed. “I want you close to me. You and the others, and… if I can feel your touch from time to time, all the better.”

      “I would’ve thought that someone like you…”

      “Didn’t need touch? Love?”

      I shrugged, feeling embarrassed by the thought.

      “We’re all the same. After being alive so long, one learns to avoid love—to avoid the hurt that comes with watching a mortal die, or the pain of seeing an immortal change. They all change, after enough time. You learn to see love and affection in a totally different way. That doesn’t mean the need goes away, especially so when a team like yours comes along.”

      “You’ve been a bit distant though. Occupied?”

      “I am what I am.”

      My inner voice heard it as Robin Williams doing his Popeye, so more of an “I yam what I yam,” but she must’ve taken the subsequent smile as an invitation, because she pulled me tight, kissing my neck before resting her head on my chest. I started to feel very aware of my wet lower half and glanced around.

      “How do you feel about coming into the house?” I asked.

      “In time,” she replied, and moved away, running a hand down my leg as she put her beak back on. Sliding into the water, she drifted off toward the center of the lake, pausing briefly to give me a playful wave of her fins before sending a splash my way.

      I stood up, spluttering. “Are you serious?” With a laugh, I charged into the water, trying to splash her back. As if she would care.

      She dove under, leaving me for a moment as I started to swim back. Of course, she grabbed my ankle and pulled me under. There, she pulled me in for the strangest kiss I’d ever had—yes, on the beak—before pulling me back to the surface.

      “Hey-yahhhh,” Kinara shouted, then came bounding out, leaping and gliding on her wings. When she landed at my side, she gave me a big kiss on the cheek and said, “Greg and Yuki are here! They’re getting situated in a room on the south side, as we figured that would make sense with the baby possibly crying. The place is so huge, we probably won’t even hear it.”

      I laughed, pushing myself up, then had a thought. “Suiko?”

      She floated out to join us. “Yes?”

      “Just wanted to point out that we have a male in the group. So there.”

      “Is that so?” Her ghostly head swiveled, then turned back to me. “Where?”

      “I mean, back in the house. We were going to go welcome him. It’s Greg, from Japan.”

      “The man who kind of betrayed you at first?” She shook her head. “Doesn’t count. He’s not going to be going with us to the other world, is he?”

      “Well, no…”

      “And he has no powers to help, I assume, even if he wanted to?”

      I frowned. “Again, no… But he used to be with STP, and will be useful in that regard. Might even have more items we can use.”

      “So, he’ll be more of an Agent Q to your Bond, or like Alfred to your Batman.”

      “That… sounds pretty cool.”

      She grinned. “Sure, we’ll count it, I suppose. For now, but I’m still going to give you a hard time until you truly have other males on the team.”

      “Why?” Kinara asked. “My man doesn’t need to be ‘woke’ to kick ass.”

      “Woke?” I asked, wondering where she had learned that term.

      “Oh, yes. Lizzy’s awake and we were chatting. She’s getting to know Greg and Yuki right now, actually. Offered to babysit for them, whenever Randi doesn’t need her. Cool girl.”

      I had to admit, I was curious to see who this normal human that would be working with us was, and to say hello to Greg and Yuki. I gave Amabie a nod and started to head in. To my surprise, I felt a slight pull at my chest and looked down to see a line of light going from me to Suiko.

      “Actually, I thought I’d stay and catch up with Amabie, if you don’t mind,” Suiko said, and when I nodded, the line vanished.

      “See you soon?”

      “Don’t worry, I’m still with you. Just come back for me, as it’ll be hard for me to travel on my own here, especially during the day.”

      I nodded, then skipped off with Kinara.

      We found a small group gathered around Yuki, who was holding her baby up while Jalee made sparks in the sky. Each time a little spark went off, the baby laughed and kicked. It was adorable.

      “Made it without trouble?” I asked Greg, finding him chatting with Lizzy and Ahlaksiz on the couch nearby. It was a sitting room, each couch much whiter than I’d ever have felt comfortable buying if they hadn’t come with the place.

      “Hey, my man!” he held out his fist and I gave it an awkward high five by accident. He laughed, then nodded at Yuki. “Yeah, she thought she saw some STP agents at one point, but we lost them.”

      “You sure you weren’t tailed?”

      “Most definitely. Thanks to Amabie, who helped us come through the water.”

      Now that he mentioned it, his hair was damp, though clearly, he’d changed his clothes. Having a woman who could bring us through water portals was a great asset, though I hadn’t had the opportunity to try it yet.

      “The little one didn’t have any issues with it?” I asked.

      “Nah. Slept the whole time—and by “whole” time, I mean, it only lasted like ten seconds.”

      I glanced over at the baby and had to laugh at the way Kinara was playing with its little toes. She looked up at me and our eyes met, and a sudden terror came over me. What if she saw this baby, and decided she wanted kids? I wasn’t ready to have children! The thought that any of these women might want kids hadn’t occurred to me. They were so eager to get in the sack—at least Kinara, Jalee, Milrae, and Ahlaksiz—but it had seemed to be more of a lust and excitement thing. Could it be that there was some ulterior motive there?

      With a shake of my head, I told myself that was silly thinking and pushed the thought away. They were into me for me. Then again, hadn’t I been told that having a baby with them was near impossible, only to find out later it wasn’t as difficult as I’d been led to believe.

      “Ferris,” Greg said. “Dude, are you okay? You look pale. Are you sick?”

      “No, no, just… thinking.”

      His eyes darted from me to the baby, then Kinara, and back to me. “You’re worried. Man? Don’t be. First, having a kid is amazing. Second, you have all these lovers to help take care of it.”

      “I’m too young to be talking about this,” I hissed, keeping my voice low in hopes of Kinara not hearing. Of course, her ears picked up a lot, so when I saw her glaring at me, I had no doubt about why.

      “Run,” Greg said, but it was too late. She was already coming over, and for some reason holding the baby.

      “For your information, I’d make an excellent mother,” Kinara insisted.

      “Of course you would, but—”

      “And when I decide it’s time, I better not see that look of terror in your eyes I see right now.”

      “I…” No words came.

      “He’s a young guy, he’s nervous,” Greg said, trying to come to my rescue.

      Her eyes narrowed further as she turned to him, then handed his baby over. She took me by the wrist and dragged me out of there, into a reading nook.

      “K—Charop,” I said, glancing around to ensure nobody had heard me almost call her by her name. “You can’t be mad about me being nervous, or not ready.”

      “You think I’m ready?” she shot back. “Of course not!”

      “Well, then…”

      “But I thought you were super into me. The thought of having a baby with me should make you all hot and bothered, not make you want to run away. Fuck.”

      I gulped, realizing I could easily put my foot in my mouth here. Except, then the words just sort of came to me. “As much as it does scare me, when I’m ready, I would be so honored and blessed to have a baby with you. I have no doubt that you’d make an amazing mother… When we’re ready.”

      Her eyes shifted back and forth over mine, then a smile spread over her face. She pulled me in by the shirt, kissed me passionately, then shoved me away. “Good, because I want to go back to playing with that baby. It’s too much fun!”

      I watched her a moment, then said, “Suiko?”

      No answer came. I had forgotten that she was outside with Amabie, and figured it was her who had put the words into my mouth. I couldn’t believe I’d come up with that stuff on my own, and crazier still, that I’d meant it!

      Just as I was about to take a step back to join them, I noticed movement out of the corner of my eyes. I turned to see Randi and Lizzy there. Randi was actually Rand at the moment, in a wheelchair, moving his lips as if to tell me something. Lizzy, however, stood there staring at me, one arm across her body and holding her other arm.

      “Hi…?” I waved awkwardly. As much as being around beautiful monster ladies had become a bit of the norm, this girl was human, and somehow that made me nervous. Like I still had no idea how I was supposed to behave around attractive humans.

      She played with the edge of her sleeve, looked down and away, then back to me. “I’m to understand that you helped me out back there?”

      “Back… What exactly do you remember?”

      She pursed her lips—an action that made her so much more attractive—then shrugged. “Not much, except that I was starting to act all crazy. Like I was turning into one of them.”

      “Them…?”

      Rand cut in, then. “She means the monsters. Vile creatures…”

      Now it made sense, what he had been trying to say. Lizzy didn’t know that Rand, or Randi, was one of the monsters! I couldn’t help but laugh at that bit of understanding, earning me frowns from both of them.

      “Don’t be mean,” she scolded Rand, “If Friz here likes them—”

      “Ferris,” I corrected her, though had to wonder if Rand had purposefully given her the wrong name.

      “Ferris, then,” Lizzy said. “If he, you, like the monsters, who am I to judge?”

      “Er, yes…” I shook my head, wondering how all the mask business with Rand and her had gone down without her finding out what he really was, but let it go. That was between the two of them.

      She put a hand on my arm, nodded, and said, “You do you,” before walking back over to join Kinara and the baby.

      I stared after her for a second in confusion, then turned back to Rand. “What the fuck?”

      “Yeah, she… we… I don’t know. She learned about the monsters and was freaked out, and I comforted her but didn’t have it in me to tell her I was one of them. Don’t tell her, please. I’ll let her know when she’s ready.”

      “Yeah, okay, sure.” I started to take a step away, feeling very weird about being around Rand when he wasn’t Randi, but he reached out and took my wrist.

      “Wait…”

      I glanced down, then to him. “What?”

      “You two might get to know each other in the days ahead. In fact, I think it will be necessary. I want you to know, she’s taken.”

      “Not that I asked, or care. You didn’t notice that I’m kind of spoken for, too?”

      Rand scoffed. “I’ve noticed that you have a huge appetite.”

      Although my mouth opened, I closed it again when I realized he had me there. There was no denying my appetite had proven larger than I could have ever expected, and it wasn’t like I could imagine turning down this girl if Kinara and the others promoted the idea of her joining us.

      Rand pointed at his nose, then back to me, and said, “Just keep your dick away from this one.”

      Then he wheeled himself on, and I was left utterly confused. Had I been wrong in feeling that Randi had been flirting with me, kind of into the idea of joining our group in that way at some point? Not that it mattered in the slightest, as he was right that I had plenty to satisfy my needs, and at the moment needed to focus on the next step in our journey.

      With that in mind, I headed off to find Ahlaksiz and tell her I was ready. Not two steps later, though, and I spotted her there with Yuki, chatting away while Kinara rocked the little one.

      Jalee clicked her tongue next to me, grinning. “She looks so at peace, don’t you think?”

      “You trying to scare me?” I asked.

      She winked and nodded. “Did it work?”

      I considered, before saying, “Most definitely.”

      Her laugh was adorable, but then she leaned in, serious. “You should be so lucky as to have a child with any of us.”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” I said, hoping to work my foot out of my mouth. “I would be blessed. No doubt. But I’m far from ready.”

      “Everyone, come see this!” Milrae said from the window, gesturing us out.

      We all shared looks of worry then made for the back door. What we found wasn’t anything to worry about, though. More like the opposite; Amabie, Suiko, and Devasla were all in the lake, floating about and looking very relaxed.

      “What’s the problem?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “Not a problem at all,” Milrae replied. “Just, look at the water. Our Fuji friend did it.”

      I hadn’t even noticed that the water was steaming like an onsen, but now that I was paying attention, it was clear. Devasla must have made it so, and I had to admit, it looked amazing.

      “We’re not quite ready to make our move on Tooth and the Organization,” Ahlaksiz said, with a quick glance at Rand to confirm. “If anyone wants to take a quick dip, maybe followed by a nap so you’re energized up, that should work out.”

      “Perfect,” Lizzy said, and walked right past the others, stripping down to her bra and panties as she went. Pausing next to me, she winked and whispered, “About Rand. I know he’s a monster, but don’t want him to know that I know. Keep it a secret, yeah?”

      Honestly, my attention was very much on the edge of her areola sticking out from under the lavender bra, and the nice cleavage. I breathed heavily, then met Kinara’s gaze as she went next, completely stripping and diving into the water. The last thing I saw before she completely submerged was her cute little ass. Dammmn.

      A glance back showed Greg had turned away, he and Yuki heading back inside with the baby. Smart! Both know not to look. I had to keep that in mind in regard to Lizzy and wondered how to deal with the weird situation of her wanting to keep it a secret from Rand that she knew about him being a monster, and Rand not wanting her to know. As Rand approached, I realized my bulge was revealing the fact that some nice views had turned me on, so turned and adjusted.

      “Aren’t you going in?” Rand asked.

      “I will if you do.”

      “And give away what I am?” I don’t think so.”

      “She clearly doesn’t have an issue with the monster thing.” I gestured to where she was in the lake, splashing Kinara. Milrae joined in, too, while Jalee came over to stand next to me.

      “If Rand isn’t ready, don’t push it,” Jalee said.

      I shrugged, smiled as Jalee wrapped her arms around mine, and said, “And you, don’t try to hide it.”

      “Hide wh—”

      I started, but she moved quickly, pulling my pants and boxer-briefs down in one quick motion so my erection shot out. Rand’s eyes went wide, but I was too busy realizing that Jalee had just picked me up, to care.

      “Ahhh, what’re you doing?” I protested.

      “Having fun!” she replied, and had me up in the air, dropping me so I went flailing into the water. I came up spluttering, pulling my clothes off and throwing them to shore. Jalee flew overhead, laughing.

      “If getting you wet didn’t hurt you, I swear I’d—”

      “You’d what?” she asked, diving down close, then pulling up to flutter on her electric wings in front of me. “And for the record, you already did.”

      “Swear?”

      She winked. “No, get me wet.”

      With a laugh, she shot up into the air, then back over to land. I was left standing there more aroused than before, remembering our time at the cabin in the mountains. Devasla emerged from the water, hair slicked back and steam rising from her. The idea that she had been underwater just then made me a bit nervous, considering I was nude, and she could likely see down there. Judging by the glint in her eyes, I wasn’t far off.

      I licked my lips, not sure what to say; it didn’t matter, it seemed, because she gave me a shrug and went back under the water. This time, I covered myself.

      “She’s funny,” Suiko said, moving through the water to me.

      I cocked my head, realizing that she was without her kimono here. The orange, sunrise light seemed to reflect off her as if she were really there, though I realized it might have been from the water on her instead. I wondered about water being able to cling to her, but realized maybe water had a special way of interacting with ghosts. We had found her at a river, after all, near a waterfall famous for being haunted.

      “Agreed, but… I’m not sure I get her.”

      “You don’t have to, yet. You have plenty of time.”

      “Unless we die today.”

      “There’s always that possibility, but I doubt it.”

      I became very aware that, in trying to cover myself from prying eyes beneath the water’s surface, I was basically touching myself while watching this nude version of Suiko. Her eyes creased into a smile as she stared into my face, and I realized she was probably guessing at my thoughts. She had a bit of a gift for that, even when not fully connected.

      “Why do you doubt it?” I asked, moving my hands and swimming along the surface toward her, but off to the side slightly.

      “I’d been on my own in Japan for some time. Doesn’t seem likely you’d come for me, then bring me all this way only for it to end so poorly.”

      I nodded, noting how she was staring at me—eyes narrowed, a hint of a question there. “What is it?”

      “It would be a shame, though, if you were to die and the two of us… I mean, after being able to all but experience it in your memory, I must admit I’m curious.”

      “Curious…?”

      She didn’t answer my question, instead sinking below the water. At first, I wasn’t sure what she was doing, then noticed the shining form of her in the water, moving my way. My hands moved to cover myself again, but she was there, then, taking them and moving them aside. And there in the water, as the others swam nearby and I had no idea where Devasla was, I received my first ghost blowjob. Through the water, I watched the silvery outline of her head as it bobbed up and down on my cock. It was a cooling sensation, like menthol or peppermint, and when I came that tingling sensation flooded every cell of my being. Her ghostly hands gripped my ass and pulled me in so that her mouth took my entire cock in, and I swear I came again.

      Then her head emerged from the water with a sly smile. “Now we can die in peace, though… I still think it isn’t likely.”

      All I could do was stand there, moving my arms to keep from collapsing into the water, as my legs shook and threatened to give out. “I’m… glad.”

      She laughed. “You better be after the gift I just gave you. Come now—or rather, let’s go. You need rest.”

      As we started back toward the others, Devasla emerged slightly to our right, eyes wide.

      “Tell me you weren’t watching that,” I said, horrified.

      “I can’t imagine that starting off our friendship with a lie would be the right way to go,” Devasla said and laughed before swimming on ahead.

      I let out a breath, smiled at the others when they smiled at me knowingly, and I went right past them.

      “For the record, I did ask them first,” Suiko said as she emerged from the water, kimono appearing and covering her after only a brief glimpse. “One was hesitant, but only for a bit.”

      “She often is,” I said figuring she meant Milrae, pausing with my hips still in the water.

      “There’s no reason to be shy,” Suiko said, eyeing me. “In fact, I quite enjoy the look of you without clothes. It’s a shame it can’t be this way more often.”

      I had nothing to say to that but emerged from the water to feel the warmth of the rising sun on my backside, along with the eyes of those behind me as they checked out my ass. I didn’t need to look back to know.

      The sun continued its rise, but I felt the need for a nap. Soon I was in a fancy, four-post bed, with my eyes closed and tingles of tiredness moving through my body.

      In my dream—or maybe it wasn’t a dream at all?—I took Suiko in my bed and showed her my appreciation for what she had done in the lake. Taking her not in a dreamlike place or even the bed I slept in, I was in the memory of the lake. Only, this time it was dark, and I took her to the edge of the little island, sitting her there with legs spread while I buried my face in her pussy.

      Fuck me, it tasted good. Like you’d expect spiritual energy to taste, I guess. A hint of honey; a creamy deliciousness that wasn’t all taste, but more. My fingers explored her lips, then gripped her ass and squeezed it tight as my tongue did its job. My dream self brought yelping delight to her mouth, and she grabbed my head, pulling me close, pulling my hair…

      And then I was awake. A hand was in my hair, and she was pulling me up.

      “It’s time to go,” she said.

      Judging by the way Suiko smiled at me, I also knew the dream had indeed not been entirely just a dream. I smiled back, glad to know it.
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      I’d been hoping we could travel via Amabie’s water portals, but we all needed to go, and she insisted that wasn’t the best means of travel with a large group. Especially not when powerful beings were involved, because it would risk exposure to those who could sense such things. Plus, there was the issue with Jalee getting wet.

      Plus, since we were on a mission of stealth and needed room for the lamia and Lizzy, Amabie opted to stay and watch the house with Yuki and Greg. The latter was proving useful, getting security systems back up and making some tweaks.

      “Why do I have to come along?” Lizzy asked, standing next to the car and frowning as the rest of us piled in.

      “You’re one of us now,” I replied.

      She hooked her thumbs into her jeans, causing a bit of skin to show under her short T-shirt. Her pout accentuated her full lips, but when Rand cleared his throat, she let out a sigh and found a spot in the car. While I’d thought we were packed before, that had been nothing compared to this. At least Devasla was still open to riding on top of the car.

      Seeing her take up position gave me a thought.

      “We found this thing as a platform,” I pointed out. “Would we be better off switching to something like that?”

      “Not a bad idea,” Ahlaksiz admitted, “but maybe we do a hybrid?”

      As she said it, she made a strange hand pattern over the dash, where rune-like symbols appeared, and the car shifted. It took material from above to extend the seats and add a new row; when she was done it was like we rode in an open-air tour bus, but with only one level instead of the normal two.

      “Warn me next time?” Devasla said, and I glanced back to see the action had caused her to fall to the ground. She pushed herself up with a laugh, then took a seat at the back. “This could be nice, though.”

      “Unless we go through somewhere too cold,” Kinara countered.

      “Really?” Devasla waved a hand around, causing a wave of hot air to encircle us. It was like we’d just turned the heat on high. When she lowered her hand, she added, “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

      “Everyone ready, then?” I asked.

      They all mumbled or nodded, and Lizzy said, “Sure…?”

      We took off, and I waited until we were in the air and she was done saying, “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh,” before I asked her, “What exposure did you have to this world before the mask stuff?”

      “You mean the monsters?” Lizzy asked, all turning to look at her to hear the answer.

      “Hmm. Basically, Rand here had invited me over, and I was super excited. It was my first time being invited over to the Jacobs Mansion, and not many people get that invitation. Everyone was so jealous of me, but some whispered… things.”

      “Things?” Rand asked. “What sort of things?”

      “Rumors that I might not come back, that you might be some sort of crazy serial killer.”

      “That’s not fair!” Rand laughed. “The only time someone went missing was because they wanted to become a monster and ran off on me with some others who promised him that would be possible.”

      “Was it?” I asked.

      “No. They ate him.”

      Silence followed for a moment, before Kinara asked, “So what then, Liz?”

      “I arrived via the car Rand sent for me and was taken in via a back entrance. He met me there and tried to prepare me for what was out there—monsters, no clothes, such a weird jumble of words that didn’t make sense at the time. I wasn’t sure if this was going to be some insane costume party or orgy, some Eyes Wide Shut situation. So when I stepped out and saw them, at first I thought they were people wearing the craziest costumes I’d ever seen in my life.”

      At the thought of my own first experience stepping into the mansion, I remembered how strange it had been. Not just with the massive shlongs hanging out, but the whole picture.

      “How did that lead to the mask?” Bloodsong asked.

      “It was almost immediate,” Rand cut in.

      Lizzy nodded. “The monsters were worked up about something, shouting at Rand… Maybe I wondered if it was a movie being filmed, but then I started to think maybe it was real. I don’t know. Suddenly, Rand had me in the back room, talking about being robbed, that the monsters were going to tear him apart if I didn’t help. I didn’t understand at all what he was talking about but agreed to help in any way I could. Of course, I mean…” She glanced over at Rand, as an assistant would to her high-powered, powerful boss.

      “So, you put on the mask and all hell broke loose?” Jalee asked.

      “That’s right.” Lizzy frowned, still staring at her boss. “That’s right. And now that I think about it, shouldn’t I be madder at you?”

      “You could be, if you want to waste your time,” Rand replied, “but the point is that you’ve now had a chance to taste more power than most of us do in a lifetime.”

      “Power that nearly destroyed me and that is now his.” She nodded my way.

      “Shared, actually…”

      “About that,” I interjected. “Explain.”

      Rand sneered, then took Lizzy’s hand and held it out to me. “Take it.”

      I eyed the hand, then looked around at the others. Milrae gave me a noncommittal shrug, but Kinara nodded enthusiastically, apparently curious about what this was leading to. Fine, I figured, and put out my hand. A tingle went up my arm at our touch, but I wasn’t sure if that was anything from actual magic or a simple matter of a normal reaction to touching an attractive girl’s hand. She blushed, but took my hand firmly in hers and met my gaze.

      “Now, here’s why I brought her along,” Rand said, “Put on the mask.”

      “Here?” I asked, horrified.

      He nodded, and they all waited. Not seeing any reason to refuse other than my nerves, I took the mask and lifted it, staring at the metal on the inside. The last thing I wanted was to have that cold metal pressed to my face, but with a sigh, I went ahead and made it so.

      Ever drink something cold too fast? I’m not talking brain freeze, but the way you feel the cold liquid traveling around your gut. That’s the sensation I felt upon putting on the mask, only it moved through my gut, chest, and into my arms. It lingered, making my arms feel like they were freezing over, then started a back-and-forth flow between Lizzy and myself. For those few seconds that we held the connection, it was like I could be a spirit that inhabited her body. Like every inch of her made sense to me, as if I was a liquid to her cup. Then we were elsewhere, pulled from our spot and flowing, moving through shadows and taking over the sky overhead. Was it possible we could keep flying forever, to never return to ourselves? A worse thought hit me—what if we couldn’t even if we wanted to? A familiar presence made itself known to me, though, as I sensed Basty guiding me.

      Thank you, I thought, and then we were flying back into our bodies. The experience over, I let the mask fall from my face.

      “I…” I pulled my hand away, staring into Lizzy’s eyes. She had the same fascinated expression I knew was likely on my face. Knowing the rest of them were watching us, I felt almost ashamed. Like the moment had been so intimate, almost as if I’d cheated on them. But it had only been a mental connection, nothing more.

      With a deep breath, I withdrew my hand from Lizzy’s.

      “We’ll use that connection when we’re down there. You’ll be able to see from each other’s eyes, share thoughts… Maybe more.”

      “I don’t see what could be more,” I admitted.

      “When your ghost friend turns you invisible, for example, you might be able to spread some of that to Lizzy. Other powers, too. The mask can bond you in this way.”

      “Bond…?” Kinara scrunched up her nose but surprised me with what she asked next. “And previous wearers of the mask? Are they still… connected?”

      Rand licked his lips, glanced around, then nodded. “Less so, but… it’s possible.”

      “Shit,” Bloodsong said, running a hand through her hair. “You could have started with that part. Doesn’t sound so safe for Ferris.”

      She had a point—and my attention. Eyeing Rand, I waited for an explanation.

      “It’s like the Monkey’s Paw, right?” She turned to Koharu and grimaced. “No offense.”

      Koharu glared but said nothing.

      “It grants me a wish, but comes with a price?” I asked.

      “Not exactly, but similar. Grants power and comes with a price.”

      “Like anything in life,” Jalee pointed out. “Get a hot babe, but maybe she’s a bitch. Right?”

      “Not always,” I said, too distracted in the moment to realize she had been trying to make a joke.

      “Right,” Rand said. “Well, you have the mask now, and you’ve formed the connection. It should last a bit—up to an hour or so. No use not using it.”

      “And we’ll need it to get in there,” Ahlaksiz said. “Everyone be ready, whatever the cost. It’s time to find out.”

      I looked down to see we were descending on an island. Not the streets of Thailand like I expected, and we didn’t seem to have been traveling that far. Then again, our platform car could move at insane speeds by our standards.

      I’d barely even noticed the wind of the open-air ride, but then a realization hit me as I became aware of the protective, translucent bubble of energy curving up in front of us. We had cloaked, too, naturally, and had the device from Greg that ensured we couldn’t be tracked, at least by the STP.

      “Where are we?” I asked. “Some island in the pacific?”

      “Not at all,” Ahlaksiz replied. “Judging by the coordinates Randi gave us, we’ve just arrived in the Bahamas.”

      I arched an eyebrow, then turned to Rand, who was in producer form.

      “Randi?” Lizzy asked.

      “Fuck,” Rand said, then shrugged. “I imagine it’s about to get out soon, or will when the shit hits the fan, so…” He went through the transformation process, becoming Randi the lamia, and let his forked tongue flick out. “There you go—the true me.”

      Lizzy stared with wide eyes, then laughed. She stopped, then laughed again.

      “Something’s funny?” Randi asked.

      “I kept thinking how you were so different from the other producers, other Hollywood peeps. At times, you didn’t seem like a man or a woman—your, nature, I guess? In hindsight, how I could have not seen that you were one of them is beyond me.”

      “The mask and its magic might have been a clue, too,” Bloodsong said.

      “Except that I was aware of the existence of magic. One way I got the job was through an aunt, who is a witch. Claims she can communicate with the dead, though I always doubted that part of it, until…” She nodded at the ball of light that floated next to me, which was in part Suiko.

      “Back to this Bahamas business,” I said, seeing that we’d moved on from the topic.

      “They’ve been hiding there for some time. One group or another. What we’re seeing here is an extension of an old pirate crew, some sort of secret society some of them formed around a voodoo witch.”

      “No shit?” I leaned back, running a hand along the mask. “That’s fucking awesome.”

      “It’s not,” Ahlaksiz countered.

      “Of course not, but I mean… it’s interesting.”

      She glanced back and shrugged. “Compared to everything else going on, really? Pirates and a secret society?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve always found those ideas enticing. Wanted to do a pirate time travel story, but someone beat me to it. And, of course, secret societies… I mean, who hasn’t played Assassin’s Creed and thought about secret societies?”

      “Literally everyone here but the two of us, I imagine,” Lizzy said.

      “You…?”

      She shrugged with a knowing smile.

      “I play pretty much every game that comes out,” Bloodsong interjected. “Hell, what else am I going to do with my time? In fact”—she winked my way—“hanging out with you all is putting a cramp in my gaming style.”

      “Nice.” I nodded enthusiastically, amazed that these two ladies were gamers.

      “Off-topic,” Jalee noted. “What we’re here for is a quick heist operation. In and out—if we do it right, none of this pirate secret society talk will be relevant.”

      “Or won’t come up, at least.”

      “Videogame talk to be continued next downtime,” I said, conceding.

      “You’d rather do that than… other things we can do?” Kinara asked, putting a hand on my leg.

      I pursed my lips, then said, “Let’s hope there’s time for more than one thing, so I don’t have to choose.”

      She hit my leg, playfully.

      As we came in for a landing, I spotted what looked like it might have been a pirate ship from the old days. More than one, I saw, and other, more modern ships as well. This was some place! We were still cloaked, at least, and then we started to come in for a landing in an area that reminded me of the jungle from Jurassic Park. In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised if a dinosaur came charging out at us. Luckily, that didn’t happen. We landed, so far in one piece.

      “Thing to remember here,” Randi said, already up and head swiveling. “Is that they know we’re coming. They won’t expect us to use the mask against them, though.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Because, last time I tried to use its power against them, it nearly killed me. All of us. They know I want the portal to open, but also that I wouldn’t kill myself. Not on purpose, at any rate.”

      “And a plan?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “Simple. Let Ferris and my dear Lizzy here do all the dirty work. The rest of us stand by and wait for a signal, should there be one.”

      “That’s a plan,” I chuckled nervously. “Not what I’d consider a good one. No offense, Lizzy.”

      “I don’t like it, either,” Ahlaksiz said. “Leave him on his own, at your word?” She glared at Randi. “Why not just send you in there alone? Oh, right, because we don’t trust you. Same goes for your little pup here.”

      Lizzy looked affronted but didn’t say anything. Likewise, Randi simply folded her arms and stared back at Ahlaksiz.

      “To be clear, Lizzy will be with us,” Randi said. “She’ll be connected with him, so as I show you where to go, she guides him. We find a lookout, then the two merge when ready. They’ve made contact, they shouldn’t have any problem doing so.”

      The silence from the others continued.

      “I’ll do it,” I spoke up.

      “What?” Kinara turned on me, looking pissed. “You could die!”

      “I’m fairly powerful now,” I pointed out. “I mean, at least compared to when I started. And Suiko and Basty could be with me, undetected. Others,” I nodded at Devasla, “could clear the way fairly quickly, I imagine.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Jalee admitted.

      “Don’t you start,” Kinara warned, finger pointed at her. That finger moved to Milrae, then Koharu. “None of you. We stick together.”

      “Actually…” Ahlaksiz was eyeing me now as she spoke, and there seemed to be something different in the way she saw me. “If he’s for it, that might mean something. I’ve always put a high value on confidence, and… I mean, he was trained by Vaper, after all.”

      They all turned to me, Kinara looking like she was about to slap me if I said I’d go, but… I had a feeling about this. The power that had come over me when I’d worn the mask was something special, and I wanted to see what it was capable of.

      “I stick to what I said.”

      “Fuck me in the bellybutton,” Kinara grumbled, folding her arms and sticking out her lower lip.

      “Suiko, you keep a good watch on him,” Milrae said.

      Suiko’s ball of light pulsed, then her voice emerged. “I will.”

      Basty shifted, too, giving me a sense of comfort. He, at least, believed in me and my ability, too.

      Voice sure and confident, I held Kinara’s hand. “Even if Randi might betray us and this is a setup, I can make it.”

      “You say it’s so, then it’s so.” She pressed her forehead to mine, wide eyes closed. “I believe in you.”

      “That means everything to me.”

      It was decided then. We were going in, so I lifted the mask to my face, prepared to leap into that crazy world of the mask’s powers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Instantly into the shadow form, I was up and zipping away from the car. For a moment I thought I had lost my body, then felt it, realizing that it was very much still there, just more like an ink spot that lost shape at the edges.

      “We’re here with you,” Suiko’s voice came to me, but was shaky and distant, as if being filtered. Even the warmth of Basty, although still with me, felt odd.

      “Lizzy?” I asked.

      Instead of an answer, I received an image of her stepping out of the car, of her moving at Randi’s guidance. She took the first few steps like a frightened girl, then was using our connection so she was a stealth warrior. Each move was calculated, her steps precise. Watching her, I nearly lost myself in the distraction of the moment. Was watching me in this state similar? If so, I was the fucking man!

      She wasn’t ready for me yet, so I continued. In part, preparing for the next step, getting used to my new abilities. But also scouting, getting a feel for this place. A bird flew past, then three more—I tried to move out of their way, but wasn’t practiced enough yet. The last two were caught in the shadows and taken, absorbed. A burst of energy came over me and my next explosive move was like the raging waters of a waterfall, bursting out and over the side of a cliff. What power this could hold, if used in that way—if I could keep it under control.

      What happened next was what showed me that need for control.

      I had just absorbed the birds and was soaring over the trees when the dark energy around me shot out and latched onto the branches and creatures among them. Their heartbeats sounded in my head, ending suddenly and sending more energy through me.

      “No,” I said, even as the power shot through me. Of course, I wanted more on a physical level, but my mind was still mine. A craving, you could say, where I knew what was bad for me, but wanted it anyway.

      The mask led me down, but a click of my tongue showed another animal—larger this time. I resisted, growling and throwing myself up and away, not allowing myself to go back to the ground until I was able to find a spot next to the lake where no animals were around. There I knelt, leaning over to look at the water and the reflection within.

      Something stared back and at first, I startled, throwing myself away from the edge. I took a deep breath, then prepared myself as I moved closer again to have a look. Staring back at me was me, in that it moved from side to side as I did. Instead of a simple version of me with a mask, though, or even pure shadow, it was a creature with a face of dark metal, lined with glowing silver, and with eyes of pure black. Around the mask, as if growing out of the metal, was a hood and cloak of black feathers. At least, that’s the closest I could come to thinking of them, as they weren’t exactly like feathers, but flowed at the end like black tendrils or flowing streams of silk. A section of the feathery darkness shot out without warning, darting into the water. The glint of light on scales reflected momentarily—a fish—and it was gone, absorbed into me.

      “I’m a fucking monster,” I muttered and reached a hand out to touch the water. This time, the darkness gave way, allowing my hand to extend so it was simply the water. Cool to the touch. Comforting. A reminder that I was still me, somewhere in this thing.

      “You are, and you aren’t,” a voice said, and I looked up to see Amabie there, moving along the surface.

      “The… mask. It’s strong.”

      She swam over, holding her arms out. “Stronger than you, though? No, I don’t think so.”

      The tendrils that were part of me shifted, moving, dark power reaching as it craved her and her power. She rose, stepping toward me in the shallow water so there was no question that I could reach her if I allowed the shadows to do so. Droplets of water glistened in the light as they moved down her skin—no scales now, leaving all to see. Seduction wasn’t her move here, though. She was letting me know she wasn’t holding anything from me, wasn’t putting up defenses or here to do anything but let me have her.

      Of all the ladies, she and Devasla were the ones I knew least. This was a dangerous game she was playing. But she was one of them, one of those with whom I shared my new life. No amount of power or corruption was going to change that.

      I pulled back, the dark tendrils moving with me, leaving her. As far as I was concerned, though, that wasn’t enough. This mask needed to know who was in charge. Stepping closer, focusing on our connection, on the energy within me and my connection to this world, to the ladies waiting for me back at the car and this one here, I took control.

      “Careful, Ferris,” she said. “Be aware of your every thought when wearing that abomination. Control it, and you can make it yours, part of you even. Lose control, and you will simply be a tool for it.”

      I took another step, glancing down to see me in the water—wearing the mask, still with those silver lines, but just a mask. The dark cloak flowed out behind me, leaving only my nude body beneath. Exposed, but changed. All that power had made me into something else, at least when I wore the mask. Muscles like I couldn’t believe, bulging and even pulsating with power, a slight purple glow that moved along my skin, like the rippling reflection of sunlight on water, but from all directions. A hand held out was my hand, but more. I blinked to see the spirit energy, and felt my toes in the water, curling them in the dirt below, feeling my connection with the plants of this island.

      “There we go,” Amabie said, and she reached out, taking my extended hand. With slow, cautious movement, she brought my hand to her left breast, holding it there. Then I took over, and even though I wore the mask and its power surged through my body, this was all me. Hands moving over her flesh, feeling her curves, reminding myself who I was, and who she could be to me.

      It was only when I leaned in for a kiss that she stopped me. Rather, first the mask did, as I was reminded of its presence and the way it would block that from being a possibility. As my hand went to remove it, she stopped me, though, and shook her head.

      “Not here, not like this.” She held my wrist and brought it to her so I could hold her cheek. “You have a job to do. Our time will come.”

      I wanted to protest and even felt dark thoughts working their way through me. Of my own, or the mask, I couldn’t be sure. But I overcame them, and repeated her words, “Our time will come.”

      She then turned and retreated into the waters, soon vanishing beneath the surface.

      What a gift she had given me. Freedom. Knowledge that I could be in control of this thing if I focused on what was important to me.

      “Stay with us,” Suiko’s voice came to me as if it had been blocked and suddenly the call was connected. “Lizzy found a destination for you.”

      I let the shadows connect us, saw Lizzy where she knelt at the edge of a hill that overlooked a field with scattered trees, some crops here and there, and a series of buildings at the far side. It reminded me of an old plantation.

      “Coming,” I replied, and knew both Suiko and Lizzy had heard me. But before taking off, I froze and said, “Basty?”

      “Good, good,” came the reply, and felt him move around me as if he was part of the shadow. Of course! I sometimes forgot where he had come from and the nature of what he was. Perhaps he and this shadow power of the mask shared some sort of connection, or at least both came from the same place.

      Relief adding to my ability to keep control of myself, I let the mask work its magic, and shot into the air in explosive darkness.
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      What I found on my descent was unlike anything I would have expected. It was a temple deep within the jungle of this island and even then, hidden, as it was mostly overgrown and even covered with dirt and grass. But with the shadow effects of the mask, and spirit sight still activated, I saw it as it had once been in its glory.

      This was what the old plantation hid, and maybe what it had serviced for years. Fuck all that farm stuff. Who needs it when there’s old secret society pirate fun that somehow involves an old pyramid? It reminded me of what I’d seen in images of Mayan or Incan ruins, with three ways in that I could see.

      Lizzy, I’m here, I sent.

      Her vision hit me again, and she was at a different position where her sight showed me in the distance.

      This is it, she sent. Proceed with caution. I see what you see and will move into the lower left if you take the upper right.

      On it.

      Maybe the others weren’t sure about her yet, and maybe she would end up betraying me, but I had a good feeling about her. Lately, I’d learned to trust my instincts. Hell, going with Kinara that first day could have ended up badly, but I considered everything that had happened since to be amazing.

      I soared down, halfway there noticing a lookout. They weren’t about to see me, though, that one or any others down there. Darting out of sight and going nearly full shadow, I burst forward and came to a stop at the entrance, taking form and feeling a pang in my gut. Most likely a side effect of using the power of the mask, and Akame’s way of telling me that she wanted a living being to replenish it. This thought of another being as part of the darkness, and therefore sort of part of both Lizzy and me, was quite confusing.

      A shrill call came from within, and another answered from somewhere in the jungle. Could be animals, but not likely. I pinged Lizzy, and she responded that she was looking into the sound and would let me know.

      I glanced around, then entered the darkness. Strange that the darkness would still make me feel concerned when this mask made me practically one with the darkness. At least it seemed that way. I traveled along the tunnel, going for a while until I was certain there weren’t enemies around every corner.

      Then I made sure I was in my own form, to get my head clear. With Basty there, I at least knew I had company. For the moment, though, it seemed Suiko wasn’t present. I had to wonder where she was off to, but she usually had things figured out and was making the right move.

      “As long as we’re in this together,” I whispered, and continued on foot for a bit, versus the strange, almost floating thing I did while in shadow form.

      I don’t know why I didn’t just continue as I was, aside from the idea of clearing my head. It would’ve been faster. Maybe I just liked being me—fully me. Doing so helped me appreciate more where I was. There was no chance many in the world knew about this place. In a sense, it was of another world. Not directly connected to any actual human culture. It could have been the power force behind many groups since the pirate days. Hell, even before that. Still wearing the mask meant that the darkness wasn’t quite so dark and that I could even make out some of the carvings on the walls. Images that seemed to come from well before the pirate days, considering the clothes the figures were wearing, some in tunics and others in nothing but loincloths. The images depicted wars, but I noticed something else out of place. Some of the faces were all turned in a specific direction, and as the tunnel continued, it became clear that certain gestures were even indicating the same direction. They were pointing.

      Whatever or whoever was in here might be in the main chamber, or inner sanctum, and this was guiding me toward it.

      I had been clicking my tongue occasionally, relying on whatever senses I could. Finally, though, I found a response. Someone, or something, was out there. Coming closer. I took a deep breath, preparing myself for whatever was to come. It suddenly came from an altogether different direction, though, and I quickly spun but saw nothing.

      Behind me! I spun again, and sure enough, there it was, nearly on me. But it wasn’t the enemy. Staring back at me with a dark aura floating around her, was Lizzy. Her eyes stared back, pure black.

      “Fuck, I almost absorbed you!” I growled, clicking my tongue to sense if anyone else was nearby. Luckily, it didn’t seem so.

      “Absorbed?” she asked, a hint of a smile on her lips. “Sounds… kinky.”

      “You had the mask, before. Surely you know what I’m talking about.”

      She shrugged. “I was never really cognizant of it enough to understand if I was absorbing anything. But hey, anytime you want to absorb me, go ahead. Might be fun.”

      “I don’t know if that’s some weird form of flirtation. If so…”

      “A joke. You think I don’t know that you’re giving it to all those monster chicks?” She put a hand on her hip. “I’m not about to become just another number on your list, but I gotta admit, I’m hella curious as to what it is you have going on that makes them all want you.”

      “Uh.” I pursed my lips, feeling oddly annoyed about the conversation. In any other situation, I had to admit this would have gotten me aroused, or I would have wanted to continue the conversation… I don’t know. But at the moment, in this dark pyramid and with the effects of the mask working on me, not so much. In fact, if anything I was still craving the energy of her body, the mask giving me thoughts of letting it take over and end her for my benefit.

      “Ferris?” Her smile was gone, those black eyes staring at me, wide and full of concern.

      “To be continued.” I moved past her, not bothering to see if she had anything more to say on the subject.

      “You aren’t using the mask,” she said. “You’re wearing it, but not using it—otherwise you would’ve seen me coming.”

      I frowned. “Is it so important?”

      “It’s risky.”

      “Sure. Yeah.” I licked my lips, then motioned her to follow, sticking to my current usage level. My path, based on the drawings, led me to what was clearly an inner chamber. We entered the strange room, seeing that it formed a circle. I sensed them all before they made themselves known. Still, I entered, because I had a plan.

      “When I move, you turn and run. As fast as you fucking can.”

      I glanced at Lizzy to make sure she understood, and she nodded. Good enough for me. Going full mask mode, I embraced its effects and shot out, letting it absorb the closest creature. There was a scream, a beating heart cutting off, then I was expanding, coursing with energy. As I’d hoped, some of the monsters followed Lizzy, and I had to trust that her connection to the shadows would keep her safe.

      Meanwhile, I was on the hunt. I needed to find that other half of the sun disk. Charging around the room, I saw a golden glow near the middle, at a point where the floor descended to a hole at the center.

      Course-correcting, I shot down toward it. Something barreled into me, sending me skidding to the floor. When my dark tendrils reached out to absorb it, a protective charm or something pushed me back, so that I went skidding away from whatever had tackled me. I pushed myself up to see scales, horns, and wings. It took me a second to recognize this as one of Tooth’s companions, and another second to put together that my senses had picked up another form behind me.

      Tooth hit me and had me in his arms. Claws would have cut into my flesh, except the shadow magic of the mask seemed to create an extra layer of what was me, so they merely caused confusion and disorientation.

      “You…?” Tooth pulled me around, that damn tooth inches from my face. “How the fuck are you managing to wield the power of the mask?”

      I snarled, summoning the hunter sword, and thrust. It hit scales and Tooth backed off, his buddy coming at me. Fuck this. I didn’t need to fight them, only to get the other half of the sun disk. So that’s what I did, bursting out and away from them, snatching it up, and preparing to leave. Except, it wasn’t the other half at all! I had this… whatever it was they’d been protecting. A scepter, it seemed. Maybe I could use it to bash in Tooth’s skull if I saw that son of a bitch again.

      “Not so fast,” Tooth challenged, on me again and opening his mouth wide, fire forming in it. With the way I was holding this newly acquired item, I couldn’t summon the sword Not without dropping it. If I didn’t act fast, though, I’d be in serious trouble. Others were moving into the room, including a trio in cloaks with glowing tendrils of purple light moving around their hands. They didn’t look like the type I wanted anything to do with.

      Not sure what else to do, I reached out mentally to Basty. The effect was immediate and glorious. Tooth stumbling back, hands to his head, screaming. The other one, too, and it was my window of time, all I needed to escape.

      Like a tornado of shadows, I was out and spinning, flying through the darkness of that place as if I was one with it. None of those fuckers could stop me.

      I charged into the halls, sensing Lizzy out there somewhere. As soon as I was out of the pyramid, though, a wave of worry came over me, warning bells that came all at once, as if they’d been blocked while inside of the temple. Now that I thought about it I hadn’t heard Suiko once in there. Had she even been able to enter?

      “Get back to the car!” It was Suiko’s voice. Panic filled me, and I went. A force seemed to grab hold of me, and I turned to see Tooth there, grinning, strange bracelets of steel on his arms that he was using to latch onto me.

      Basty suddenly appeared, roaring out from me like a panther, striking Tooth and then wrapping around his head in a flurry of darkness. The dragon-man roared, stumbling back, and I was free.

      “Let’s go!” I shouted, reaching for Basty. Then he was with me, and we were barreling out of there, searching out my direction to find the car.

      I was halfway there when I saw Lizzy on the ground, crawling in the same direction I was going. No sign of the enemy, except for that feeling of panic that was going through me, telling me to hurry.

      Suiko appeared then, moving around me, and glancing down. She muttered something in Japanese that I didn’t understand, then said out loud, “I’ll go for the girl. You get to the car!”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “They’re here, going after our half.”

      Fuck. If they succeeded, they’d have the gateway open to the monster world, and we’d be left with nothing but this stupid scepter.

      I spotted the car, Suiko was rising to signal to me, then I noticed the monsters. To my surprise, there were even a couple of fucking skeleton pirates. Scary, but in light of everything—including a ghost on my side—not so farfetched. Devasla was already tearing into them, and then Milrae joined the fray, Jalee flying up, spotted me, then sent a blast of lightning my way. I dodged, not sure why she would attack me but thinking it was related to the mask or a curse. It went past me, hitting a woman in a dark robe. Of course. Jalee hadn’t been trying to hit me! The woman fell back, but even that blast didn’t cause her to fall from the sky. No doubt, she was powerful.

      “Suiko!” I shouted and turned to face the woman while muttering, “Basty, you two. We might need all hands on deck.”

      What was needling me most was that I had seen two other robe-clad people in the temple, and if they were all-powerful enough to not mind a bolt of lightning, what else were they capable of? Below, I spotted a cougar on the attack, Bloodsong behind her, pistol raised. I turned my attention back to my pursuer as I heard shots being fired. The light of day faded, though that didn’t make sense. Ahead, the robed woman was rising, robes floating out behind her, and one of the dragon men flew up past them and at me. Too rash, I thought, and used the mask power to meet his assault.

      Unlike in the temple, this time I had the immediate help of both Basty and Suiko, along with Jalee in the air. Others below, too. A blast of lightning hit him and at least caused a convulsion that nearly made him fall to the ground. He recovered as the woman behind advanced, and the two moved at me together. I decided to focus on him while avoiding her as much as possible.

      Blasts came from Jalee, and others of flame and lava from Devasla. I had the sword in one hand, the scepter in the other, and alternated darting about and striking. At least with my rapid movement, the woman’s attacks weren’t able to hit me. She wasn’t sending fireballs or anything like that, but blasts of clear air that likely weren’t going to be pleasant. The dragon-man came at me, but Basty managed to get inside his head long enough to distract him so that I could get in close. Once there, I had my hands on his face—dark hands with claws, living, feathery darkness moving out from them, then circling back to penetrate his eyes and other orifices. His scream was like that of a suffering animal. Suiko appeared nearby to go after the cloaked woman, moving like a gust of wind and then expanding to a shrieking banshee. Before she finished her stream, the dragon-man had been absorbed into me, and I blasted out to help Suiko.

      Jalee nearly caught the woman with another blast, flying over to me and shouting, “Did you get it?”

      “Not exactly,” I replied, holding up the scepter.

      “Fuck!” Another blast shot out from her hands, and Suiko moved into its path. I wasn’t sure what she was doing, until the blast exploded out of her in ten new blasts, all moving out and then converging on the woman.

      This woman thrust her hands forward, a wall of energy shooting up around her as the blasts hit. It held at first, pulsating, then the last three shots made it through and sent her spiraling toward the ground. Below, the other monsters were holding the attackers off. Devasla caught the robed woman on the way down and slammed her into the ground, a lava strike pouring over the soon-to-be corpse.

      Back in the sky, a bloody dragon-man came exploding out at us. When he turned to face me, I was certain this was Tooth—despite the lack of that crazy tooth now. The two other cloaked figures were with him, and wisps of darkness flowed from the temple entrances. Whatever this new power was, it was likely best avoided.

      “Use it,” Suiko said, apparently on the same train of thought, though confusingly.

      “What should I use?” I followed her line of sight to the scepter, then up to see Ahlaksiz and Bloodsong both staring at it with awe.

      “It’s the key! Now!”

      I didn’t have a clue what they meant but sensed spiritual energy radiating from the scepter. I tried accessing it, holding it up and connecting to it, but something was blocking its connection. A darkness. Fuck, the mask. I reached up and yanked it off, feeling as if I’d just torn away a suction cup over a gaping wound in my chest, but instantly went into spirit-world mode.

      The scepter glowed bright gold as if activated. I held it, knowing what it was even as I turned it and the transformation began. One blink and the spirit world was gone, both halves of the Sun Disk in my hand. I flew down to the car and tossed it in.

      “Go! I’ll catch up!”

      I’d need the power of the mask to get through this. Even knowing the negatives, I slammed it back on my face. Tooth slammed into me again, flames shooting out at me, but shadows were meeting those flames and diverting them away. Others came at us, but my mask power had me moving from one to the next, absorbing some, simply striking out at others. Darkness took over my mind and all I could think about was consuming them, more and more.

      At that moment, I had no thoughts. No memories. Only the unending desire to feed on them, to consume.

      “We’re still here,” Suiko said, even as the car drove off, and I blinked to see the glowing balls of light with me, Suiko apparently in my body. Basty was there too, I realized as I felt his presence, and I knew the others weren’t far off. Lizzy was there, too, shadow moving off her like black flames.

      A hand grabbed Tooth’s leg and pulled him to the ground. Devasla had him, fighting his fire with her lava. Guess which was winning? The only hope I had of not losing myself again to the mask’s power, though, was to abandon its power. At least for now. I tore the mask away, struggling as it refused to leave, and then I had it off, landing next to Devasla and slamming it into the dragon man’s massive tooth. Steel won, breaking the tooth, and my next strike drew blood.

      Finally, I pulled my sword and thrust it into the dragon’s mouth, twisting it, and said, “Eat steel, motherfucker!”

      “Get us out of here,” Lizzy said, standing behind me with hands to her mouth.

      I nodded, stepped away from the dying form of Tooth, and grabbed her as I put the mask back on. The car was coming back around; we were all able to latch onto the shadow tendrils and make the jump.

      It was over, and we were flying off to leave it all behind.
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      Back at the house that had once been Randi’s and now had become ours, it was time to finally use the two halves of the Sun Disk, to open the way to the monsterverse. It was nice to have seen Sekhmet and Bastet again, and to see that it wasn’t so bad between them and Ahlaksiz anymore. Sometimes, people hold on to grudges for too long and without reason—apparently it was the same for monsters.

      “This is… exciting,” Jalee said, standing opposite me in the courtyard and eyeing the two halves.

      “Your sister, can you tell me about her?” I asked.

      She hesitated, then said, “No.”

      “No?”

      “My people are superficial. I prefer not to talk about it, but once we’re there, I suppose you’ll find out. Talking about her, at least in my culture, isn’t smart.”

      I nodded, noting the way Kinara was smirking. “You’re not?”

      “Superficial?” Kinara scoffed. “Dear, I couldn’t give a shit about all that crazy talk. No offense”—she added to Jalee—“but my kind is hunted whether we stroke an ivory obelisk or not.”

      “Ever tried?” Jalee countered.

      Kinara pursed her lips, not answering.

      “Are we stalling?” Ahlaksiz asked, returning from squaring Randi away and setting up security systems.

      She had a good point. Looking around at the circle, I nodded, pulled the two pieces out, and said, “Here goes.”

      Slowly, I brought them together. Nothing happened. I stared at the two pieces, wondering why they weren’t doing anything.

      “It’s not a fake?”

      “Confirmed. It’s not.” Ahlaksiz shifted her gaze past me, then grunted. “Might be good, because we have a visitor.”

      “Yo, Ferris!” a voice said, and, at first, I just turned around with excitement at seeing my old neighbor, Arturo, recognizing his voice.

      Then I saw him standing there next to Greg, both with Negro Modelos in hand, and it hit me that we were in the monster mansion, surrounded by my monster ladies, and had been about to open the portal to their world. Of course, I knew that, but the idea that he was there with us threw me.

      “What the hell?” I blurted out and didn’t even look at my monsters before storming over to him. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      “I am, and I gotta say, my man, this is amazing!”

      “Yeah…” Greg said with a sheepish grin. “It’s kinda my fault.”

      “How so?” I asked. “And aren’t there…” I glanced at Arturo but figured he knew by now. “Like, magical barriers?”

      “If he followed someone in, that could explain the latter.”

      Greg held up his hand to answer the first part. “Well, he was standing there at the gates, just staring up at the security camera. And I was like, ‘How did this guy find the place?’ So, went out with Yuki, thinking we’d scare him off. Except, he—”

      “I showed them pics of us hanging out, from my phone,” Arturo cut in. “Actually, man, we were worried about you.” He took a swig of his beer, then punched me playfully in the bicep. “You get all crazy with all these ladies, then vanish like that? Come on, what sort of friend would I be if I didn’t come looking?”

      “And you were ready to take on all of these monsters to save me, is that it?”

      Based on the relief in his eyes at seeing me, I believed him. Finally turning to see that my monster friends were all watching, I grimaced and waved. Kinara waved back and said, “Good to see you again, Arturo!”

      The rest just stared in bafflement.

      “Hey, I’m not a complete idiot,” Arturo said. “I saw the bat chick before, and when the others were there, I started wondering. Honestly, it’s not like this is the first time I’d seen monsters.”

      “It’s not?”

      “Really?” Greg added.

      “Sure.” Arturo finished his beer and glanced around for somewhere to put it. Giving up, he continued, “When I was a teenager, I was kind of spying on my neighbor—long story, and yeah, yeah, I know, creepy… But I mean, this lady was hot as fuck, right? So, I knew where from my room I could sit to see into her bathroom when she was taking a shower because the day before I’d accidentally discovered it.”

      “Definitely creepy,” I confirmed.

      “Whatever, man, I was like thirteen. Did I know better? Yes. But did my hormones win out that day? Double yes. So, there I was, in position—even holding a branch up as if that would be enough camo, when she enters her bathroom and drops her robe… and the bitch had—”

      “Whoa, whoa.” Greg nudged him. “Not how we talk about women.”

      I chuckled. “He’s the married one. Probably smart to listen.”

      Arturo raised his empty bottle. “True, my bad. Just getting carried away, and… you’ll see why in a sec. So, there she was, butt-ass naked, and not only did she have a few extra pairs of breasts, when she turned around, her face was similar to that of a dog’s! So, get it—female dog, bitch?”

      “I might let that one slide,” Greg admitted and finished his beer while looking around to ensure his wife wasn’t listening. She wasn’t, and a baby’s laughter from down the hall gave me a clue as to her whereabouts.

      “Thanks,” Arturo said. “Yeah, I was freaked out. Couldn’t even jack off for a whole three or four days after that, because every time I did, an image of her popped into my head. But then, it was like every time I needed to get aroused, I thought of her—”

      “TMI, man,” Greg cut in. “I just met you.”

      “It’s kind of how Arturo is,” I explained.

      Arturo shrugged. “Point is, ever since then I wondered if I’d imagined it, you know? But for some reason, I was too scared to go back and try to get another peek. About a month later, I learned she’d moved out. So I’d never known for sure, until now.”

      “Damn.” I frowned, rubbing my chin, then took his bottle and set his and mine on the nearby counter. “How’d you find the place?”

      He eyed me sheepishly, then leaned in, lowering his voice, “Saw one of your ladies at the grocery store, and followed her back. It was a pain, those trees nearly swallowing me up, but I made it through.”

      I glanced back at Ahlaksiz, who usually handled shopping. Could she have been so clumsy, or maybe let him follow her on purpose? Judging by the sly grin she wore, it was the latter. My guess was she figured I could use the friendship, but I still had to wonder if it was worth the risk.

      For all we knew, the STP could have gotten to him. Eyeing Arturo, though, I dismissed that idea. He wouldn’t do that to us, and I believed his story.

      “What now?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Man, I just wanted to be sure you were okay. Do you perform one of those mind wipes on me, or…?”

      “No need for that,” Ahlaksiz said, stepping up next to me. “But we do need to ensure your secrecy. There are groups out there that would love to know our whereabouts, and of course, we can’t have you blogging about us, or telling some news channel anything. More than likely, they’d think you’re insane, but we can’t take the risk.”

      “Great. I promise not to say anything. Also, name’s Arturo.”

      She nodded. “I remember.”

      “So, what do we do with him?” I asked.

      “Quite simply, I think we have two options. Scare the hell out of him, or include him.”

      Arturo’s eyes went wide with excitement. “Include… How?”

      “I thought you might like that latter option. We essentially make you part of our little family here.”

      My mind instantly went to an image of him in the bedroom with us, doing a little dance in his skivvies, and I shuddered. “Ummm….”

      Upon seeing my expression, Ahlaksiz laughed. “Not like that. I meant, the growing army here. We let Greg train him, get him on security detail, and maybe see where he can be useful in other ways down the road. If he’s really lucky, maybe we even find him his bitch.”

      She winked at that last bit, and Arturo laughed.

      “Monster hearing?” he asked.

      “Correct. So, do you accept?”

      “Hold on,” I interjected, “Arturo has a job, family, friends… a roommate.”

      “Dude, Alex and I have been talking about going our separate ways. He wouldn’t notice, but I haven’t been sure what to do about rent with my shitty job.”

      “Leave the job, leave the apartment.” Ahlaksiz motioned to the mansions that were part of our new campus. “This is your new home. I imagine we’ll have no problem taking care of you.”

      “Any good with a kid?” Greg asked. At my look, he added, “We might need another babysitter when Lizzy’s busy.”

      “Sure, sure,” Arturo answered. “I used to always watch over my nephews and nieces.”

      “And when your family wants to know where you are?” I asked.

      “What, you don’t get to see your family ever?”

      At that, I frowned.

      “He could. He just hasn’t,” Ahlaksiz said, making me feel even worse.

      “I will,” I replied. “After we get back. How about that?”

      She gave me a “sure you will” nod, then motioned to Arturo. “He’s not going to be a prisoner here. But will likely need an escort to and from the property. It’s a lifestyle change, but…” She eyed Arturo, as if debating, though I knew she had already decided. “If you’re up for it, and Ferris is on board, we’d love to have you.”

      Arturo beamed, chest out, and turned to me.

      “Of course,” I said, actually looking forward to another guy to chat with. Greg was great, but I imagined he’d be on dad duty more often than not.

      “I’m so fucking in!” Arturo said, pumping a fist in the air.

      “Wonderful, but I’m a lady, so… language.” Ahlaksiz winked my way, then turned back to join the others, adding, “We do have a mission to get to.”

      “Ah, right.” I eyed Greg and asked, “Can you give him the tour, fill him in on whatever you can?”

      “You got it, man.”

      “Guys, you won’t regret this. It’s going to be epic!” Arturo shook hands with Greg, then eyed him up and down. “What sort of monster are you?”

      Greg laughed, waving me off as he told Arturo that he wasn’t a monster at all, then started explaining STP as they walked off down the hall. I watched them go for a second and turned back to my team, to whom Ahlaksiz was finishing explaining the situation.

      “That’s great about Arturo,” Kinara said. “He seems fun.”

      “He is,” I replied, giving Ahlaksiz a nod of appreciation.

      “Great. Ferris has a new playmate,” Lizzy said. “When can we take them to the swings or Chuck E. Cheese?”

      “Ha, funny.”

      “Seriously, though,” Jalee interjected, “that’s exciting. I don’t mean to sound selfish here, but about my sister?”

      “Yes!” I stepped over to take her hand and kiss the back of it. “So sorry. We’ve delayed long enough. Let’s get to it!”

      The others agreed, and without further ado, we prepared. First, making sure everyone who wanted to join us did. To my relief, even Amabie was coming, though Greg and Yuki would stay at the mansion with Arturo and get things in order. Lizzy and Randi would be going as well, though Bloodsong didn’t like it one bit. I was ready, holding the two pieces, and the others stepped up next to me, lastly joined by Ahlaksiz. She had changed into her Tomb Raider-style clothes, complete with short shorts, a tank top, and a pistol with what looked like silver bullets. She grinned, knowing she was working this outfit, and nodded.

      “No time like the present,” she said.

      I held up the pieces, moving them toward each other, but hesitated. “First, I wanted to thank you all. We don’t have to do this, but we are all going because we’re a team.”

      “A badass, sexy-as-hell team,” Kinara agreed, nodding enthusiastically.

      Seeing no better words to go out on, I handed one half to Ahlaksiz, saying, “Together.”

      Her eyes closed, and her mouth moved as if saying a prayer, or maybe a spell. As I held one half and Ahlaksiz the other, I was very aware of the flow of energy coursing through the two halves as they joined. A burst of light shot out, warmth flooding over us, and we were through. No actual portal to step through or anything like that—we were simply in the mansion one second, in the other world the next.

      A world of darkness, a sky of red with wisps of black and green. Flat plains to the left, a forest of gnarled trees to our right and ahead. Behind, a sea of black. This new world was going to be many things, but at the moment, all it was to me was terrifying.

      At least I had my monster ladies at my side. With them, I thought I might just stand a chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the first four books in the MONSTERVERSE series! I didn’t do author notes in Book 3, but figured 4 is sort of a milestone, so it makes sense. Hopefully, you read this after the book, because there are spoilers.

      First off, I should say it was quite fun joining these characters along their journey again. I was glad to have Arturo with us again, and look forward to seeing where that goes when (IF?) they make it back from the Monsterverse. Greg and Yuki, too, and their baby. Then there’s Randi and Lizzy – our return to the mansion should be fun!

      But first, we have to go through the journey to get us there. We have to find out what awaits them in the monster world. Find out about Jalee’s sister, and maybe more about the Hunters?

      So yes, we are continuing past Book 4. I hope there are enough readers to make it the smart move, but I really have no choice. I’m having too much fun! Join me on the adventure, won’t you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Meet the Ladies

          

        

      

    

    
      Here are some of your favorite monster ladies!
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      (1) Kinara (AKA Chirop): 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 (AKA Thunderbird): The thunderbird, first summoned out at Big Bear Lake. Her wings come out with electricity. She likes a little spark in her relationships.
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      (3) Milrae (AKA 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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      (4) Ahlaksiz: The older woman of the group, and ironically a cougar. On the nose? Sure, but why not! She owns the shop where Ferris first got the totem, and has now joined them in their fun. She looks a bit younger here, and if you’ve read, you might know why.

      

      And don’t miss out on the rest of them in the next book! Be sure to follow me on Amazon and join my Facebook group to ensure you’re caught up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie Hawke

      

      After working on Marvel properties and traveling the world, Jamie Hawke decided to settle down and write fun, quirky, and sexy pulp science fiction and superhero books. Are they all harem? Oh yeah. Oh yeahhhh. 

      

      It all started when Jamie was eleven, creating nude superhero comics with his best friend. What perverts! But hey, they were fun and provided good fodder for jokes up into their adult years. Now the stories have evolved, but they capture that same level of fun. Hopefully you will enjoy them as much as the author loved writing them! 
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        Join the Newsletter

      

      

      
        
        www.subscribepage.com/AuthorJamieHawke
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        And chat with me in the FB group:

      

        

      
        www.facebook.com/JamieHawkeAuthor
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