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      A dull yellow glow occupied the air around me as I walked with my team of monsters through a heavily fog-covered swamp. I only say “swamp” because of what seemed to be water glistening around us in spots, and the whole area had a sour smell. The more we walked, the more I noticed there was something more to the yellow light. It wasn’t only light, but a thin layer of some yellow substance in the air, that had even alighted on some of the branches. I had to wonder if I was breathing it in, and how bad that might be for me. 

      I ran a finger along the totems of my wrist device, thinking of their connection to the monster girls. A few of them, at least.

      The others walked ahead, Devasla taking up the rear. With her fiery glow, I had to keep my eyes on the surrounding area or elsewhere, so my vision wouldn’t require readjustment to the darkness. At least the balls of light from Suiko cast a subtle glow, more like an e-reader with backlight than a computer screen or flame. Devasla and Amabie never wore clothes—the former had rock or fire covering her special areas, the latter was covered with scales like armor—but the rest of us were all still dressed, despite how weird that might have looked here.

      Lizzy had on a cute black skirt with a red overcoat, reminding me of the redhead from that Riverdale show. She wasn’t a redhead, though, so maybe it was her eyes and mouth? Something about her face, for sure. Kinara and Jalee were both wearing slacks with thin blouses, leading me to think Ahlaksiz must have dressed them. Their outfits didn’t fit their personalities at all, giving them the looks of women working in department stores rather than ladies who were bat and thunderbird monster girls, respectively. 

      Milrae caught me eyeing her and grinned, slowing to walk side by side with me, and wrapping one of her furry panda paws through my arm to pull me close. 

      “It’s not all so cold and dreary,” she insisted. 

      “God, I hope not.” 

      We walked on and my attention went to a skittering sound above, a motion in the leaves. One of Suiko’s balls of light floated up, casting a lavender glow on the leaves, but revealed nothing. 

      “The sooner we find open water, the better,” Amabie said, holding her fish tail to avoid letting it drag along the ground. 

      “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of it, soon enough,” Kinara told her. “Swamps, oceans, lakes. We have ’em all, just like on your planet.”

      “What I wonder is, will you be able to travel in them the same way?” Ahlaksiz asked, 

      Amabie’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully above her beak. She was curious—one more thing about this world we wanted answers to. Part of me wanted to simply get out of there, but we had Jalee’s sister to find, the situation with Randi and her hunter grandfather, and my little desire to take down the hunters once and for good. That last one wasn’t a must but certainly was on my list of areas to explore. 

      I placed my hand on my satchel in a nervous habit to ensure it was still there. Within were the two sun disk halves, food and drink, and the mask that Lizzy had once worn. Keeping it tucked under my jacket at least made it less likely to get snagged on creeping tree branches or taken by thieving monsters. In this type of world, I had no idea what to expect. 

       Even with clothes, I was cold and figured some of them were, too—especially the other normal human, Lizzy. She had looked extremely relieved when the others agreed we could keep our clothes on until we figured out where we were and had a plan. 

      At one point I tried my spirit sight, but it did nothing externally other than making the ladies around me seem to glow. It did give me a more internal sense of self-awareness, to the point that I even seemed to be able to see Suiko where she rested within me. Basty was in his scarf form around my neck, and while I held my spirit vision, I “saw” him, too, as if looking at myself with thermal vision but from a few feet away. It was a strange sensation, one that I quickly turned off. 

      Low hissing sounds reminded me of snakes, but a glance at Randi didn’t reveal anything. She simply slithered along next to Koharu and Bloodsong, Ahlaksiz following close behind. Most likely, she was keeping an eye on Rand—none of us were sure how far the Lamia could be trusted. 

      The hissing sound turned into a low howl; I decided I’d be better off not thinking about it. 

      “Welcome to our world,” Kinara said, pulling up close to me on the other side, opposite Milrae. I couldn’t help but notice the way she shook. “I hope you’re hating it so far because I sure as fuck do.”

      “You’re going to be okay,” I told her, pushing back the worry that threatened to show in my cracking voice.

      “It’s just that I started to imagine a scenario where I’d never have to come back here. Where you and I could relax on the beaches of your world and make love and have no other worries.” 

      “Someday.”

      “You think?” 

      I glanced around the strange land, taking note of a small, slithery creature that scampered up a tree then paused to stare at me. It had dark yellow eyes and a series of horns along its back. The thing reminded me of a small dragon, except it didn’t have wings. I had to wonder, then, if they had dragons in this place. Another thought struck me as we passed that tree and I glanced back to see the animal was gone. What about dinosaurs? How crazy would it have been if, many years ago back on Earth, the dinosaurs didn’t go extinct, but somehow managed to escape into this world? I shook my head with a chuckle. 

      “Ferris?” Kinara asked, waiting for an answer. 

      What was the question? Ah, about someday being able to relax and simply enjoy each other. My honest feeling was in the affirmative if this strange monster land didn’t kill me first. But I didn’t tell her that. Instead, I pulled her tight, gave her a slap on the ass, and said, “Of course. And when that day comes, I’m going to make you forget all about this place. You’ll be too busy screaming my name to ever have another scared or worried thought again.”

      “Are you two seriously talking sex at a time like this?” Jalee asked, glaring as she slowed to walk beside us. 

      “Well…” I shrugged. 

      “You see any sign of where we are?” Kinara asked, knowing the smart move was to change the subject. 

      “No,” Jalee admitted. “That’s why I came back. I was thinking maybe Suiko could go up and get a lay of the land, let us know what she sees.”

      As the ghost lady emerged from my chest, I offered, “Actually, I could do that. With the mask powers, and—”

      “No!” Randi said, spinning on us. She waved her hands, looking worried. “The last thing you want to do here is activate Akame.”

      “Wouldn’t saying her name here be problematic?” I asked. 

      “For her, yes,” Milrae explained. “But she’s already trapped in the mask, in a sense. How much worse can it get?”

      “And if we set her free?”

      “You’ve watched too many Disney movies,” Bloodsong said with a scoff.

      “I… might have.” As a child, I’d watched more Studio Ghibli movies than Disney, if you counted the number of rewatches.

      “She can’t be freed,” Ahlaksiz explained, “because she’s not exactly a prisoner.” 

      “That’s right,” Randi chimed back in. “It’s more like a transformation. She was merged to it, but in that step, became it. Sort of like a moth or a butterfly in your world, but not exactly.”

      Considering that, I wondered if there was any way to help her and felt bad about the mask. Eventually, I decided to ask Suiko, and pay attention in the meantime. For now, however, no using the mask or its powers. Except…

      “Why’d we bring it, then?” I asked.

      “Ah.” Randi grinned, giving me a corny thumbs up. “It seems you don’t let anything slip by you. We brought the mask to use, but not yet.”

      “Why don’t you pretend we’re all friends here and tell us why,” Koharu said, playing with her tail. She was fidgeting, likely as nervous as I felt. 

      “The mask was made here,” Randi explained. “Meaning, the energy has been storing up out there. If and when you use it here, you’re likely going to be overwhelmed. Her influence will threaten to take over you and Lizzy, though Lizzy isn’t attached anymore. If you did it right away, her chances of taking over the both of you would be even stronger. Like how your eyes don’t adjust immediately when going from darkness to bright light, or vice versa, here your powers, and even mind, haven’t had a full chance to adapt.”

      “Why would we use it, considering the risks?” I asked.

      “As a Joker or wild card,” Randi replied with a wink. “Only if you really, really need it.”

      I shook my head, hoping it didn’t come to that.

      Suiko first went up to scout but said she wasn’t able to see anything in the darkness. Then she moved to scout in different directions as we continued our trajectory forward. 

      “How exactly did you come to work for Randi?” Bloodsong asked Lizzy, and I glanced back, curious as well. 

      “You know how these things work,” she said with a shrug. 

      “Not really, no,” Kinara chimed in. 

      Seeing that everyone was looking her way, Lizzy mumbled something to herself, shaking her head. 

      “You don’t want to tell us, that’s fine,” I said. “No pressure.”

      “Fuck that,” Milrae said. “Now I’m more curious than ever. Pressure on!”

      Randi laughed. “Go ahead, you can tell them. Or should I?”

      Lizzy turned, slowing her walk as she explained, “A connection invited me to a party, I put on my best smile and talked myself up, catching his—of course, his at the time—attention. But he was a real prick.”

      “I’m standing right here,” Randi protested. 

      “But you were. I mean, even now you’re a bit of a bitch.” 

      Randi looked around at us as if we would come to her aid. Not a chance. 

      “Want to know how I found out about all this monster stuff?” Lizzy asked, looking around at the group, smiling now. “It’s… weird.”

      “Yes,” Kinara blurted out. The rest of us nodded our heads and said we did, as well. 

      Randi seemed humored as she said, “Until all this happened, I thought it was a secret.”

      “I know,” Lizzy said with a grin. “My story was kind of boring, actually. For me, but not for the woman I was spying on—Kim.”

      “Oh…” Was Randi blushing?

      “There we were, like three months into working together. I’d just been given my big assignment when I was about to enter the bathroom. Instead, I froze, watching as Kim stood there and Rand came rolling in on his wheelchair, asks her how committed she was, then pulled out his cock. I’m thinking he wants her to go down on him or something, and am about to walk out of there, but she looked horrified and seemed to be about to staple his cock to his nutsack. But as she stood to protest, his cock vanished! I stared in complete disbelief, then practically fell on my ass when he stood and slipped off his pants. When he became she with the lower body of a snake, you can bet I was on the verge of a major breakdown. At that point, I would have loved to be presented with a simple cock to staple. Kim, however, seemed super into it and they… started stuff. So, I had to leave, and never mentioned it.”

      “I didn’t use to be the type to avoid beating around the bush,” Randi said with a frown. “Figured that was the most forward way to show what I was, and see if she could handle my world, but after that, she threatened to reveal everything and… blackmailed me. It was fucked up. Hence, why I never showed Lizzy.”

      “And…?” Jalee asked. 

      “That’s so fucked up,” I muttered, but almost wanted to laugh at the image of what she’d just said. 

      “He did tell me, though, that there was a whole world of monsters out there, and that he wanted me to help out, on the inside, and that it would greatly propel my writing career. Naturally, I was intrigued, even if Rand and Randi tried to pretend they were two separate beings for a while. A fact I found humorous.”

      “She signed up on the spot,” Randi said with a chuckle. 

      “I’m not sure I would’ve,” Koharu said, shaking her head in confusion and disgust. 

      “And what about those first monster gatherings you went to?” Milrae asked. “With all the… You know.”

      “No, what?” Lizzy shrugged. 

      “Huge schlongs swaying about, is what she means,” Ahlaksiz interjected. “Right?”

      Milrae nodded. 

      Lizzy blushed, eyes darting my way, then at the ground. “Honestly, that was disgusting. No offense if any of you are, you know, into monsters. God knows Randi has had her share…”

      “Hey now, no slut-shaming here,” Randi said, but was still smiling.

      “I just don’t find a penis on its own to be a turn-on, especially if it threatens to rip me in half. It’s more about the man it’s attached to.”

      “But with the right man, put that thing in front of your face and you’d go all lollipop on it, right?” Kinara asked. 

      Lizzy didn’t voice an answer, but nodded, still avoiding my gaze. 

      “This is all well and good,” Suiko said, floating around and appearing at the front of the group. “Heaven forbid I be the one to bring the topic of conversation away from sex and genitalia, as always, but you all might like to know that I’ve spotted a group of monsters.”

      “What did they look like?” Jalee asked. “Describe them.”

      “Small, furry. Long dangling hair.”

      Jalee put a hand to her chin in thought, while Kinara offered up, “Rilandar?”

      “It’s possible,” Milrae chimed in. “But that would put us way off target.”

      “It would also mean we’re at risk of being attacked,” Jalee pointed out. “The alternative would be that they might be Eadrags, but then we’d be in for a whole other shitstorm.”

      “Never been a fan of shitstorms,” I admitted. “But to be clear, what do you mean?”

      “Eadrags are about waist high and like to bite whatever they can, with no warning. They’ll all smiles one minute, piece of your bloody ass or cock in their mouths, torn from your body, the next.”

      “Let’s avoid those ones.” I gulped, feeling my package wanting to recede into my body and hide. 

      Half the group was lingering behind, so we waited for them to catch up and explained the predicament. 

      “A couple of us could scout them out,” Randi said. “See what we can learn from them, verify which type they are.”

      “Are you volunteering?” Bloodsong asked. 

      I was getting a bit dizzy with the whole group around like that, and liked the idea of a few going down. 

      “I’ll go,” I said.

      “Didn’t you hear what they said?” Kinara protested. “Out of all of us here, you’re the only one with a cock at risk of being bitten off.” She stepped close, hand cupping my package. “And it’s such a nice one at that.”

      I frowned at that, ignoring the groan Lizzy made at Kinara’s overt sexuality. 

      “Right. Fine, but how about this—I get close with Suiko, and she can share what she’s seeing with me. Basty will help with protection if there are any wanderers. So, whoever goes with Suiko gives her a signal, and I’ll see. One finger means we’re good. Then I signal the rest of you. Yeah?” 

      “If he’s getting close, I’m going in,” Kinara said. 

      “You know as well as I do, you’re the last of us who can go prancing around,” Ahlaksiz said, likely referring to the fact that many monsters wanted to eat Kinara’s kind. “I won’t be of much use here, Amabie is also not a good choice—not being from here—and Devasla, you would scare the hell out of them. So that leaves—”

      “Of course I’ll go,” Milrae cut in. 

      “And me,” Jalee said.

      I grinned, having figured it would be my original gals who would want to go. Kinara pouted, but the rest seemed okay with the arrangement. 

      “We’ll form a perimeter,” Devasla said. “Keep it safe, monitor who comes and goes.”

      “One thing,” Randi said, eyes showing humor as she added, “We’re in the land of monsters, now. We’ve waited long enough…”

      “Ah, right,” Kinara was the first to catch on, shimmying out of her clothes and suddenly standing there stark naked. At least it was dark, so when next Ahlaksiz, then Jalee and Milrae, stripped, it wasn’t as awkward as it might have been in broad daylight. Of course, I made it more awkward by waiting. Even more so when I wasn’t the only one. Lizzy stood next to a now-nude Randi, half-human and half-snake, on one side and the always-nude form of Devasla on the other. 

      Everyone looked from me to Lizzy, then back to me, and finally, it was Bloodsong who cleared her throat. 

      “I get it,” Bloodsong said, “I’m not used to this land or its ways, either. But neither of you have reason to be shy, and I guarantee this won’t be the last time you have to strip in front of each other.”

      “Actually, they’ll likely be moving around in these parts without clothes for… who knows how long,” Amabie said, her scales retreating so she was fully nude. “Best to get it over with and get used to it.”

      “It’s so weird for you humans?” Koharu said with a laugh, then shook her breasts back and forth. “They’re just parts of our bodies, like our fingers, noses—”

      She stopped because I had suddenly dropped trou. With most of them nude and seeing Koharu shake her breasts, I was hard as stone. The fact that I’d pulled it out instead of naturally stripping added to the embarrassment, even more so when Lizzy stared. 

      Damn. 

      I covered myself, blushing, and hating the laughs from Jalee and Kinara. 

      “For the record,” I said, starting to pull my pants up, “when a man does that, it’s rude to laugh.”

      “Just, help him,” Bloodsong said, and suddenly Kinara and Jalee were on me, pulling off my clothes and tossing them into my satchel, which they at least let me keep.

      “Hey!” I protested.

      “Shut up. You’re a man, your penis gets hard. We get it.” Jalee stepped back, my clothes off, and gestured to the shoes and socks. “All of it.”

      “But we’re walking…” 

      She sighed. “We are in a land of monsters, going up against who knows what, and your biggest worry is the soles of your feet getting scratched?”

      I couldn’t help but notice that Lizzy had pulled off her top and bra, her nipples taut as she worked her jeans. That made me forget about the shoes, so I kicked them off, then the socks. Lizzy saw me watching but didn’t bother to conceal herself as she pulled off her pants and panties, putting them in my satchel as well. Close like that, I could smell her perfume. Lilacs? 

      If she ever had trimmed down there, it had certainly been a long time ago. Her thick bush nearly concealed the line of her pussy. She held her hands out by her sides, eyeing me in return. 

      “Now that we’ve both had a good look, should we get on with it?”

      I felt my cheeks burning, nodded, and said, “Suiko, ready?”

      “You living types are hilarious,” she replied, then looked down at herself. “But to be fair…” She eyed me as her kimono faded, leaving only her nude, ghostly form. 

      Fuck me, my cock felt like it was going to explode. I took a deep breath, and said, “I’m less worried about getting my head chopped off as I am passing out from blood flow to my cock. Does this get… more normal?”

      “Probably not,” Bloodsong said. “And yeah, we noticed.”

      I gave her a playful glare, then decided to try to have fun with it. Turning and pointing with my erect cock, I said, “Is it that way?” I turned again, sticking it out. “Or… that way?” 

      They burst into laughter. 

       “Children,” Suiko said, shaking her head, then took my cock in an ice grip, pointing slightly to the left of where it was. “That way.”

      Her touch sent a chill through me. And as good as it felt, the effect was like a cold shower, causing the pressure of blood in my cock to lessen, at least enough to allow me to think clearly.
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      “Good thing this wasn’t how she first saw it,” Milrae said, glancing over with a grin at my cock, small and flapping back and forth in the cold wind. 

      “Shut up,” I said. “And if you all really want me to get used to this, comments like that don’t exactly help.”

      “Right. Sorry.” She grinned. “Noticed how you didn’t defend yourself and try to claim you didn’t care what she thought.”

      “We did see you looking,” Jalee added.

      “Was kind of hard not to see that,” Suiko added. 

      “You too, Suiko?” I shook my head. “Come on, as if I needed more than you all.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, but I’d bet a good ninety percent of that massive erection was for her.”

      In my mind, I was thinking of her and Koharu, but I pushed that imagery aside. 

      “I’m still as turned on by all of you as I ever was.” 

      “Uh huh.”

      With a glance at Suiko, I motioned ahead. She got the point. 

      “Right,” Suiko said. “We should probably be quieter. It’s not far ahead now.”

      The other two continued to smile, and Milrae gave my flapping cock another glance before focusing. I wrapped my arms around my torso to try and stay warm. At least the rough terrain that scratched my feet was a distraction. 

      Finally, Suiko had us stop and motioned for me to stay put. I nodded, crouching down next to a large tree, and put my hand to Basty. He sent warmth through me, and I wanted to kick myself for not asking for help from him earlier. 

      Watching the ladies go, Milrae with her red panda tail waving above her nice ass, Jalee with her dark skin barely visible in the night, and Suiko, whose translucent ass glowed bright white, her long black hair covering it at times as it swayed around as if it was floating in the ocean, you can be damn sure I got hard again. Even when they were out of sight it persisted, and since all I could see were the trees and the separate mental image that Suiko was transmitting to me—yes, those other two with their asses on display—I couldn’t take it anymore. Partly I figured it would help me focus to have it over with, and partly I just couldn’t control it anymore. Leaning against the tree with one hand, I took my other and started stroking my cock. It felt damn good, and with that vision before me, along with maybe a bit of the danger working as a turn-on, I felt myself on the verge of climax. I half-expected a monster to stumble upon me like that, or one of the ladies to show up, but neither happened. Instead, I let go of the tree, gripping myself with both hands, and nearly fell over as I unloaded all over its bark. 

      Standing there, getting out the last bits of cum, I was hit with a thought. Was it sad that my first orgasm in the monsterverse had been by myself? Damn, now I felt guilty. 

      “I won’t tell,” Suiko’s voice said in my head. I froze, feeling mortified. Of course, she had still been with me. If I could see what she was seeing, we had some sort of mental connection. 

      “Thanks,” I muttered. 

      “Also, if you think about it, you weren’t entirely alone. I was with you, in a sense.”

      “Double thanks.”

      “We’re here, going quiet, just in case.” 

      Standing there in that dark world, nude and alone—aside from Basty—I couldn’t help but feel a bit of childlike terror. Especially when the curling plants nearby started to move, causing me to almost shout out. I took a step away from one, only to brush up against a velvety plant with bright blue leaves—at least, that was the color I thought I made out in the darkness. My initial sigh of relief wasn’t well-timed, however, because a second later the itch started—bad, right where the plant had gotten me. Its way of getting revenge for me shooting my wad out in its presence? Maybe a coincidence. Either way, I wasn’t feeling so good. 

      “Are you alive?” I asked, then felt pretty damn stupid talking to a plant. 

      Basty shifted around my neck, morphing into its little animal form, then slid down my arm and hopped off before taking a large bite from the plant. I was doing my best not to scratch the red bumps that were forming, and tried to warn Basty, but he had already taken the bite. 

      “Shit,” I muttered, feeling a bit woozy. Even the image from Suiko went a bit fuzzy. 

      I ran my hand over my satchel, wondering if there was some connection to Lizzy I could make with my mask. What good would that do, though? Basically, I was looking for any sort of escape I could find from this horrible itching. 

      Basty turned and looked up at me, chewing, and grinned. He actually smiled! I was fairly certain that was the first time I’d seen him smile, so had to wonder if it was perhaps more of a reaction to the plant. But he then leaped up onto my shoulder, a long, slimy tongue moving out and along my wound. 

      “Basty, that’s gross,” I muttered, noting the mixture of chewed plant on his tongue. He wiped it on me, and I was about to pull him away when I felt such relief from the itch that all I could do was stand there and close my eyes. The sudden lack of irritation was almost better than the quick orgasm I’d had moments before. 

      The little guy had made an ointment that worked as an antidote to the poison, mixing it with his saliva. I couldn’t be more grateful. 

      “Anytime you need something, let me know,” I said, caressing his head. “I mean it—first dibs on a meal, the whole bed to yourself, you name it.”

      Lately, I’d noticed Basty wanted to sleep on my stomach sometimes, though I had taken to moving him aside for better rest. But at that moment, I decided not to move him anymore. If he wanted to sleep on my belly, no problem. In some ways, I’d taken to thinking of him like a cat—how else do you learn to accept in your mind that you have a nightmarish monster, by some accounts, that spends most of its time around your neck? Maybe a warm, furry snake was the better way to think of him at such times, but he wasn’t dangerous to me. No more than Kinara and the others—which was to say, not at all. 

      As I stood there, the creepiness of the night in this strange land came back to me. I started to wonder if there ever might be a scenario in which they would turn on me. It didn’t seem likely, but at that moment my mind was going to weird places. Especially considering that damn blue plant. I glanced up at the tree, a clicking noise pulling my attention first left, then right. Something was definitely up there. 

      Little beady eyes caught my attention, then more. They had a slight, yellow glow to them. 

      I didn’t have time to linger on those little creatures, however, because just then I got the signal—Jalee had turned, side-boob looking sexy as fuck, and gave me the sign. We were good to go. Past her, I caught my first glimpse of our little friends-to-be. 

      They were definitely not Ewoks; more like little dwarves, except twice as hairy. Then again, in all the Hobbit movies, I’d never seen a dwarf without clothes, so maybe it would be similar to this? Short creatures with overly large noses, beady little white eyes—entirely white—and, as Suiko had first said, long hair hanging from most of their bodies. 

      Oh, right, I was supposed to notify the others. Moving back up the way I’d come, I spotted Kinara hanging upside down from a tree branch and waved. She dropped, flipping over, and came down to join me. 

      “What’s… that?” she asked. 

      I followed her line of sight to my arm, where it appeared plated armor covered me—like thick metal that weighed nothing. I frowned, knocking on it, then put my finger under the edge. It moved easily enough, but when I put it back, it stayed in place. Huh. This was an interesting turn of events. 

      “It was a rash, but Basty helped me out. A reaction to...” I turned, looking around for that blue plant, but couldn’t see one nearby. 

      “Maybe you should get more? Could be damn useful.”

      Her eyes went down to my limp cock, and she pouted. “Ah, your soldier isn’t saluting me anymore.”

      I shrugged, noting that Bloodsong and Ahlaksiz were joining us, Koharu following. The glow of Devasla told me she was there, too, the others likely right behind her. 

      “This way,” I said, and followed the path Suiko lit up for me. It appeared as a slight glow only I could see, floating in the air as if we were in a virtual reality world and she’d used a paintbrush to draw her path. 

      We caught up with the other three at the outskirts of a little village, where Jalee was already speaking heatedly with one of the little creatures. 

      “What’s wrong?” I asked Suiko, trying to keep my eyes at head level. 

      “They associate her with the hunters. Say we’re welcome, but not her.”

      “Fuck that.”

      “Exactly.” 

      “Can’t we just ask them which way to go?” Koharu asked. 

      All eyes went to Ahlaksiz. 

      “Hold on, I get why some of you might look at me for leadership out there on Earth, but here?” She shook her head, turning to Jalee and then Milrae. “I’d assume one of you would be the right one to speak with. And since one of you is the issue here, that leaves you, Milkshake.”

      “I so love that name,” Milrae said and grinned. “Give me a sec.” She considered me, then shook her head. “I was going to say you should join me, but we don’t want to risk them biting your junk.”

      “I thought that was the other group type who did stuff like that,” I said, covering myself. 

      “Yes, but… let’s be honest, most monsters here are sketchy at best. You’re fairly lucky none of us have bitten it off yet.”

      “Please don’t joke like that,” I protested.

      Kinara shoved her. “No pleases from me. Don’t ever fucking joke about it.”

      Milrae held up her paws in surrender, chuckled, then walked over to chat with the hairy little monsters. 

      I was, surprisingly or not, hard again, so preferred not to be involved in the discussion. 

      “I’ll say this,” Jalee said, eyeing it. “You sure do get aroused more than most monsters. Maybe it’s a blood flow issue for them.”

      “Good thing though,” Bloodsong said. “I’ve not met many male monsters who can control themselves once they’re hard. Had to kill one or two who couldn’t accept no as an answer.”

      I wasn’t sure what to think of that, so my focus moved to Milrae, who was speaking heatedly with the little hairballs. One pointed at me and made an exaggerated biting motion, to which Milrae bopped the monster on its head. 

      That did it—a wave of at least a dozen of them charged her, and she was running back our way. 

      “Go!” she said, laughing, her round breasts bouncing with each step. I hadn’t even considered how that would play out with our clothes gone. Losing myself in that sight, I didn’t start to run until Milrae was at my side, pulling me with her. 

      “Why are we running?” I asked. 

      “Because they wanted your hot dog for dinner as payment for their help, and because it’s never smart to start a war in a place like this.”

      “Good reasons.”

      “Did you get anything at all from them?” Kinara asked. 

      “Only that they warned me that Mamadules aren’t far off, so we should be careful.” Milrae came to a stop, turning and indicating the large tree I’d been at earlier. She sniffed and laughed. “Well, I don’t think they’ll chase us past that tree.”

      “What, why?” I asked. 

      “You marked it, apparently. If I’m correct, they’ll pick up the scent and won’t know it’s from you until we’re long gone.”

      “What am I missing?”

      “Certain monsters rub against the trees for pleasure.”

      “Like a dog.” Ahlaksiz stepped up beside me, watching the little things slow in their advance. 

      “How’s that like a dog?” I asked. 

      “When they rub up against legs. The trees are the legs—so keep a lookout for… well, you know. If you smell it, they’re nearby, and those monsters are not the type we want to deal with.”

      As predicted, the little hairy monsters came to a stop on the other side of the line near the tree, sniffing and glancing around. 

      “Why are we lingering?” I asked. 

      “For one,” Koharu said, approaching from my other side, “we seem to be missing a couple of members of our crew. I can’t find Randi or Amabie.”

      That had my attention, and as we continued the way we’d come, it became clear that she was right. We saw no sign of Randi or Amabie; when Suiko did a quick search, it seemed that something had happened to them. 

      In addition to our search for Jalee’s sister, now we had an additional rescue mission on our hands. At least those weird hairy things weren’t on our tail.
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      I sprinted through the monster woods, growling as I rubbed against another one of those blue plants. It had my leg this time, the same side as before, and the itching started almost immediately. 

      “Do the armor thing like last time,” Kinara said, and I shook my head. “No time, we have to find them.”

      But not three steps later, I collapsed, my leg immobile. A shout sounded from nearby, and I pushed myself up to try and see what it was, then shifted as another cry came. Kinara was at my side, yelling, “Basty, do it!” 

      I agreed, and said, “Please, Basty.”

      Immediately, the little guy was off me, running back in the direction of the blue plant. 

      “We have trouble,” Suiko said, joining me and Kinara.

      “What is it?” Kinara asked. 

      “I’m not sure, but I imagine those are the Mamadules mentioned.”

      She showed me a vision of what she’d seen. Tall, metallic legs moved through the land, sweeping up creatures in their nets. They had some of the hairy ones we’d met—the Eadrags—and to my horror, I realized one of them had Amabie. Another had Jalee, and all her lightning bursts weren’t doing a damn thing to get her free.

      “They must have Lizzy and Randi, too,” I grunted, trying to stand but falling. “Fuck!” 

      Another shout came, and I knew that one because it was so similar to the noise she made during climax—Milrae. 

      “What are they?” I asked. 

      “Tools of the Hunters,” Kinara said, shivering, as she wrapped an arm around me, pulling me to the cover of plants nearby as the ground shook. “And one’s coming.”

      “We’ve fought monsters before,” I countered, hating the burning, piercing sensation radiating up from my leg. 

      She ran a hand over my forehead. “Dear, we’re in my world now. Trust me when I say that this is going to be unlike anything you’ve dealt with. And… try to save us.”

      “What?”

      “It might not be able to hunt you in the same way it can my kind. So… I’ll distract it while you get healed up, then you do your damned best to follow and get us out of there. Otherwise, we came here for nothing.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I started, but she was already up and running. She leaped into the air, flapping her arms, and gaining momentum to dart off to the left. 

      My heart thudded strong, blood coursing across my skull. Kinara was out of sight, lost to the darkness, and I had no idea what it was I was going up against. 

      Then again, a second later I had a better concept. A massive, metal leg slammed into the ground in front of me, not ten paces off. It was as thick as a tree and had moving parts at work; another landed almost out of my line of sight. Then came the nets, swooshing through the air, carrying with them a scent like cayenne pepper. It hit my nostrils, stinging, and I momentarily forgot about my leg. 

      A yelp sounded and I hung my head, knowing that had to be Kinara. Even when I felt Basty’s slimy tongue on my leg, healing me, I couldn’t look up. 

      “Suiko?” I said. 

      “I’m here,” she replied. 

      “You couldn’t have stopped it? That thing?”

      She appeared at my side, sitting with legs pulled up to her chest, eyes focused out on the darkness. 

      “No,” she said. “Even back home something like that would have been a challenge. Here, I feel that my powers are largely held at bay. But I can trace them, at least to a distance.”

      “Please do.” For the first time since we had all stripped, when I looked at her there was zero amount of checking her out involved. I was simply too freaked out, too worried, and still very much in pain. 

      Basty was done, and as before, thin armor covered the area. I was able to remove it, but it stayed in place almost like a magnet. Again, I was tempted to use this as a way of covering and protecting my groin but couldn’t bring myself to endure either the pain of the plant on my genitals or the rest of what it would take. I’d keep the armor I had for now, but not rush to get more. 

      More importantly, I could use my leg again. I stood, scooped up Basty, and mentally pulled at Suiko to join me. I began to sprint, going all out, but Suiko was at my ear, shouting, “There’s no way. Charging in like this won’t do any good.” 

      “I can’t let them all be captured!” I leaped over a rock, landed with one leg in a swampy puddle, and nearly fell. Catching myself and pushing against a tree to get my direction right, I kept going. Those metal legs were ahead, glistening faintly in the light; less so, as they moved again, becoming more distant.

      Suiko seemed to be correct—there wasn’t much chance of me catching up, but mere futility wasn’t about to stop me. I charged on, giving it my all until my legs gave out and I went flying to land on the ground, thudding there, then bouncing before I rolled and came to a stop. 

      I laid there, panting, staring up at the sky. How was I supposed to live with myself having let them go? As dark clouds moved to block out streaming light in the sky, I closed my eyes and thought back on that first time meeting Kinara. The taste of her mouth on mine, and the others, too. This was impossible! Ahlaksiz was so wise, Milrae so strong. All the most powerful beings I’d ever come across, and now they were… what, exactly? Toys or food for hunters?

      “Very interesting… pose.” Suiko floated over me, and I realized I was lying there, spread-eagled. I groaned, turning slightly, but not caring enough to bother sitting up. 

      “What’s any of it matter?” I asked. 

      “If you think running after them is the only way, I’d have to say it’s time for a lesson in strategy. Also, in not giving up like a little bitch.”

      “Hey, now.” I frowned, eyeing her, and realizing she was right. It wasn’t like I’d seen them get their heads blown off or anything like that. As long as they were still alive, I wasn’t without hope. 

      Suiko lowered herself to my side, kneeling in my line of sight. Basty morphed to join her, so that both were staring intently at me. The ground was cold against my skin, and worse, wet. I finally pushed myself up to sit and returned their stares. 

      “Fine, we find another way. But since none of us are from here, how do you propose we do that?” 

      Suiko frowned, patting Basty on the head. As she did so, her hand became somewhat solid so she could make contact. 

      “Find someone who would know, I suppose?” She turned, head rotating as if straight out of that exorcism movie. “I’m not sure where to start with that, but it’s one option.”

      “In the meantime, we can head over in that direction, and hope to find help on the way.”

      “Exactly. We don’t throw in the towel… ever.”

      I reached out for her hand, and she took mine, helping me to stand. Once we were up, I continued to hold onto her hand, then pulled her in for a hug. Her body took form so I could feel her against me, and we let that sit for a moment before I turned to Basty and motioned him up. 

      “You two are amazing,” I said. “Thank you for sticking with me. We’re going to save them—every one of them.”

      Basty said, “Good,” then scampered up and leaped the last bit to land on my shoulder before going into scarf mode. I hadn’t thought about it until that moment, but I must’ve looked ridiculous, nude but for a scarf. Whatever. I grinned at the smile Suiko was giving me, as she was likely having the same notion. 

      “If the darkness gets to be too much and you need to escape into one of the memories, let me know,” Suiko said. 

      I considered it because damn, some of those memories could be fun. But no, I shook my head. 

      “We’ve wasted enough time as it is. Let’s keep moving.”

      “Actually, I think I can make it happen while you move. I’ll stay at your side to keep you from stumbling into any trees.”

      “I…” With a grin, I shrugged, but said, “It’s you who really wants it, huh?”

      She looked caught off-guard and nodded. “Experiencing it from your point of view is… wonderful. Plus, I’m thrown off by not being the most terrifying creature around.”

      As we went, I decided to try the Suiko idea, and let her know. Soon we were whisked away, a memory of her and I going at it. As far as distractions went, this was the way to do it! Her perky breasts swaying, a hand on my balls, my hands gripping ghost ass. Oh, God, the moaning, her kiss, the way she sent warmth through me. Was this a memory, or somehow actually happening, if at least in our minds? 

      “Suiko?” I said, wondering if I could communicate with her while amid this love-making extravaganza. 

      “Yes?” she replied, my body tingling with the sound of her voice. 

      “Get ready.”

      At that moment, the memory of me climaxed. When my cock tingled and the warmth spread through me, the climax hitting, Suiko moaned as if she were orgasming. In a sense, I suppose, she was. Her moaning continued even after I’d left the memory, returning to my body as I ran across a dark plateau in the monster world. 

      Finally, she slowed, pulling me to a stop with her. She was breathing heavily, eyes half-shut. The hair between her legs glistened. 

      “Had fun?” I asked. 

      “It was perfect,” she replied, then pulled me in for a passionate kiss. A strange sensation swept over me, and I knew instantly that it wasn’t related to our mental escape. 

      She had started to move again, but I pulled her back, eyeing our surroundings. 

      “What is it?” she asked, catching on. 

      “I’m not sure yet.” 

      Off to the right was a cliff, with rolling hills beyond and a bramble of twisted trees. To the left and ahead, more swamplands, along with clumps of bushes and thicker trees that reminded me of humongous bok choy plants. Thick at the base, rising to a canopy above, likely providing shade during the day that allowed the clumps of bushes to grow beneath. It was on one of these thick trees that I saw the first marking—a V with what looked like a face in the middle. Painted with blue, maybe made from those blue plants I was starting a love-hate relationship with. 

      I motioned Suiko over and alerted Basty to be ready. My bat senses hadn’t been of much use since arriving here, but now they were tingling. 

      “These remind me of markings back in Japan,” Suiko said. “A cult out west. The markings are quite different, but see how they form a pattern?” 

      “Pattern?” I eyed her, watching as she flew over to another tree, using her glow to highlight another painting. She did it again, and by the fourth, I was starting to get the idea—we seemed to be at the base of a V if looked at from a bird’s eye view. Which made me wonder, what would we find at the face of this formation?

      Before we could go to find out, though, Suiko sent me the equivalent of a mental poke. I spun, ready for action, but what I saw came as quite a surprise. Kneeling on the ground at her side was a woman, and judging by her pale skin and lack of tail or wings, I had to assume she was human. Running forward, I got my confirmation and saw it was Lizzy—somehow, she had managed to escape.

      If we hadn’t left the memory when we did, we might have run right past her, leaving her behind for this possible cult or whatever had made the V and face. 

      “Liz, where’s Randi? The rest of them?” I knelt at her side, helping her to stand. She pulled back, eyes wide with fright. Finally, she seemed to register that it was me and calmed. 

      “Taken.”  Lizzy held her head, looking down at the ground. After a beat, her gaze met mine. “Must be they can hunt monsters somehow, but the two of us, not…?” 

      “I don’t follow.”

      Suiko materialized next to me. “Meaning, those strange metal things can sense monsters, and are programmed to go after them. You two, not so much. Same with Basty and me.”

      I had to assume Koharu had been swept up along with the others due to proximity but wondered if maybe her kind had long ago been related to the monsters.

      Lizzy nodded but scooted away at the sight of her. “Are you really a… ghost? I wanted to ask before, but with so many of us, it felt wrong.”

      “Does me being a ghost scare you more than them being monsters?” Suiko held out her arms, levitating off the ground, hair streaming out around her. “To answer your question, I am.”

      “I see.” Lizzy gulped, eyes going to me, then back to the ghost. “And my turn. Maybe? I was terrified when Rand first switched to Randi, then when I saw the rest of the monsters. But somehow that always felt so unreal. Like I could pretend it was a dream. But seeing a real, actual ghost? That’s horrific. The implications alone…”

      “They explained to me that ghosts work differently from how we think of them,” I said. 

      Suiko nodded. “Your relatives, for example, probably not ghosts. Most people who die, actually, wouldn’t be.”

      Lizzy wrapped her arms around her chest, eyeing me with confusion. “Isn’t this all weird for you?”

      I shrugged. “I suppose if you think of it as a twisted version of a nudist colony… It’s weird to know that I’m hanging out there, and that you might be looking, but a bit less weird as I get more used to it.”

      Her eyes darted down, but she quickly caught herself. “Not that. I meant, all of it. How do you justify ghosts, monsters, this world?”

      “You’re just now asking that?”

      “We have time to think.”

      “Indeed.” I pursed my lips in thought, then shrugged. “Oddly, I think in a way I kind of always knew it was out there. Even when I was reading, watching, or writing stories, it felt like I was simply getting a glimpse through a window that most people never bother to look through. You know?”

      Lizzy frowned, but said, “Maybe.” Her eyes went back to Suiko. “Can I touch you?”

      “Can you…?” Suiko laughed, then held out a hand. “Solid, or do you want your hand to go through?”

      “You can choose?” 

      Suiko nodded. 

      “If I were to walk through you…?” Lizzy bit her lip. 

      “That would be incredibly rude.” Suiko kept her hand out, though she clearly was annoyed. 

      “Sorry, forget it.” 

      “Oh, just…” Suiko stepped forward and grabbed her hand, holding and pulling it to her belly, then letting it pass through.

      “Wicked,” Lizzy said, eyes lighting up as she pulled her hand back, eyeing it as if expecting there to be something on it, like residual ectoplasm. 

      I had to wonder what would happen if Suiko made herself solid when a hand was already in her, but decided the annoyed look on her face meant this wasn’t the time to ask. 

      “We need to find them,” I said. “Come on, maybe…” Eyeing her, it hit me what I should have done. “The mask.”

      Lizzy’s eyes widened and she turned, gripping me by the shoulders. “Don’t you dare. You heard what they said.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “But nothing. I’ve seen first-hand what it can be like to lose control to that thing. If you hadn’t saved me, I’d have been trapped as raging darkness forever.”

      “If it’s our only hope of saving them, it’s a chance I’m willing to take.”

      “No!” She pulled me close, and before I knew what was happening, she’d taken the satchel.

      “Liz,” I protested, going after her, but she turned, and I saw a blur of shadow projecting where her leg was about to go—right into my exposed nuts! 

      Quickly throwing myself aside, I figured this was a time for more of a mental attack. I didn’t want to hurt her, after all. So as her kick slid past, thankfully not connecting with my scrotum, I let Basty have his fun. 

      A flash of darkness cut out, even the little light there was, and I heard a scream. The light of Suiko glowed, showing Lizzy on the ground, backing up, scrambling, but clutching the satchel to her chest. Her eyes were darting about, clearly seeing something that wasn’t there. 

      “Hand it over,” I commanded.

      She let out another scream, then rolled in the semi-swamp, getting herself filthy, clearly trying to protect herself from something that wasn’t there. 

      “Enough, Basty,” I said, and knelt at her side. “Liz, this isn’t the—”

      Her hand had shot out, cutting off my words as it gripped my balls, fiercely. She leaned in, face an inch from mine, and said, “You promise you aren’t going to use the mask. Promise, or I end your ability to ever have children right here. These bad boys pop, and I run off with the mask.”

      “It won’t be that easy,” Suiko said, appearing at my side, hand on Lizzy’s wrist. 

      Whatever intimidation effect she’d been going for, Lizzy was clearly more terrified of the mask. Still, the increased pressure on my balls told me this did have her worried. In any other situation, the thought of her holding my balls while my limp cock lay across her wrist would have been a turn-on. Given the threat, it was far from one. 

      A flash of terror in Lizzy’s shifty eyes told me Basty was trying something, and the grip suddenly became very painful. 

      “Okay, okay,” I said. “Basty, back off. Suiko, we’re good. Liz, are you with me? Liz—listen, I won’t use the mask, okay? Not here, not like that. Can you…?”

      She blinked, eyes moving to her hand as if realizing for the first time what was happening. Her thumb ran along my testicle, then she released it, falling back and putting her hand to her mouth in surprise. Yeah, the same hand, which I later looked back on and found humorous, but at the time we were all too freaked out for such thoughts. 

      “What’d I do,” she said, then knelt, handing over the satchel, head lowered. “It was like fear took over, and I had no control.”

      I slowly reached out and accepted the satchel back, looping it over my head and under my left side—the one with the armor. Clearly, I’d have to be more careful with it. Plus, Lizzy’s actions had given me something to really think about. 

      “Forget about it,” I said, leaning back on my heels in a kneeling position, breathing deep in hopes of the dull pain leaving. As I breathed, I shared a worried glance with Suiko, and also noticed that this area had a heavier swamp smell than before. 

      “Are you okay?” Lizzy reached out as if her touch would help somehow, but stopped, realizing where her hand was going. She froze, making eye contact with me. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Hey…” I took her hand and kissed the back of it. “Look, it’s nothing. I mean, a few years ago that would’ve been a real big step in my contact with a woman, but now? Forget about it.”

      She looked relieved that I was making a joke out of it, and leaned back, chuckling. 

      A blast of cold wind sent us shivering, and suddenly she was on me again, this time arms wrapped around me, sheltering herself from the wind. I’d gone rigid, almost expecting another attack. When no hand gripped my balls or strikes of any sort came my way, I held her, too, and made eye contact with Suiko. 

      Her expression showed uncertainty, even worry. I got it. This woman had just attacked me; on top of that, she wasn’t really part of the group, and here we were, pressed together, nude. 

      “Don’t worry,” I said, mentally so that only Suiko would hear. “Nothing is going to happen.”

      Another gust of wind came, and this time it was accompanied by my bat sense telling me danger was close. It wasn’t from Lizzy, either.

      We had company.
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      We already had enough troubles to deal with, so whatever this new issue was, I certainly didn’t feel we needed to stick around to find out. 

      “Move it,” I said, slipping my arm through Lizzy’s and pulling her along. 

      We hadn’t gone three steps before Suiko—in the lead now—was flung backward and right through us. At least Lizzy had her answer for how that felt. Confusing, chilly, and a bit violating. For Suiko, not the other way around.

      In the brief instant, we had been one like that, and I’d caught a glimpse of her life—her real life, before her death. A child being buried, tears, the grief too much. Her marriage not holding together through the hardship. Fuck, that was depressing. I imagined Lizzy saw it or another memory as well but didn’t have time to ask, because then we reached that same point and slammed into what felt like an invisible wall. 

      I was on one knee, holding my elbow and forehead in pain. Lizzy, at my side, gasped for breath. It seemed she’d been flung onto her back and had the wind knocked out of her. 

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked, groaning in pain, and trying to stand. 

      I managed to get halfway up before turning to see Suiko rising in a rage. She faced the way we’d come and let out a ghostly roar. Her body expanded outward, taking on a nebulous shape like spilled ink, but in the air rather than on a flat surface. That sight was terrifying enough to make me collapse back to one knee. I scrambled over to Lizzy, sheltering her while very much aware that I was scraping my knees on rough dirt and stones. 

      “Something hit us?” she managed. 

      “Maybe,” I replied, and looked again to see what Suiko was rising against. Moving toward her, slowly, was a dark silhouetted figure. A woman. 

      Even as a barrage of strikes attacked the woman, she continued her slow advance. Nothing from Suiko bothered her. Seeing this, Suiko returned to her normal form, lowering herself back to the ground and flashing over to our side. 

      “She’s powerful,” Suiko said. 

      “But what is she?” I asked. 

      The woman looked familiar, somehow. Perhaps simply a vague similarity to the face in the images we’d seen? She carried in one hand a staff with a pointed end at the bottom, a monster skull on the top. The skull had glowing gems for eyes, a line of horns going around its head.

      The woman carrying the staff had long, black hair similar to Suiko’s but thicker. Her skin was violet. She wore gold jewelry around her upper arms and neck, matching her hoop earrings. A string of little skulls and other bones circled her waist, the bones almost coming down low enough to hide her extensive bush. There was not much in terms of breasts; if not for the bush and look in her eyes, I might have thought her young. She could almost even pass for human, except for the skin color and way her ears moved back into a double point. My mind automatically went to dark elf shaman, but she wasn’t exactly that, either.

      “What indeed,” the woman said, sneering my way. “A goddess? Witch? Or simply… me?” Her sneer faded as she lifted her staff, pointing the skull at me. “And this one, what is he?”

      “Human,” I said, ignoring the wave of worry that washed over me from Suiko.

      “A human in the realm of monsters,” the woman said, tilting her head. “And what does a human hope to achieve in our world?” Her eyes moved to Lizzy and narrowed. “Two humans, and their strange companions.”

      I wasn’t sure how much to open up to this woman, so decided to stick to the story of rescuing our friends. 

      “Tall metal things took our friends,” I said. “Do you know where the hunters are that those things are taking them to?”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Not a friend of the hunters, at least. That’s a positive in your direction. Those shit-kissers killed my brothers and sisters. Because of them, I’m the last Voidwitch in existence.”

      Mental note—ask my monster ladies what that meant when we found them. For now, I took a step toward her, hands out, and said, “They are the farthest things from friends we could have. In fact, we killed one not that long ago. Beheaded it and all.”

      “Is that so?”

      “It is,” Suiko said. 

      Lizzy hadn’t been there to know one way or the other, so kept her mouth shut. 

      “And you two, the boy and girl who were fighting,” the Voidwitch said. “Why?”

      A glance back at Lizzy told me she was no more interested in divulging the information about the mask than I was. 

      “That wasn’t a fight,” I said. 

      Shit, that earned me a confused glare from Lizzy, and when I turned to the Voidwitch, I saw she didn’t buy it. 

      “What, then?” she asked. 

      “Er, I’m a man, aren’t I? I wanted her, but she wasn’t having it.”

      The Voidwitch stared at me, then slowly shifted her eyes to Lizzy for a moment before starting to laugh. “Whatever it is you’re trying to hide,” she said between laughs, “must be very important to cause you to panic and come up with a horse’s tit of a lie like that.”

      “It’s not a lie. I tried to…” But even I couldn’t say it. 

      “It’s not that I don’t doubt your ability to work that little thing.” The Voidwitch gave me a pitying glance down. In all fairness, the cold was making it smaller than normal. “It’s that I can see through people. As easily as I can tell you’re lying, I can tell this bitch is in heat for you.”

      “What?” 

      “She wants your man juice inside her, on her, wherever she can get it. Trust me.”

      “Bullshit,” Lizzy countered, but the Voidwitch had a point—the way Lizzy had spoken up wasn’t very convincing. 

      Add to that the way my cock was slowly growing—yeah, our lie was out there. Damn. Suiko shook her head. 

      “It doesn’t matter,” Suiko said. “The point is, we’re going after the hunters. Can you point us in the right direction?”  

      “I can, but I think I’d rather do you one better.” The Voidwitch grinned. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to come with.”

      A glance at Suiko told me she was thinking the same thing I was—having a local guide could be useful, but something was off about this woman. So much so that we weren’t sure which would end up being worse for us, her or the hunters. Unfortunately, for now, we didn’t seem to have a choice.
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      “What is all this?” I asked, watching as the Voidwitch moved from one tree to the next, performing what seemed like a prayer. 

      She didn’t answer. 

      I turned to Lizzy and Suiko, wondering aloud, “Think she would give us her name, or would she fall under that monster-no-name thing?” 

      “We can call her Void for now,” Suiko replied. Her eyes moved from one tree to the next, full of worry. “I don’t like this one bit. Should have stayed on Earth.”

      “And let Jalee’s sister go unaccounted for?” I shook my head. “Not my style.”

      “Is your style getting everyone you know killed? That’s the better option here?”

      I slumped, unable to properly consider what she was saying. Was it my fault we were here? Was there some alternate reality where we would have stayed, and Jalee would have been okay with that?

      “It’s noble,” Lizzy said, standing with one arm at her side, the other reaching across and rubbing her arm in a way that pressed one breast up, showing off cleavage. 

      “Thanks,” I replied. 

      Suiko let out a deep sigh. “Sometimes I have to ask myself what I’m doing with you all.”

      “You didn’t have to come. You don’t have to stick with us.”

      “Funny thing is, in the last couple of hundred years, I’ve been haunting and living in the spirit realm of sorts, but not until I partnered with you and yours have I felt such worry. It’s scary, but also, I’ve never felt so alive.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      Lizzy eyed us both like we were crazy, then let out a nervous laugh. “Maybe that’s why I stuck around, too. Even if Randi’s always been a bit on the sketchy side, knowing this underbelly of our world existed was… thrilling. Now this? Wow.”

      We shared a smile, not noticing that Void had returned until my bat sense warned me. 

      She stood with hands folded, head bowed, and staff stuck into the ground at her side. 

      “Before we go, I must ensure we can trust each other,” Void said. “Lie down, so that I might ride you.” 

      I blinked, completely caught off guard. “Excuse me?”

      “There’s a connection that one forms on a spiritual level in such an act. To better fight at each other’s sides, which would be extremely helpful when going up against the hunters, we would benefit from such a connection.”

      “No offense, but… no.” I looked to my team to see they were both equally caught by surprise with this. 

      “No?” Void approached, hips swaying with each step, and if I was more of a slave to my animal instincts, there would have been no way I could’ve said no. She stopped about two paces from me, running her hands up and down her body. She pinched one of her purple nipples between thumb and forefinger, forefinger on her other hand going to her mouth, running it along the lower lip suggestively. Suddenly, she stopped. 

      “You’re serious…” She thrust out a hand behind her, her staff shooting forward and into her hand. Holding it in front of my face so those glowing crystal eyes were nearly all I could see, she asked, “And if I made you do it?”

      Movement from the corner of my vision told me Suiko and perhaps Lizzy had moved, maybe about to try an attack. I held up a hand to keep them at bay. “Would that create the spiritual bond?” 

      My mind reached out Suiko and Basty, ensuring we were on the same page. If we needed to attack here, it would be a coordinated strike, all at once. 

      “I suppose not,” Void said, lowering her staff. She didn’t back off, instead moving the glow of those eyes along my body, assessing me. “This armor is of our world. I’ve seen its kind before, but…” She stopped talking when she reached Basty, eyes going wide. “Oh, I see.”

      With that, she stepped back, the glow fading from her staff. 

      “Is that over with?” Suiko asked. “Can we get it before time runs out.”

      Void shook her head, glancing from me to each of my teammates. “If he won’t sleep with me, I’d like to watch him. With… you.” She pointed at Lizzy. “I’d watch, as a consolation prize.”

      Lizzy’s eyes went wide, unable to meet mine. 

      “Again, no,” I said. 

      “Do you really think the others would mind?” Suiko said in my head. 

      I considered, then replied, “Maybe, maybe not. The point is, I don’t know. Sorry, I can’t do it.”

      “Even if it means saving them?”

      “Unless I’ve ruled out all other avenues, I don’t know that’s the case.” Turning to Lizzy, who was eyeing me with cautious interest, I shook my head. 

      Fuck me, a tear came to her eye! In that moment I wanted to take her and hold her to me, but I knew what would happen next. I’d be like a monster, unable to contain myself. 

      “You won’t survive long in this land if you can’t fit in,” Void growled. “A man with a cock as hard as yours acts on it. You don’t waste the opportunity for a good fuck.”

      “Lucky me, I’m not exactly trying to fit in at the moment.”

      “Tell me why. You refuse me, you refuse her—why?”

      “We’re not together, not like that.” I glanced down, willing my cock to go limp. I supposed I was so used to getting hard lately, it hadn’t even really registered. “While a part of me surely would love it—with her, and with you—I won’t.”

      Void’s eyes narrowed, turning to Lizzy. “How’s this make you feel?” 

      Silence. We all turned to Lizzy, and she was staring at the ground by her feet. 

      “He’s right,” she said. “We share a connection of another kind, but not like this.”

      She seemed to need a hug, but this wasn’t the time. For one, because I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to actually control myself if I got too close, sensing she clearly wanted me. 

      Even Suiko seemed to be okay with it, saying internally, “They wouldn’t judge you, not for this. If you want her—”

      I shook my head, mentally cutting her off. As much as I or any of them wanted to justify it, I felt a loyalty to the others. Maybe a stupid human sort of loyalty that would mean nothing in a world like this, but that didn’t change the fact that I would’ve been guilt-ridden if I’d acted differently. 

      “Well, a man with integrity is hard to find,” Void said, breaking an awkward silence. “Normally at this point, I’d say to go fuck yourselves. Seeing as you might even say no to that, I’ll say let’s go kill us some hunter pricks.”

      “You’re in?” Suiko asked.

      I wanted to add, “Even without us being willing to fulfill your sexual desires,” but didn’t want to be an ass. I certainly thought it, though.

      “Follow me,” Void said, spinning on her heel and heading for a tree to the left of the V shape. As she went, her plump, purple ass showed between the swaying of her hair, and fuck me, I would’ve been damn tempted if she’d propositioned me again. 

      “You did well,” Suiko said, floating past me to follow her. 

      Lizzy, however, hadn’t moved. 

      I went back to her, unsure what to say. Her eyes rose to meet mine. For a few heartbeats, we simply stared into each other’s eyes; then she nodded, walking past to follow the other two. 

      “Liz,” I said, jogging to catch up.

      “No explanation necessary,” she mumbled. “I would’ve done the same, of course.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” 

      She slowed, eyeing Void where the witch waited at the tree, seemingly in prayer or with her head bowed in respect of some kind. 

      “When she turned the attention on me…” Lizzy shivered, wrapping her arms around her stunningly beautiful body, nipples taut with little goosebumps around them. “It was like nothing I’d ever felt. Like she could read my mind, my desires. I was there with you and the others, and it was beautiful. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than you, and…” Her eyes moved hungrily along my body. “I don’t know what I’m saying, forget it.”

      She took a step past me, but I reached out, hand on her arm, gently. “You want to join us?” 

      Although she didn’t reply, her eyes confirmed it.

      I let her go, realizing even that simple touch was too damn tempting. “What would Randi think of that?” 

      “Randi seems to think I’m hers, but I assure you that I’m not,” Lizzy replied. 

      I hadn’t realized it was like that. With a nod, I said, “Talk to the others when we’re all back together. Especially… Chirop and Milkshake. They seem to be the most opinionated about who is or isn’t part of the group.”

      Lizzy nodded, then almost laughed. “God, it’s pathetic, isn’t it? Like I’m begging for your fucking cock.”

      I shook my head, unsure how to reply. From where I stood it certainly wasn’t pathetic, and it wasn’t really like she was begging, and I hoped not only for that part of me, but the whole package. 

      “For what it’s worth, you handled this well,” Suiko said in my mind. “But it’s over. Let’s go.”

      I met Suiko’s gaze, nodded, and led the way over to the tree. Before we went, however, I realized this might be a good time for a piss break. 

      “Is there a place to… relieve myself?” I asked. 

      Void lifted her head, eyed my cock, and arched an eyebrow.

      “Sorry, I mean take a piss. Nothing more.”

      She saw me eye the nearby tree and stuck a finger in my direction. “You pee on my trees, I’ll tear out your bowels. Just… go right there. Where you are.”

      I blinked, glancing around. “Out here in the open?”

      She nodded. 

      The idea made me uneasy, but I wasn’t about to disrespect her trees, as she seemed to truly value them in some way I couldn’t begin to understand. And without a doubt, I needed to piss. Fuck it. I turned, angling my hips, then realized it didn’t matter—it wasn’t like I was trying to aim at a toilet or anything. So, I stood straight, and tried. Dammit, even thinking they might be watching made stage fright take over. 

      “Can everyone turn around?” I asked. 

      Groans sounded, then a laugh. That didn’t help. Closing my eyes, I imagined waterfalls and rivers, and took a deep breath. 

      Finally, a bit of piss came, then the full flow. As my stream went up and over in an arc like a yellow rainbow, I heard another tinkle. With a glance over, I saw Lizzy squatting, moonlight reflecting from the puddle forming beneath her. I quickly averted my gaze, shook off the last of my piss to avoid dribble, and was glad to see I wasn’t exactly hard anymore. Running around while erect got old. 

      “You’re... “ Void said, pointing. 

      I glanced down, sighed at one more drop that was lingering, and turned to shake it off again. 

      “There, happy?” 

      “Um…” Lizzy was still squatting. “Anything to wipe with?” When nobody replied, she said, “Void lady, come on. Surely you use something here, right?”

      “I don’t know about others, but I simply…” She made a gesture with her hand, and a gust of wind blew. Lizzy had to catch herself from falling over, made a yelp sound, then looked at Void with interest. “That… that’ll do it.”

      She stood, ready to go. 

      “I’m sorry, what’d I miss?” I asked. 

      “Lady secret,” Void replied, then pressed her hand to the symbol on the tree. 

      Nothing seemed to happen, until I heard a whinny behind us. We all turned to see several horse-like creatures, with feathers along their bodies and horns like elk. 

      “What do we have here?” Suiko asked. 

      “Our rides, pulled from another plane.” Void approached one, braced herself, then leaped up and onto it. “Well, what’re you waiting for?”
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      What were we waiting for indeed? Aside from the fact that hopping up onto this feathered horse creature was probably the last thing I wanted to do. 

      “Couldn’t I just summon them?” I asked, focusing on the totems, and making it happen. No response. With a frown, I realized it either didn’t work here, or only worked in that first summoning.

      I approached one, and was pleased to see that it lowered itself, knees bending back to do so. At least mounting it wouldn’t be so tough. Suiko joined me, saying she’d ride in my body instead of on her own, and merged with me. Lizzy was staring at her mount, then turned my way with a shake of her head. 

      “Nu-uh.” She took a step away from the mount, rubbing her hands together and shaking her head some more. “Not going to happen.”

      “Can she ride with me?” I asked Void. “Meaning, will the mount support us?”

      “The mount’s name is Gardie, and yes, I suppose that works. Though it might slow us down somewhat.”

      “Not any more than walking,” I countered, seeing that Lizzy was not about to try and ride that thing herself. 

      As Void simply grunted in the affirmative, turning her mount around and hissing in a way that made the others remaining to follow her, I motioned Lizzy over, one hand on Gardie. 

      “I’ll get up, then pull you up behind me. Cool?”

      She nodded, a bit of a scrunch to her nose. I could guess what she was thinking. This was already weird enough for Earthers not used to being nude around each other. I was pretty sure we’d get used to it eventually, but that certainly wasn’t now. And on top of that, she’d be pressed up against me from behind, arms wrapped around my body. 

      I took a deep breath, stared into her eyes, and said, “I’ll do my best not to make it weird.”

      She arched her eyebrows. “Saying that might have just made it even more weird.”

      With a nod and not another word, I mounted. Once I was up, I had the horrible thought of how that must have looked—watching me as I lifted one leg up, and… Ugh, I couldn’t think of it. My cheeks warm, I breathed deep, tried to ignore the way the soft feathers were tickling my balls and taint, and turned to extend my hand. 

      Judging by the way she was looking at me, the show had been interesting. It came as a relief when she didn’t say anything about it, instead accepting my hand. With a heave, I had her up behind me, and Gardie took a step. 

      Lizzy yelped, threw her arms around my torso, and had her chest against my back. 

      “Sorry,” she muttered, and a bump caused the ridge of her hand to graze my shaft. “Double sorry.”

      “Let’s pretend this is normal. Nothing to apologize for.”

      But I felt like apologizing because that brief, accidental touch got me aroused. That, plus the tickling of the feathers and the soft, warmth of her breasts pressed against me. This felt extra good, because as we started moving faster, the cold wind brought a chill. 

      There I was, trying to hug the neck of this creature, bouncing around in a way that did not feel good in the slightest—especially considering the free-balling part. We rode out of the main swamp area, through a field, then another forest. The third mount followed, in case we needed it, or Lizzy changed her mind, I assumed.

      At one point I yelped, and Lizzy asked, “Are you okay?” 

      “Just, things moving too much up here.” Damn, how embarrassing. “It’s unpleasant, is all.”

      Another bump and I wanted to yelp, but instead only focused on my breathing. She must have sensed me going rigid with the pain, because she said, “I can… help.”

      “Please,” I replied, not having any idea what she intended. 

      To my surprise, her hands slipped down between my legs, one moving my cock aside and releasing it, while the other took hold of my balls, cupping them, gently. 

      All my muscles went tense at once and I was about to say something. Just then we went over a bump, and her hold helped me completely avoid the pain I otherwise would have experienced. 

      “Think of me like a doctor,” Lizzy said, her other hand back on my chest. “Just here for your protection.”

      I couldn’t tell if there was a hint of playfulness in her voice or if she took what she’d just said seriously. If she knew anything about me, thinking of her as a doctor cupping my balls was only going to turn me on even more. Especially so when, at one point, we slowed for Void to get a sense of direction, I could have sworn Lizzy moaned. Her thumb brushed against my shaft—erect, of course— then to avoid that, she readjusted her cuppage, which felt like fondling to me. My cock surged and I adjusted my hips, glancing down to see a bit of pre-cum leaking. Shit, this wasn’t right. Even more so, when Lizzy’s hand started moving down from my chest to my abs, then played around my pubes, as if asking for permission. 

      Closing my eyes, I shook my head and muttered, “I shouldn’t.”

      Her hand hesitated, then moved back up. 

      A tingling sensation told me Suiko wanted my attention. 

      “Yeah?” I asked, mentally. 

      “You’re breaking this girl’s heart,” she replied, the conversation in my mind only. 

      “She’s horny, not in love.”

      “I’m only saying, the others will want her involved, eventually. Probably.”

      “But not definitely.” Maybe I was being a little bitch about it, but I felt loyalty mattered. Even the ball cuppage was already making me feel super guilty, but at least I could justify it. 

      Suiko apparently heard that, and said, “You’re being a gentleman, so stop worrying about it.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, then said out loud to Lizzy, too, “Thank you.”

      “No problem. Happy to lend a hand.”

      She got a laugh out of me with that, and soon we were both laughing, until suddenly Void turned with a finger to her mouth and pointed to a section of the woods to our left. 

      As we came to a stop, her eyes went to the hand on my balls, and she grinned. She turned her attention to the issue at hand, however, which was shouting and sounds of combat in the distance. 

      “Think it’s my team?” I asked. 

      “Not likely,” she admitted. 

      Lizzy switched hands, leaning back briefly to have a look. I glanced at her, noticing how she avoided eye contact. 

      “We’ll get close enough to see,” Void said, “but if it’s not our fight, we stay clear.”

      “Agreed,” I said. 

      We started riding again, and Lizzy leaned back into me. At a turn, she lost her grip with both hands and I thought she was going to fall, so I grabbed the upper hand. Her other went free, and when it came back to look for something to grab onto… yeah, you get it. A firm hold on my cock, which had at least started to be less hard. Not anymore, though, and she seemed to take my arousal as an invitation to keep her hand there. Since we were steady again, I reached down, slid her hand to my balls, and used the excuse of possibly getting hurt again to explain my action. 

      “I want you,” she whispered into my ear, which I barely heard over the sound of distant fighting and our mounts moving. 

      Since it was possible I hadn’t heard, at least from her perspective, I didn’t respond. But I did take one hand from the mount’s neck and placed it on hers where it rested on my abs—only briefly, a sign of gratitude, and maybe some affection. Realizing I couldn’t do that any longer without losing my balance and falling off Gardie, I returned my focus to holding on. 

      Fuck, I was missing Kinara. I was missing all of them, and this was confusing and making it worse. If we didn’t find them soon, I thought for sure my head would explode. Or maybe my heart—I wasn’t sure which would be first. 

      We advanced with caution, Void in the lead. I clicked my tongue, paying special attention to our surroundings in case this was an ambush or some sort of trick on the part of this strange, violet-skinned lady. 

      As we were going slow, Lizzy pulled her hand from my balls, both hands on my ribs. She was preparing, too, ready for whatever might come our way. 

      In the distance, one of the metal legs came down, and other things were scurrying around a second that I’d at first mistaken for a tree. Apparently, we were on the right track. That knowledge gave me a new trust and hope in our guide. 

      “The furry creatures are fighting the Mamadules,” Void hissed. 

      I nodded, ignoring the shiver that ran through my body. Whether from the cold or the thought of those things that had taken my monster ladies, I wasn’t sure. We got closer, to the point that I could see the attack against the Mamadules. 

      “Let’s get in there!” I said, ready to spur my mount forward. 

      “No, those aren’t the target,” Void said.

      I couldn’t believe her. “If our friends are there—”

      “They aren’t. Your friends would have been taken much faster than we can ride. Our hope is that we can get there before they’re dead.”

      I guffawed. “But…”

      “Assuming they were full,” Lizzy cut in. “Right? They collect, right, and if they didn’t have enough, wouldn’t it be possible this is them, and they’ve come to collect more for their hunter masters?”

      Void frowned, but that was answer enough—it was possible. 

      “We’re going to make sure,” I said, and started riding out ahead of her. Beyond, a crash sounded that sent debris flying through the air. We rode faster, emerging into a field where the fighting was happening. On the far side, the sound that had made the crash became clear—one of those metal bastards had fallen.

      “I think you made the right choice,” Suiko said, appearing beside us and floating along. “One of them is there.”

      “Can you tell which?” 

      “No, but she’s in the fallen one. Hurry.”

      You bet your ass I did.
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      We rode into the midst of the fight, Void hot on our heels and cursing, shouting that this was too risky, that we were making a mistake. A second later, I understood why.

      One of those sweeping net-like things came for us.

      If not for the quick thinking of Lizzy to pull me from the mount, I might have been caught up. As it was, we went tumbling to the ground with Suiko there to soften the fall. Looking up at the sky, I saw my mount getting taken away while Void cursed and managed to break free from her entrapment in the net.

      She fell, and I said, “Suiko!” The ghost was already on it, shooting over to soften her fall as well. 

      “Look what you’ve done!” Void shouted, only to yelp a second later as one of those hairy bastards tried to bite into her ass. It drew blood, but she blasted it away before it could really sink its teeth in. 

      Now that I looked, it was clear these little guys weren’t exactly the same as before. Less hair, more teeth, and they even had little black horns in odd places on their bodies. Half of them turned against us, so that while we’d ridden in to go against the trappers, we were now riding around trying to avoid these creatures at the same time. 

      “Fight those things!” I shouted, pointing up. “Not us!” 

      Lizzy yelped, clinging to me as she kicked out. Suiko emerged, floating among the creatures, and almost sneering as they tried to bite her but fell right through, often banging heads in the process. 

      “Basty, mind giving us some room?” I asked. 

      “Good,” Basty muttered, then let out a chortling sound before leaping into the air next to me and exploding in terrifying bursts that sent the small biters running, screams echoing into the night. 

      Another of the trappers started to topple thanks to those creatures. It came down with one of its nets, but they managed to attach it to the ground and trees, clamping it somehow. To my surprise it actually fell, landing with a massive thud that sent dirt and stones flying. It was down. Even better, those creatures stormed it.

      There was one more, but farther off. With this one down, it took a step away and was out of sight. 

      “Ferris!” a familiar voice shouted, and I followed it toward the metal legs of one of the fallen trappers. 

      Again, the voice came, and I sprinted, running as fast as I could along the length of those metal legs to the fallen trap. The ground was stone here, my feet stinging. First, I was able to see the shape of it, like a spaceship that had crashed into the ground—a spaceship with legs. And as I got closer, I could see Koharu there, working to get a section of metal pried open. Two other monsters were toward the back of it, watching with confusion. One appeared like a hairy, vertical centipede, while the other had a slimy body and mask-like face.

      Suiko appeared in front of me, materializing to help pull her free, then disappearing within to likely look for others. 

      “It’s just me,” Koharu called back, catching her breath. She turned my way, then ran and threw her arms around me with such force that I nearly fell back. Her tail wrapped around me and kept me upright; she pulled back, stared into my eyes, and finally pressed her lips to mine. 

      A sound pulled me out of it, and I startled, only to see the other two monsters had escaped and were now fleeing.

      “We’re going after the rest,” I said when Koharu had buried her face in my chest. 

      “Good. It was horrible, being caught up like that. I was so confused about what was happening.” 

      “It’d be worse if they’d taken you to their masters,” Void said, running up to join us with Lizzy at her side. “This is your friend, I presume?” 

      “Koharu,” I said with a nod. Then, at her horrified expression, added, “It’s her real name, but she’s not a monster. It’s fine. I’m Ferris.”

      Lizzy nodded to Koharu, then said, “Void here helped us find you.”

      “My name isn’t Void,” the witch said, but gave a nod to Koharu. “Seeing as I seem to fall under monster rules, however, you can refer to me as such. Plus, it does sound sort of badass.”

      “That it does,” I said, then kissed Koharu again, so glad to see her. It gave me hope that we could find the rest of them. Was it weird that I felt guilty in front of Lizzy with Koharu in my arms? If anything, the opposite would have made sense, but not this. 

      “It’s good to see you again,” Lizzy said to the monkey lady. 

      Koharu’s tail caressed me from behind, moving along my neck and under my ear, causing me to laugh. It was ticklish. 

      “You too,” Koharu replied. “And… you?” She was eyeing Void with confusion. “So is Void one of us now?”

      “She’s just helping us find the hunters,” I explained. 

      “But why?” 

      That was a good question. My assumption was that she simply wanted to give it to the hunters, kind of like Randi. Now that we were thinking about it, I had to wonder if there was more to the picture. 

      “Does it matter?” Void asked. 

      “Maybe,” Koharu replied. “For all I know, you’re bringing us because we somehow weren’t picked up on the first go. Well, I was, but not them. And now you want to ensure they don’t leave any stragglers.”

      “No.”

      “That’s all?” Suiko asked. “Just… no?”

      Void shrugged, and I realized I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen a topless woman shrug. Sometimes it was the small things that stood out. 

      “Fine,” I said, turning to Koharu. “The point is we need to get them back. If she betrays us once we’re there, so be it. We’ll deal with that then.”

      Koharu scrunched her cute little nose but didn’t protest. Lizzy nodded, and Suiko stared down Void. If the witch did betray us, I had no doubt Suiko would obliterate her. 

      “What are we waiting for?” Koharu asked, and her tail tapped me on the shoulder, so that I turned. Since those trackers were gone, the annoying hairy creatures were charging our way. 

      “Right. Let’s go.” I remounted, then turned to Lizzy. But she was eyeing Koharu on the other mount, who stared back, then looked my way. 

      “What’s the problem?” Koharu asked. 

      “She… doesn’t like to ride on her own.”

      “And she’d ride with you? Arms wrapped around your body, and…” Her eyes drifted down, then she shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Come on, shadow girl. Up here.”

      Lizzy cast a confused glance my way, then went to Koharu and accepted her help up onto one of the mounts with her. As a bonus, at least for making the ride easier, Koharu’s tail wrapped around Lizzy’s waist to hold her in place. 

      I was amused at first, until we started riding again and the pain hit from freeballing it. Dammit, that wasn’t going to work. 

      “I’ll catch up,” I said, then rummaged around in my satchel. Finding my shirt, I cupped my balls, then tied the sleeves around my waist. It was like a little huevos hammock. Not bad. Spurring on my mount again, I rode to catch up to the others, and ignored their humored glances. 

      “Do you find it funny that you could have done that from the beginning?” Suiko said. 

      “I hadn’t thought of it.”

      “Or… you didn’t want to. I thought of it, but you seemed to be having fun.”

      That feeling of being a child caught with a hand in the cookie jar came over me, and I didn’t know what to say. Even more so when I realized that, even without the shirt, I could’ve asked Suiko to hold me. Such a weird notion, that. She was an ancient being, not some flirtatious girl who cupped a man’s balls while riding. How much sense did that even make?

      I glanced at the mount carrying Koharu and Lizzy. Lizzy was rigid, keeping her distance as much as she could, and eyeing me anxiously. As soon as she saw me look her way, she turned aside. 

      “Maybe you’re right,” I admitted to Suiko. “I don’t know what came over me.”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” She laughed, floating around me as I rode. “You’re a young man, a man growing more and more accustomed to physical enjoyment. A young woman—a nude one, no less—has her body pressed up against you. What else would you do in that situation?”

      “Yeah?”

      She floated over, taking form as if reclining on the neck of my mount, legs wrapped around me. While we’d been intimate, seeing her like that was something else. Her black hair fell over the sides of the mount, her ghostly eyes staring at me, and a hint of a smile turned upward on her lips. Any normal woman’s breasts would have bounced as we rode like that, but not hers. More evidence of what she was. 

      “You’d take me right here, if you could,” she said, and allowed her lower half to become solid, so that I felt her thighs around me, and the rub of my cock against her pussy. “But you know what?”

      “What?”

      “I’m just making a point, for now.” She laughed, floating up alongside me again, then behind as if riding how Lizzy had. The difference was that she wrapped her arms around my chest, simply holding me. “If you had any idea how many lives I’ve seen ruined because of a man’s cravings for the flesh…”

      “I’ve seen movies. Read books. I’m not surprised.”

      “In that case, you’d be smart to control those urges. Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m not worried by it, but you never know who might be. I’ve noticed that ‘Milkshake’ can get a tad jealous.”

      “You and me both.”

      “There you go. Would you be willing to mess that up?”

      I shook my head, horrified at the thought. “Never, not in a million years.”

      She leaned her head against my back, caressing my chest. We rode in silence, following Void’s lead. But my mind was on Suiko, and how cool she was about everything. Maybe that was a wisdom or patience that came with age, or something that had happened in her life?

      “You’re not… possessive,” I whispered. 

      “Of you?” She leaned back, then floated to move alongside me again, as if riding at my side. “When I met you, it was with a gaggle of girls. You were hardly mine exclusively, so I knew what I was getting into. If anything, it’s a relief. As if I’m joining a secret society. Some of the monsters, I think they might be used to this multi-person relationship situation, but there are still rules they follow. The fact that you haven’t used your totems on them says what kind of man you are, and I have no doubt you’ll treat them right.”

      “Them, you…” I adjusted my totem bracelet, wondering what use it had here, if any. Maybe to control those who were associated with the totems, but I wasn’t into that idea. “I’ll do my best.”

      I felt her lips on my cheek, and smiled as she became a ball of light, floating into my chest. Warmth flowed through me, and all the panic I’d felt at losing some of the team eased. My worry wasn’t gone, simply managed, focused more into determination. 

      “How much farther do you think we have to go?” Koharu said, slowing to pull up alongside us. 

      “Void, what do you think?” I called ahead. 

      She turned her mount, watched as we rode up, then asked, “Can’t you sense them?” 

      I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me, but I shook my head. “Not exactly.”

      “Try.” 

      We had all come to a stop now, and I glanced at the other two, feeling the warmth of Basty on me, the calm from Suiko within. 

      “Don’t hold back,” Void said. “You have some sort of connection to the power of the Iridant, don’t you? The spiritual plane.”

      I blinked, confused by that. “You… you know about that?”

      “Of course. The question is, how do you?”

      I decided being upfront was the best. “Back in our world, there was a man. He helped me, taught me to home in on the ability.”

      She stared at me, eyes focused as if trying to see all my deepest, darkest secrets.

      “We’re wasting time here,” Koharu interrupted the silence. “When I was in there, it was horrible. If the others are going through that—”

      “Worse, if they’re already being delivered to the hunters,” Void replied, snapping out of it. “We’re going, but I have to understand this. You’re saying a man in your world… He taught you to do this? To connect to the Iritka?” 

      I shrugged, then nodded. 

      “In that case, I might have to go back with you, if given the chance.”

      “The ability is so rare?” Lizzy asked. 

      “As far as I know, yes. The bigger question for me, however, is if it’s possible I’m not the only one of the original seven remaining.”

      We shared curious glances, wondering if this woman had a connection of some sort to the man we’d come to know as Vaper.

      “I can sense them, and believe this ability is similar to what allows the trappers to find them.”

      “Like how the hunter could find them back home, until they were claimed,” I said, excited to be putting the pieces together and thinking of those early days with Kinara and Jalee. 

      The others looked at me with confusion, and Lizzy asked, “Claimed? As in… they became your property?”

      “I’m not the one who made the rules, and no, not—come on, don’t start with that.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Not the time, anyway.”

      I couldn’t agree more but wanted her to know that it wasn’t like that for me. All I could do was be myself and hope she’d trust me in that. 

      “You can use that connection here,” Void said, turning her mount to ride again. “Not in the same way as in your world, I’d imagine. But… as the hunters do.”

      That struck me as on point, because earlier it had made them glow. Maybe that was somehow connected to a trace, as she was saying? We all started riding, and I was glad none of them said what I was thinking—here, it was like I was a hunter. That thought gave me the chills. Such chills soon faded quickly as I tried reaching into the spirit power within, and suddenly felt their presence. 

      They weren’t all in one spot, though, and a very powerful, solo presence was nearby. A glance back from Void showed that she knew I’d connected and confirmed that we were close.
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      My spirit sight saw the first of my team not as a captive, but as a force of nature tearing through a wall of metal. I wasn’t sure what she was after, as I couldn’t see whatever was beyond that. And it wasn’t until we were close that I could see it was Devasla. She was in full form, like when I’d first met her. Covered in red and fire and armor, and maybe three times taller than any of us. 

      Her attacks hit as explosive bursts of lava and plasma, melting metal, and tearing into it. At first, I wasn’t sure how she had arrived there, until I noticed the metal bits strewn about that might have been the legs of a trapper. Wherever the rest of it had gotten off to, I had no clue. 

      “Need some help?” I asked, riding ahead of the others. 

      I leaped from my mount, thrusting out my hand and calling on the hunter sword, looking for anyone I could strike. 

      Devasla turned, peeling open a section of the wall enough for us to fit through. It was a defensive, external wall, so we were still outside when we passed through.

      “You’ll have fighting enough in there,” she said, glancing back and eyeing the others to see who was still with the group.

      “What’s within?” I asked. 

      “Amabie.”

      I frowned, trying to look in with my spirit vision, but she wasn’t there. Then it hit me—I couldn’t see Lizzy or Suiko with it, because neither were monsters. When I tried shifting my focus, I was able to see another form, which I assumed to be Amabie. A glance back showed Lizzy, Koharu, and Suiko. Apparently, they were on another frequency of sorts. 

      “Let’s get her then,” I said, starting for the opening. 

      Devasla put a steaming hand in my path and pointed at Lizzy. “How’d you partner up with her but not Randi?”

      “When Randi was taken—”

      “She wasn’t taken,” Devasla cut me off. “She was pursuing them. She was the hunter, not the hunted.”

      I frowned, eyeing Lizzy. She had just arrived and had to have heard that part.

      “Did you know?” I asked. 

      Lizzy glanced away, then nodded. “Randi will help if she can, but she’s here for one reason, and that reason rises above the rest. All that matters to her is finding her grandfather.”

      I grunted, acknowledging that, and nodded. It wasn’t like I should have expected otherwise from Randi, but still I had hoped for more. 

      “And this woman?” Devasla asked, finally stepping out of the way. 

      “A friend. Long story.”

      “I bet.” Devasla gave her a once-over, then followed me in, the others dismounting and close behind. All except Void, who stayed put on her mount. 

      “I’ll keep watch,” she said, eyeing the wall with skepticism. “This… is a distraction.” 

      “A distraction?” Devasla asked, growling and looking like she was about to send an attack back her way. 

      “It’s okay,” I said. “She has her agenda, we have ours.” 

      We turned back to the way ahead, where we came through the wall to find three figures with Amabie. She was held in metal bonds, a gleaming metal axe held high over one of her fins. Shit, they were fixing to have themselves some sushi! A quick glance showed they wore armor like that first hunter we’d killed—jagged, with spikes, and helmets covering their disgusting faces. Only their jagged teeth showed from beneath. 

      That other hunter had been difficult to go up against back then, and now there were three. Then again, we had a bit of a different mix of teammates this time around. I wasn’t sure if that meant this would be easier or more difficult but seeing Devasla glowing at my side made me more confident. 

      My priority was making sure that axe didn’t connect with Amabie. I charged forward, sword swinging, and hit with my vibration ability at the same time to throw them off balance. I clicked my tongue, swung, and the axe moved through the air. I connected, but not to block the axe as planned. Instead, I hit armor. The sword went through the armor and lodged into bone, causing the axe to drop. It was still falling for Amabie, and she yelped through the constraints on her face; that was when Suiko intervened, giving enough of a push that the axe lodged into the rock next to Amabie, only drawing a small line of blood at her thigh. 

      Devasla plowed into one of the other hunters, and Basty did his thing to scare off the closer two before Koharu managed to join us. She hit the hunter in front of me, while I pulled my sword free. Another swing missed, and I saw a shadow showing where a strike was coming for my head. With no time to get out of the way, I turned my armored side into it and braced for impact. The blade hit and sent me stumbling back. To my surprise, the armor wasn’t even scratched—perhaps I’d have to rethink the idea of avoiding more of it. 

      “Watch out,” Koharu shouted. 

      I spun, only then seeing the three flying disks headed my way. Worse than that, a platform had scooped up one of the hunters and he knelt, drones flying out from it. Turning to take in our situation, I noted Devasla kneeling over one of the hunters, his body now a bloody pulp of bent metal. She looked up and I nodded, knowing she would take care of the drones. As Koharu and Suiko worked to keep back the other hunter, I’d take out the platform with the help of Basty. 

      My legs burned as I sprinted and pushed myself up, sword digging into the platform so I could leverage myself up and over. As I landed in front of the hunter, I was almost stopped by the sight of his disgusting face. Apparently, Devasla had gotten in a shot that had split the helmet. Half the helmet was stuck to his head, smoldering, the other half gone. The part of his face that remained was dark green, skin like thick leather with jagged bone ridges along the cheek and jaw. 

      “You’ve made a mistake coming here,” he said, and stood. 

      I was about to show him he was wrong, when pillars on the platform rose around me, runes lighting up on them, then blue electricity forming walls. It was like our own little boxing ring. 

      “You think this will hold me?” I asked, laughing. “Thing is, I’m not trying to run away.”

      “Perfect.”

      The hunter held his arms out and the electricity redirected to hit me with so many bolts I thought I would shit myself. Pain wracked my body, my mind almost unable to think of a way out of it, until Suiko appeared at my side, helping to divert some of the attack. 

      That was enough of a distraction that I could focus on hearing Basty’s yelping of pain. Apparently, he didn’t do so well with this sort of attack. I pulled him free, tossed him up, and said, “Attack with all you’ve got!” 

      In that moment I rolled back and recalled my sword, striking at one of the pillars. It hit, and as the electricity faltered, Basty connected with a mental strike that sent the hunter to his knees, hands to his head. The whole platform veered out of control, slamming into a domed metal building and throwing us clear. 

      I landed on the dome on my back, staring up at the open sky, then realized I was slipping. Panicking, I managed to turn and get hold as Suiko flew up next to me and braced herself. There, she reached and took my hand, helping me the rest of the way. Basty was zipping about as a flash of dark essence but came to me when I held out my hand. 

      There he was, his little hairball self. And below, the hunter had crashed, exploding in a burst of electricity and flames. The last of the three was going strike for strike with Devasla, proving himself to be the strongest of the group. As they fought, Koharu was working to free Amabie. 

      “Can you get me there?” I asked. 

      Suiko nodded, and said, “Jump,” before sliding down into the path. I went for it, feeling as if I’d landed in a cloud, and we swept down to the other side of Amabie to free her. 

      “Ferris,” Devasla called out, and I looked back to see that the hunter had her pinned in place with what looked like a series of blue energy fields. None of her strikes would do a damn thing. 

      “Let me at them,” Amabie growled, and we had her free. She was up, leaping and spinning with her fish tails taking over for her legs as she grabbed the man and pulled him. They flipped through the air, water from the river reaching out to meet them and pull them under its surface. 

      For a long moment, the two were gone; then finally she emerged, red water dripping from her skin, visible by the bright glow from Suiko and Devasla. 

      “Done?” I asked. 

      She nodded. “All taken care of. The rest?”

      “Next.” I turned and motioned to Devasla, Suiko, and Koharu there, with Lizzy at the broken wall. Void stood behind her, hand on her mount’s neck. 

      “You might have found a back way into wherever those trappers are taking your friends,” Void said, pointing to the river. It led to the rocky cliffs nearby, but it seemed to go through a bit of a cavern. Possibly one wide enough to walk through. 

      “Save the introductions,” I said, and we didn’t waste any time other than me taking Amabie in my arms for a quick hug; then, after Devasla managed to calm herself enough not to burn me, I embraced her, as well. 

      It was a quick journey, leaving our mounts on the other side of the river. I tried my spirit sight again and saw blurs ahead—enough so I could assume more than one of the monster gals were in this direction. 

      Finally, we reached the end of the river, but stood there taking in the sight ahead. 

      What we stared up at reminded me of a high-tech version of Angkor Wat, the multi-tiered temple in Cambodia. As if it had been built in Tokyo more recently, instead of who knew how long ago in a third-world country. 

      “There’s our destination,” Void said. “And the rest of your friends.”
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      Devasla pulled me aside, her intensity nearly burning my skin as we touched. Her eyes were fiery, hair even more so. The others had just started to work their way forward, moving toward the fortress. 

      “I can explain about the new lady,” I started, but she held up her other hand, cutting me off and motioning to Amabie, who had lingered and was now looking our way.

      When Amabie joined us, Devasla said, “Your new friend isn’t some random straggler. I know her.” 

      “Void?” I asked, as if there could be anyone else she was referring to. 

      “That’s not her name.”

      “Oh, I know. We decided to call her that.”

      “You know her name?” Amabie asked Devasla. 

      The Ifrit shook her head. “No, but I know she has many given names in these parts. We don’t have time to get into it now, clearly. But suffice it to say, she has her own agenda. I also think she could have torn through those hunters back there without a second thought.”

      “You think she could betray us?” I asked. 

      “All I’m saying is to keep your eyes on her and be ready for anything.”

      I took note of that, quickly moving to Amabie’s side and taking her hand. She looked down at our hands clasped together and gave mine a squeeze, then pulled hers away. 

      “While I appreciate you coming to my rescue,” she said, “I’m not your typical little lovey-dove gal who needs hand holding and petting. Let’s keep our affection to the emotional connection we share, and lovemaking in appropriate locations and at appropriate times.”

      This was more how I’d expected Amabie to act. Maybe it was because she had been so much more playful than I’d assumed she would that I had now acted this way? I could be okay with different styles of affection, especially with the promise of some physical reminder of our love when the time and place were both right. 

      “For the record, I’m pleased to see you,” Amabie said, and she placed a hand on my cheek. “And when we do have the opportune time and place, I plan on showing you how much I appreciate you all coming for me.”

      I grinned, loving how she smiled, enjoying the view as she turned and walked to join the others. Yes, part of her ass was covered by the fish tail, and that was weird—but not any weirder than what was becoming my norm lately. 

      We all crept forward, emerging into a bit of a forest that went around to the left of the fortress. The trees grew along the rock wall, almost meeting what looked like a garden ahead. With my spirit vision, I saw several of our team on the far side, but at least one or two closer. It wasn’t easy to know exactly what I was looking at. 

      One thing I noticed as we moved, however, was that Lizzy had stopped awkwardly checking me out. Maybe it was the risk of being caught, now that more of the ladies were with us, but I thought it was more to do with the growing used to it. As strange as that idea was, two attractive people who had only recently met could run along naked with each other and start to feel that it wasn’t strange. True, when I looked over and noticed her breasts bouncing as she ran, it was hot. But not in the “Oh my God, she’s naked” sort of way. 

      There was a plus to these thoughts—they distracted me from what we were running into. Otherwise, I might have found myself paralyzed with fear. Then again, maybe I was starting to get the hang of this whole badass thing; all that mattered was getting the team back together, for now.

      A horrible idea hit me—what if I was too late? What if we had come to this world to make a change, and in the end all we’d done is fuck ourselves over? Panic started to grip me, so I focused on deep breaths, trying to find that calming, inner energy.

      “I’ll scout ahead,” Suiko said, clearly sensing my worry, going into what was beginning to be her normal role. 

      Amabie waited until she had zipped off, then said, “And I’ll go along the river to do the same.”

      “Making the rest of us feel rather useless,” Devasla said, folding her arms. 

      “Are you kidding?” I protested. “You’re clearly the muscle and fire power rolled into one. You were the one who was rescuing Amabie back there.”

      She grinned. “And I took down one of the storks by myself.”

      “Stork?”

      “Ah, those tall metal things. Some of us call them storks because it’s like they deliver new babies to the hunters.”

      “Not babies, right? I thought it was more like food.”

      “Um, buzzkill,” Lizzy interjected, “but from what I understand by Randi’s going on about this place, babies often are food.”

      My stomach dropped and I tasted bile. “Let’s not stay longer than we need to.”

      “Actually, have you eaten lately?” she asked. 

      Basty’s stomach rumbled. 

      “No,” I said. “And neither have most of us, I think. Not a bad idea to replenish. Anyone have to take a piss?” I nodded to the trees. Lizzy and I had each gone lately, but I wasn’t sure about the rest of them. 

      Koharu headed off to do so, and I glanced at our fiery friend.

      “Oh, I don’t pee,” Devasla explained. 

      “That’s… convenient. How so?”

      Devasla grinned. “See that steam rising off me sometimes? Well, that’s not always—”

      “Gross!” Lizzy interjected. “You evaporate your piss away? Remind me never to stand next to you when you’re doing that.”

      Devasla turned her fiery eyes toward the young human. “And remind me to light your hair on fire when you’re asleep.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” she replied, eyeing me with worry. 

      “No need for that,” I interjected, then added, “I don’t exactly follow how it works.”

      “Just that excess liquid evaporates from my body. Same with food. It’s not like I piss and then it evaporates, or anything like that.”

      I nodded, gesturing at Lizzy. “See, it just takes some understanding.”

      She nodded, but still seemed a bit grossed out by it all. I took my satchel and had a quick snack of an energy bar, along with some water, and Lizzy had some as well. We had brought enough to last a day or two, but if we had to stay longer than that, we’d have problems. I glanced at the dreary, gray sky, thinking about the idea of sunshine and walking around nude. If it came to that, I’d say screw it all and just wear clothes. 

      Suiko returned, taking form about arm’s length in front of me, then turned to address the others. “I found a way in. Where’s Amabie?”

      I shook my head but indicated the river. “Scouting a different path.” 

      “I’ll check on her.” 

      Suiko zipped out along the river, and she sent the vision of what she was seeing back my way—a quick movement of what looked like a fish jumping out of the water, and then a figure I hadn’t seen before and had thought might have been a tree, vanished into the water. A moment later, red flowed. 

      Suiko’s vision disappeared into the water, then found Amabie, who turned her way with a look in her eyes I’d never seen there aside from when we’d first met. It was terrifying. A thirst for more blood. 

      At a motion from Suiko, the look vanished and they were both coming back our way. The vision vanished and the two emerged.

      “One less of them to deal with,” Amabie said, wiping water—maybe blood, too—from her chin. 

      “We have a way in,” Suiko said. 

      I looked at the spirit sight images of the others within and noticed that one was on the move. Without waiting for their word, I started for the way I’d seen Suiko go, trusting that she’d catch up soon enough and show me the way.
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      We entered the hunters’ fortress through an old canal that was dried out. It led up through what appeared to be a garden, though the plants had long ago died and withered. The room was open on three sides, with triangular pillars intricately carved at each corner. Past those, we were able to make out several stone statues in an inner courtyard. 

      “Who are these people?” Suiko asked. “I assumed they were high-tech hunters, by the stories. But this…?”

      “It’s like a temple,” I said, nodding in agreement. 

      “The hunters serve their queen, and they see their queen as a deity,” Void said. “It’s very much a religious order.”

      “That so?” I rubbed my chin, wondering if there was more to this monster world than I’d originally thought. With the way they were nude and talked about guys having their ways with females at will, I’d assumed the whole place was more primal. But they had religions, plus the tech we’d seen being used by the hunters. Indeed, I was fairly certain the green, glowing lines I now noticed under a thin layer in the walls was related to electricity and circuitry in some sense. 

      Thudding sounded. I went to a wall, put my hand to it, and listened. A quick click of my tongue told me nothing was around, but the thud sounded again. I’d seen Jurassic Park enough times to know this wasn’t good. 

      “Over here,” Suiko said, darting back and checking one of the exits, before taking form and waving us over. 

      We all moved quickly, darting around to a hallway and inner chambers of the fortress. More thuds sounded, and this time a loud growl. Something was definitely coming. 

      “Back, hide,” Void said, gesturing us out of the main hall as she ducked into a doorway near her. The rest of us moved wherever we could, into halls or the rafters overhead, and I went for the closest option. Apparently, the same choice as Lizzy’s—a small alcove with a covered window behind us. We huddled down in the darkness, waiting for those heavy footsteps to pass. I nodded to her when I noticed she was staring at me, and the glint of light on her teeth showed her smile. 

      “Sorry. Was just thinking,” she whispered. “How soft your balls were in my hand.”

      “Quiet,” I replied, more worried that Amabie or Devasla would hear what she said than that some guard would find us. 

      She inched closer, lowering her voice but not stopping as she added, “And your shaft against my thumb.” 

      Her hand found my waist, finger moving along the bone there, toward the top of my pubic hair. It felt damn good, so took me a second to take her hand and move it away. 

      “I’m not going to make a move on you,” she whispered. “I just wanted to feel it again. That’s all.”

      How was that not making a move? I didn’t bother to ask, instead shaking my head and leaning in to her to whisper, “I can’t. Sorry.”

      Her scent held a subtle hint of chocolate. I wondered what I must smell like to her, considering it had been a while since I’d bathed. Then again, since we were nude, we were airing out, at least. This fortress was cold, and I wondered if that was a cop out. I mean, one reason I remembered to stop her before touching me was that, at the moment, I was a lot smaller than normal. Even my balls were pulled up close to my body, yearning for warmth. Her touch would have felt damn good, but I’d have felt embarrassed. At least in the dark she couldn’t see. 

      “Come on,” came Void’s voice, and I realized that the thudding had stopped, the guard having moved on. 

      Lizzy pulled her wrist free, made an annoyed grunting sound, and turned on her heel to walk out. I was about to go when the sound of movement above caused me to look up. 

      Koharu was there, squatting on a rafter, tail wrapped around another for balance. She took her tail, wrapping it instead around a closer beam, then lowered herself to look me in the eyes, upside down. 

      “Interesting,” she said. 

      “I’m… sorry?”

      “That’s a start, but it might be better without the question mark. You slept with her?”

      “What? No.”

      “Tell me, what is it she wanted to touch. What was so… smooth?” In a swift movement, she had flipped over and fell, but twisted to land on her feet. Graceful, and quick—she had me against the cold, stone wall, one hand taking my cock. “Ah, I see. It is quite smooth, isn’t it?”

      “Actually,” I gulped, really not wanting to lie to any of them, “she was referring to my balls.”

      She frowned, leaning close, sliding her hand down to my balls. “I don’t know. They’re not so smooth right now.”

      “When I’m cold, no.” I sighed, realizing how it must have looked. “I didn’t mean anything by it. We were riding Gardie. My balls were bouncing and hurting, and she… cupped them. To help me.” 

      Koharu bit her lip, then leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Dear, you don’t have to convince me. Just remember, she’s with Randi, and we don’t know how far we can trust that crazy Lamia. You and I have no problem, but I’m thinking of the others.”

      “I know, I know. Milkshake gets a bit… territorial.” 

      A warmth spread through me as she ran her finger along the bottom of my scrotum, between my legs to my taint. 

      “You can… let go now,” I said. 

      “Can I?” She nibbled on my ear. “That whole right place, right time thing? Boring. I’d take you right here, right now, if I wasn’t in a rush to find the others.”

      Shit, hearing it like that made my worry return. The thought of returning without all of them, or not returning at all, caused my gut to clench up, my head spinning. I needed to clear my head. To focus. Losing myself in a downward spiral of depression and worry wasn’t going to help anyone. If there was one sensation that helped distract me, these ladies were good at it. Her finger down there, still moving, helped me focus in that regard.

      “Ditto,” I finally replied and figured if she was going to tease me, I’d play her game. I reached out, cupping her pussy, and ran my middle finger along her moist opening. She was about to melt in my hands, biting my neck gently and breathing heavily. And more than that, it was helping me keep my cool.

      “First chance we get,” she said, “You’re so fucking mine.”

      Then she turned, shivered, and led the way to catch up with the others. They were waiting for us in the next hallway, where Koharu, acting as if nothing had just happened, asked about the guard. 

      “Anyone see it?” She eyed me with a hint of a smile, then turned to Suiko. “You, maybe?” 

      “I tried, but there’s something about this place that’s… off-putting.” Suiko floated over to the nearest wall, reaching with her translucent hand as if to go through it, but her hand wouldn’t even touch. “Seems to be a barrier of sorts.”

      We all shared looks of unease at that, and Basty sent a shiver through me. If even he felt uneasy here, I knew it had to be a problem. Attempting to use my spirit vision, I found it gave me no results within these walls. What it did tell me, however, was that Void knew when I was using it, or seemed to. Because as soon as I tried, her head jolted my way, eyes locking on mine. For a second I wondered if actually, she was blocking me, but I shook that thought off. 

      “Keep on this way,” Void said and gestured us ahead with a point of her staff. 

      “Why exactly are you helping us?” Amabie asked. 

      “A mutual hatred of the hunters seems to be the go-to answer,” Devasla growled. “That, or a shared love of excitement and Ferris’s cock. “

      I cleared my throat but was glad to find that her comment didn’t earn me any glances. 

      “No offense to Ferris, but none of the above,” Void said. “You see, I could have made a move against the hunters long ago, and as nice as Ferris surely is, our lands don’t lack for… well, you know.” She held her staff at the next corner, apparently able to see with the eyes of the skull. Or maybe she was doing something else with it. “What’s different, though, is a certain presence of energy I’ve been feeling from this direction lately, and the makeup of your team. I believe we can help each other when the time comes.”

      Devasla cast a “told-you-so” look my way. 

      We continued again, turning a corner only to see what I had no doubt was the creature we’d been trying to avoid. This was no hunter; it was a portable tank. It had a domed metal top with sensors and a cannon, and two arms, each with blades along what looked like a railgun on one side and maybe a flamethrower on the other. It was a cross between any space mech I’d ever seen and a massively armored ogre. I only knew there was a living creature inside because of the red skin that showed briefly near the joint areas when it turned. 

      I ducked back and out of sight, glad to see I had been the last to do so. Koharu was pressed up against me, finger to her lips. She pointed with her staff to the next hallway back, but I shook my head, holding up a hand for us to wait. 

      Two thuds showed the tank growing closer. And we waited.
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      Without having the rest of the team yet, the last thing we wanted was to have a massive fight with explosions. We didn’t want to notify the whole world of our whereabouts. 

      “Suiko, think you can go unnoticed?” I whispered. 

      She appeared next to me, hand to the wall, and replied, “I could try, but it depends on their vision. Some beings can see me as a presence even when I’m trying to be invisible. You’re thinking a distraction in the opposite direction?”

      “Just enough to get us out of here, closer to where I think I last saw some of the others.”

      “I can try.” 

      Basty popped up, whispered, “Good,” then rolled down to slide along the ground before running off to the hallway behind and to the right. 

      I wanted to call out for him to wait, but he’d gone too far, and I’d have had to shout, thereby giving away our position. 

      “Change of plans,” Suiko said, already moving after him. “Looks like it’ll be a team job.”

      Koharu placed a hand on my upper arm, nodding, while Lizzy and Void stood behind her. Lizzy looked like she might piss herself, while Void wore a humored smile. Amabie had covered her body in scales—her armor, preparing for a fight—and crouched at the rear hall, watching Basty and Suiko go. 

      Devasla was the one I worried most about, in terms of giving us away. Her skin was steaming, the fire in her eyes and other parts of her body starting to crackle. She mouthed, “I can take it.”

      I shook my head, mouthing back, “We’d give away our position. Too soon.”

      She frowned but nodded. Maybe she could take it, but not likely without a bit of a fight. My feet were stinging. I hadn’t noticed when on the move, but now that we were standing still, waiting, they were bothering me. 

      Another thud came, even closer. I pressed myself to the cold wall, focusing on my breathing while trying to keep it quiet. I had another ability in my arsenal—the vibration. I considered using that, trying to see if I could focus it and make it work as a distraction. 

      Suiko came to my rescue, giving me a vision of what Basty was up to. There the little guy was, walking up one wall then onto the ceiling. He stood there before suddenly breaking off in a scurrying sprint. At first, I couldn’t see why, until Suiko advanced. From where she was now, I saw in the distance four or five figures, the likes of which I wasn’t familiar with, and one hunter. What really caught my attention, however, was the prisoner they had—a nude woman with cat ears and a tail. From this distance, I couldn’t be sure if it was Bloodsong or Ahlaksiz, but it was definitely one of them.

      “Be ready,” I whispered to Koharu, putting my hand on hers. More thudding. The tank had to be right around the corner. 

      “What do you see?” Koharu asked, mouth up close so I could almost feel her lips on my ear. 

      I didn’t want to excite her yet, so turned to her, gently pressing my lips to hers, and closed my eyes in anticipation. I appreciated Suiko’s vision; with it, I could still see what she saw while my eyes were closed. 

      There was Basty, no longer a ball of fur, but a flittering line of black moving closer to the enemy. He suddenly split, exploding out and separating to reach three of those figures at once. They appeared to be lizard men, with small tails and green, scaly skin. One stumbled back and into the figure behind him, causing that one to shove the first in a domino effect. That one struck the guy in front, then a blade glinted. Blood was drawn, a shriek of anger sounded, then four of the five had blades and were tearing each other apart. 

      “Fucking gold,” I thought to Suiko. 

      She agreed, but added, “My turn.”

      As she advanced in a flash, I noticed a sound that came as a relief to my ears—thudding, but growing distant on the one hand, and louder from the direction of Suiko.

      Then again, it hit me that with one of the monster gals over there, that was the direction we actually wanted to go. 

      “Can you get her out of there?” I asked. 

      Suiko was almost too busy to reply, but managed a “Yes, go!”

      I slapped Koharu’s ass softly, then motioned to those with me to follow. We darted out along the way the tank had been patrolling. We reached the next hall and turned, then it hit me—if a tank like that was patrolling, maybe it was protecting something. 

      “Check the doors,” I said. 

      Shouting came from the direction of the others, and Suiko showed me that she was momentarily in the body of our friend—whom I saw to be Bloodsong in the brief instant before Suiko entered—forcing her up and moving her our way. 

      But a hunter stepped into her path, helmet open. A female hunter. This lady lifted a gun and let out a shot that only missed because Suiko managed to divert it. The next shots hit their mark but were aimed at her own people. 

      “Enough!” she shouted, and Suiko had turned to see that two of the lizard people laid dead on the floor.

      One of the remaining knelt there, trembling, while the other two moved to grab Bloodsong. In the distance, I could see Basty vanishing into the shadows as he ran along the ceiling back towards us. 

      Suiko acted fast, but the only way for Bloodsong to escape was the route in the opposite direction to us.

      “We’ll catch up,” Suiko said, diverting more shots as the hunter cursed. Just then, the tank showed up, and she gave it the command to pursue. 

      “Fucking hurry,” I told Suiko, then focused on my own vision, where Koharu was glancing around nervously at the shouting and sounds of fighting.  

      Lizzy had a door open and hissed for us to come over. We did, to see someone chained up to the wall in an X fashion. From the silhouette alone, I could see to my relief that it wasn’t one of ours. It was a man—or had been. From what I could gather, this wasn’t some torture situation or anything like that; there was a table of leaves and fruits nearby, along with a platter of freshly cut meat. Someone had been feasting here. 

      With that knowledge, I turned back to the man and nearly puked. Not a human man, exactly, but as close as I had seen among monsters. All that separated him from me was a line of horns emerging from his forehead, and pointy ears on the top of his head. Then I noticed the wings on his arms, like Kinara’s. Maybe half-bat, half-something else? The meat had clearly come from him, as evidenced by the missing chunks of his body. One part in particular made me cringe. 

      “It’s a delicacy for them,” Void said, stepping into the room and seeing where my eyes were focused. 

      I quickly looked away, glad to have Amabie there at my side, as my legs felt wobbly. She held me up, and I took a deep breath. A big mistake, as the room smelled of blood. 

      The vomit came, then, and I turned, almost catching it, before thinking better and letting it go over a leafy plate. 

      “They eat it raw?” Lizzy asked, disturbingly sounding more curious than grossed out. 

      “Exactly,” a new voice said, and we turned to see a hunter emerging from a side door. Based on the stench and hole in the floor behind him, he was emerging from the bathroom. The hunter had no armor on, and I only even knew it was a hunter because I’d seen their faces before. His body was no different—disgusting, ridged flesh. Gray, like it was rotten, and pulled taut over muscles and bulging veins. Hanging between his legs was an elephant’s trunk of the most disgusting cock I’d seen in my life, disfigured and curved, with a chunk missing—not that my eyes lingered, but one notices such things. Now that I’d seen this, I noticed other chunks of his body missing, and had to wonder if this was related to some disgusting lovemaking ritual. 

      “I know this one,” Void said, taking a step toward him with her staff raised, skull eyes glowing to illuminate the disgusting creature. “Third in command, by the name of…”

      The hunter revealed his pointed teeth and snarled, bracing as if about to run and sound an alarm, or maybe attack Void. 

      “...Trean,” Void said, and the glow intensified. Trean went to his knees, hands at his throat as if he were being choked. To my disgust, his disgusting cock went erect at this as if he were getting off on the pain. 

      He lunged for her, but she laughed, stepping back, and let him fall, face down, writhing. 

      “Trean, you should have done a better job finishing off a certain meal by the name of Layarna. She was on death’s doorstep when she found me, but I made sure to learn all I could of you, to be ready for this moment.” 

      “Wait,” I said, stepping up, sword appearing in my hand. “Make a deal.”

      Void snarled but caught on. “My friend here would like to end your suffering,” she told the hunter. “If you’d be so kind as to direct us toward some of his companions. Otherwise, I’d be more than happy to continue to have my revenge, my way.”

      “Is that how it works for his kind?” the hunter asked, snarling, then laughed. “Here, torture is part of life.”

      I tried to ignore the half-eaten man still visible in my peripheral vision. Had he been alive while they were going at him? This disgusting hunter was pissing me off, and my vision from Suiko showed she and Bloodsong were having trouble, cornered by the female hunter and now the tank. 

      “Fuck,” I muttered, turning to the others in the room to see if they had any ideas. 

      All looked equally as disgusted as I, and without ideas. But it was the small, dark form of Basty, now back with us, that gave me hope. 

      “I have another idea of how to get answers out of him,” I said, and held out my hand for Basty. The little guy ran over and jumped up into my hand, and we turned on the hunter. “Last chance.”

      He sneered, showing off his nasty, pointed teeth. Worse, there were red strands of flesh stuck in there, and the stench from the bathroom was getting to me. 

      “Suiko needs our help,” I muttered. “Let’s make this quick.” 

      “In that case, I think I’ll…” Void headed for the bathroom. 

      “Seriously, in there?” Koharu asked. 

      Void shrugged and disappeared within. 

      Koharu followed, doing a little dance at the door, and also shrugged. “I’m next. You go ahead and torture the jackass.”

      I met the hunter’s gaze. Seeing actual worry there, I realized he must’ve caught on to what Basty was. As I’d told the others, we didn’t have time to play around, so I went to it. I mentally connected with Basty and let him go to town. 

      What followed was crazier than I could have expected. I went in through him, at first getting a barrage of images that I assumed were glimpses of this man’s life. First, of him out in a canyon that glowed yellow, searching for something, it seemed. Then he was on it, what looked like a battered spaceship. That was new to me. Then he was chasing someone, in full armor, catching them and undoing his helmet to tear their throat out with his teeth. More images of feasting, hunting, and a room full of hunters in what appeared to be some sort of celebratory feast. 

      That’s when Basty struck, hitting him with terror—the other hunters transforming into demonic beasts, converging on him, eating through metal, flesh, and bone. As he lay there in his mind being tormented, I checked back in with Suiko to see that she and Bloodsong had managed to move out of the way as the attacks came, opening a way for them to escape. 

      Back with Basty, the hunter was growling, the torture not doing much to put him off, so Basty had resorted to something else. The hunter’s mind put him in a room full of stuffed animals, the “It’s a Small World” song playing over and over; when Basty wanted to take it to the next level, a baby started wailing. 

      This was torture even to me, so I backed out, shaking my head to clear the image. Three of the lizard men were in pursuit of Bloodsong and Suiko, leaving the Tank to come back our way. 

      “Shit, hurry,” I said, pointing at the door. “Close it, we’re going out another way.”

      The hunter sat up with a gasp, pointing right back out that way. “Three of them are two doors down, on the left.”

      “That so?” Void, having emerged from the bathroom, asked, then nodded to me. 

      “The rest?” I demanded. 

      “One was taken away just now, I don’t know where. The others, across to the other side.”

      “That’ll do,” Void said, and motioned for me with a finger across the neck. 

      The hunter turned on me, looking like he was going to leap and attack, so I moved swiftly. One solid strike sent his head rolling. 

      “The tank’s coming,” I said, glancing over to see the Koharu exiting the bathroom. “If we’re going that way, it’s all out there.”

      “Fine by me,” Devasla said. “I don’t know if I can take another second of this sneaking around bullshit.”

      “Fine by me, too,” Koharu said. “I want to bust some skulls open, after seeing this room.”

      The thudding started again, and it was coming right for us. 

      “Void?” I asked. 

      She eyed me, then the others, and said, “If they know they’re under attack, getting the others on the far side might be tough.”

      “Half of us could go for them, the other half for those here,” Devasla noted. “I could take on the tank while Ferris finds the three here, the rest of you head over for the others.”

      I nodded. “Bloodsong and Suiko will join me, and we’ll come find you. Best place to meet, if it comes to that, is out by the river we followed in here. This side.”

      “Agreed,” Koharu said, going with Void and Amabie to one side of the door. 

      On the other side, I stood with Devasla and Lizzy. 

      “I’m staying with you,” Lizzy said. 

      No protesting sounded from me. I nodded, listening to that thudding, then said, “Now!” 

      Devasla grinned and charged out. Explosions followed—fire, lava, and plasma blasts. Rounds fired from the other side, and I took two deep breaths before going as well. I ran out, Basty leaping up to my shoulder as I sprinted to the right, to find the door with the others behind it. As I went, I glimpsed Devasla holding the tank's arms up, rounds blowing the ceiling apart, while Devasla dripped lava down onto her opponent. It sizzled through metal and left the creature within to scream. 

      A shot ricocheted off the stone above, hitting me. My shield went up, and I whooped as I dove out of the way of more shots. Basty fell but was up and pulling me out of the way. Once I was clear of the hallway, I jumped back up and checked the doors, counting. There it was. I snatched up Basty, put him around my neck, and used my vibration power to send the door off its hinges. 

      Within was another feast room, someone squirming. Not just anyone, but Milrae! She was tied up as the man had been, growling, gagged. A slurping sounded, and I turned to the wall on my right, holding a sight I would likely never forget. Ahlaksiz, also tied, with a hunter pressed up against her. He turned, blood dripping down his chin, and I gagged at the large bite taken out of her side. 

      “Motherfucker,” I said, charging at him and calling my sword. I used every bit of bat sense and shadow telegraphing I could muster, telling Basty to hit him mentally while I went for the physical. Right through the throat, my sword sliced and twisted, so half his neck was gone, head falling sideways. 

      Lizzy was quick to take the gag from Ahlaksiz’s mouth, while I helped unchain her first, then Milrae. 

      There were other chains there, and against the far wall, a dead hunter that we hadn’t killed. 

      “Took you long enough,” Ahlaksiz said, cringing, trying to hold back the pain. 

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, caressing her face, then looking around desperately for anything I could do to help her. 

      Milrae threw her arms around me, let out a growl, then helped Ahlaksiz as she said, “Chirop was here, but they took her. I think to the head hunter of this fortress.”

      Kinara! If we could get her, she could help heal Ahlaksiz. Then, we’d have to get her back home, to our mansion, as fast as possible. I was all about saving Jalee’s sister, but not if it meant losing the others along the way. Now that Ahlaksiz was bleeding at my side, it felt more real than ever. 

      “We have to get to her, but first…” I checked in with Suiko, pinging to show her our location. 

      She was close and showed me Devasla pounding the tank with a fist through the middle, pulling out the guts. Devasla smiled their way as she moved on, only to be shot in the back by the female hunter. 

      “Shit, I need to help,” I said. 

      “And the others?” Lizzy asked, reminding me that we might need the help of the three we’d just sent off. 

      “I…” Shit, they were probably going into a trap. I had no doubt the hunter had meant for this to be a trap, too, maybe not knowing that another group had already taken Kinara. Only Jalee was unaccounted for, but it was possible they were holding others out there. 

      “We won’t be able to catch up,” I said, pointing to the door. “Help Suiko, then we’ll go after them.”

      “Go,” Ahlaksiz said. “Leave me.”

      “Not a fucking chance,” I said, and Milrae helped me get her out. We emerged to find Koharu—back with us now—and a wounded Devasla holding their own against the hunter, but red lights started blaring as an alarm sounded. 

      “Ah, welcome!” The female hunter smiled wide, seeing us. “What a treat this is!” 

      Suiko blocked more shots while Bloodsong ran to her mother, yelping at the sight of her side. She took over while I moved to fight the hunter, but a wall lowered out of the way, revealing more lizard men, another hunter, and a floating ball. It reminded me of the drones, except it was white and had an eerie, blue glow. 

      “What…?” I started, eyeing it as it moved out ahead of the hunter. Then, as she laughed, it pulled Suiko inside.

      “No!” I shouted, but instead of moving out to attack, the hunter caught the ball while the lizard men charged out to intercept. I slashed down two of them, Koharu taking the third, then the wall closed again—hunter and ball with Suiko—gone behind it. My shout of anguish echoed, even louder than the shot that hit my shield and left it shattered. The shield’s cooldown time meant I’d be vulnerable, so I had to duck back, shouting for them to get through that wall. 

      “That won’t be happening.” The female hunter’s voice carried through from wherever she was. Even the ceiling was moving aside, drones flying over us. What stood out most, though, was the one man floating in their midst, hands out with the full spectrum of colors swirling around him. 

      I only had one option, as risky as I knew it to be. 

      “Brace yourself,” I told the others. “We never should have come here, but since we are...” 

      “Don’t do it,” Ahlaksiz said, clearly guessing what I was about to do. 

      There was no way I could let them get eaten. And if the head hunter already had Kinara, her chances of living were dwindling by the second. 

      I had the mask out and on my face in a flash, calling out, “Akame! We need you now!” 

      “No…” the female hunter muttered, and at least that came as a relief.

      What followed certainly wasn’t, as I became one with Akame and the shadows of the mask.
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      Power consumed me. My first thought was that I had made a horrible mistake. My second was that nothing could fuck with me—I was a GOD! Killing the one hunter for what he had done to Ahlaksiz hadn’t been enough. This was true retribution time. 

      The female hunter was backing up, even turning to run, shouting something I couldn’t make out. I rose to be level with the drones, and even as they unleashed, I was absorbing their shots into my shadow and throwing it all back at them in bursts. At first, it was glorious, like opening a bag of M&Ms and pouring them down your throat all at once. I could even sense Lizzy, and for a second as I watched enemy drones and two of the tank beings fall at my power, it was like we were one, as if we were making love from a distance, and my darkness was pure ecstasy raining down bukkake to smite my foes. 

      One might get the sense that I was fucked up, and that would be accurate. This power, as I’d been warned, was overwhelming me, so much so that I didn’t even realize I’d left the team behind and was darting through corridors, knocking out walls, and completely consuming every one of those lizard men and women I could find. My energy surged, strength and speed making me feel invincible. In a sense, I was worse than the hunters, a lizard child might have thought if they’d seen me. 

      I tried to regain control, to pull myself back, but when I did, I felt pulled in two directions at once. Completely horrible bliss on the one side, and pain and confusion on the other. 

      “Ferris!” Suiko called out for me, voice distant from inside that ball, and even Basty was trying to connect. 

      Lizzy was there in the darkness, swimming around me, laughing hysterically, then suddenly on me and we were at the top of a mountain, fucking like animals. But not at all animals, because we weren’t two physical beings fucking—rather two forces of darkness, exploding out and in, vanishing and retaking shape, and the whole time I was watching as if outside of my body completely. 

      “ENOUGH!” I shouted, trying to fight it, realizing my error in unleashing the monster that was the mask. Or was the monster me? 

      I cried, I laughed… I screamed. 

      Then I simply floated, Lizzy back there on the mountain top in a state of unconscious ecstasy. 

      Finally, I gave myself over to the power of the mask, realizing there was no way I could fight it. It was then that a face appeared to me, and I had no doubt who this was—Akame. The one whose power was fused with the mask, and who I had now become one with, in a sense. 

      I was staring into a lake, the face on my own floating body, inches from the surface. 

      “There you are,” she said and grinned wickedly. “I see you’ve been having fun with my little toy.”

      “I only wanted to save my friends,” I replied. 

      The mask’s expression faltered, but the smile returned. “Friends, or lovers? Isn’t it true you wanted to impress them, to show them you could be the big man, the savior who could shelter them, take them home to ravage?”

      “No…” The response was meek, as I was overcome with worry for the ladies, so I tried again. “I love them, yes, but this isn’t about me.”

      She laughed, this time a cruel laugh. “Don’t lie to me—I am you; I can see into your mind, into your soul, even. Everything you’ve done since unleashing my power has been all you, only amplified because I allowed it to be so.”

      I considered this, wondering what it meant. But no, whatever she said, I knew my true self. 

      “Did a primal part of me want to tear that place up, kill as many of them as I could? Yes! After what they’d done, of course I did. Did I lust after Lizzy? Who wouldn’t! But that doesn’t mean either was what I really wanted. We all have thoughts, cravings, yearnings… It’s whether we act on them or not that decides our character.”

      “What the fuck do you think this is, one of your childish films with a lesson to be learned? I’m not here to test you, I’m here to reveal you! Look at yourself, see the truth.”

      She vanished, leaving me to stare at myself. No more fighting or fucking, no more darkness. Only me, and I seemed to be vertical, that water still in front of me like a smooth mirror. 

      I saw the things I’d done. Indeed, I saw a man I almost didn’t recognize, with stubble on my chin, muscles I’d never had before, and a cock I’d be proud to windmill about in front of any woman that might so desire. 

      But I knew that was all external. Fuck all that noise about what she said, I knew the real me, the one beneath all that. The boy who had given his Nintendo to a neighbor kid because his family couldn’t afford one—much to the frustration of my father. The man who had turned down the opportunity to cheat on an interview that could’ve landed me my dream job at Cheonix Electronics. Sure, not taking that job had ended up better for me after all, landing me in the position to work for myself doing Visual Novels, but I couldn’t have known that at the time. 

      Was I perfect? No. But I’d used her power to help others, not out of some selfish reason like looking cool or getting laid. Those were benefits that I couldn’t deny, but I knew the true motivation for my actions. 

      Maybe she wasn’t there to make this into a Harry Potter movie, but I’d been raised on that shit, and I believed wholeheartedly that line about not everything being black and white, that we all have the darkness in us, but it’s about the choices we make. 

      And in my life, I’d made some damn good choices. I’d been loving, caring, and there for those around me. 

      I was suddenly in my mom’s house, sitting there with her, reading a book to my blind grandma, remembering the tears it had brought to her eyes. The way my mom had smiled, and the smell of fresh gingerbread cookies as they cooled on the table. Damn, that memory brought me back to a time I missed—my grandma had passed away about four months after that day, and something about the world had never felt right with her gone. 

      Why that memory at this time? I had no clue, but I knew one thing—I wasn’t this piece of shit Akame made me out to be. 

      Taking a deep breath and ensuring I had confidence in my voice, I said, “Akame, you’re wrong. I’m done. Release me.”

      She appeared then, in full form, emerging from my reflection in the lake. A silvery body with short, hair. Not silvery, but reflective, I realized—as if her whole body were a mirror. She gestured at herself, running her hands along her body. 

      “You like?” she asked. “This is how I did it, you see. I only reflected out the world for itself to see, and the result was so much darkness, it overwhelmed me. I wasn’t always one with the mask, it’s just that the mask was the only way to contain this new me. The version with the darkness.

      “I see.” 

      She cocked her head, reaching out a hand, holding it up as if waiting for me to place my hand against hers. One thing I made sure not to do, especially in light of our discussion, and where my mind had been, was to look down. In hindsight, I could say that she was all mirror, in all places. Strange, that, seeing a woman who still had the tender, soft flesh of a woman but with skin that reflected perfectly. 

      “If I put my hand here, what happens?” I asked. 

      “Here?” She looked at her hand, then laughed. “Oh, no, that’s not… No, I was simply saying goodbye.”

      “Goodbye?” 

      “Goodbye.” She winked, and suddenly it was over. She was gone, and I fell—directly into the lake. 

      I came up spluttering, arms flailing about in shock as the cold water registered. For a second I thought something had me, only to realize it was Amabie, arms around my chest, pulling me to shore. She held me there while I shook, in part from the horror of what had just happened, in part because the water had been freezing. 

      She pulled me close, a tingling warmth emanating from her and coursing through my body. 

      “How—how’d you find me?” I asked. 

      “Our spiritual connection,” Amabie said. “Lost you for a bit, but when you hit the water, I managed to get through a portal… But, I must admit they don’t work here as well as back home.”

      “No?”

      She shook her head, caressing my face. “Monsters in the lake. You’re lucky I pulled you free when I did. Suffice it to say, we’ll want to return via a different route.”

      I nodded, then tried to stand. She held me close to her, not letting me, and said, “Not yet. Give it a couple more seconds.” 

      I didn’t mind, my head resting against her breasts, that warmth replenishing me. Finally, I felt truly ready and gave her a nod. 

      She helped me up and rolled her eyes when I tried to cover my shrunken cock. 

      “Ferris, one doesn’t live as long as I have and not understand the idea of shrinkage,” she said. “Plus, do you really think that matters in the least, considering?”

      I pursed my lips and shrugged, then moved my hands. I’d still expected her to make a comment or giggle, at least crack a smile, but she didn’t even look down. She simply motioned me over, and we walked until we were at a point where we could see hills below us, the fortress in the distance. 

      “We have a long way to go,” I said, eyes wide. 

      “You were warned.”

      I nodded. “True.”

      “That said, you got us out of there. Your actions, though reckless, might have saved Ahlaksiz’s life.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “After you swept that place clean, we got out. First thing we did was open a way back home for her and sent her with her daughter. Bloodsong said that Yuki knows a thing or two about medicine, but stressed that we need to find Chirop, and get her through. If she can help in the healing, Ahlaksiz might come out of this as good as new.”

      “We don’t have Chirop, then…” I shook my head, frustrated and confused. “And… Thunderbird?”

      “Also… no.”

      I turned to Amabie, feeling lost and hopeless, and took her in my arms, simply holding her with my head pressed against her wet hair. She let me hold her until I was ready, then we turned to make our way down to find the others. 

      “Oh,” I said, sheepishly. “Did you find Lizzy? Or… the mask?”

      “Lizzy, no. But your mask—Ferris, you’re still wearing the mask.”

      I reached up to feel my face and was surprised to learn she was right. With a great suction sound, it came off. When I reached to put it in my satchel, however, that was gone. To my surprise, the mask faded from my hand. Had it become part of me again, or like the sword, become something I could summon? I wasn’t sure, and at the moment, didn’t give a damn.

      “If you were able to open a portal…?” 

      She nodded. “The purse fell from your person the moment you became the darkness.”

      “Uh, satchel, to be clear. Like Indiana Jones.”

      “Sure, sure.” She grinned, gave me a wink, and we started making our way down. Of course, I couldn’t ignore the way she teasingly whispered, “It’s a purse,” but I let that slide, too exhausted to argue.
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      My body and mind screamed hangover, each step sending shocks through my skull, my muscles barely wanting to respond. Using the mask had taken it out of me, leaving me completely exhausted. The bottoms of my feet were torn up, and I limped, hating to look weak in front of Amabie. 

      She glanced over more than once, pulling me close to help. 

      “This might have been a bad idea,” she said. 

      “We had to come,” I countered, noting the distant sound of roaring. What was that?

      She paused, having me sit on a rock—fucking cold on my bare ass—as she checked the bottoms of my feet. Breathing out deeply, she met my gaze and shook her head. “Maybe so, but it’s a bad idea. How are you supposed to fight if you can’t even walk?”

      “Maybe we swim?” I said, forcing a smile. 

      She wasn’t humored, instead running a hand up my leg. A tingling rose in my body, but I was finally too exhausted to physically respond. I was about to tell her this wasn’t the right time, but she had stopped, hand on the armor there. That’s what she had been doing—checking out the armor. 

      “If you could get this on your feet, too, we might have a chance.”

      “Great, only…” I felt at my neck and sighed. “No Basty.”

      “Your little nightmare friend?” She rubbed her chin and glanced back down the hill. “We’ll meet back up with him soon enough. He was doing his part.”

      I couldn’t help but marvel at the way her scales shimmered in the dim light, reflecting pink, orange, and yellow.

      “You don’t exactly blend in,” I noted. 

      Her eyes moved over my body, and she scoffed. “Considering that you glow like the moon, I’d say the same about you.”

      I nodded, not denying it. But I had an idea. 

      “That roaring sound…”

      A smile formed on her beak. “I was hoping you’d be okay with the idea, but was going to lead you there first, then leave you with no alternative.” 

      “Tricky, and kind of mean.” I chuckled. “It’s what I think it is, then?”

      “A waterfall. And considering your situation, I’d say it’s our best bet. With me, you will be safe.” She ran her hand up along my armor, then skipped the rest to caress my cheek. “You humans are so delicate but surprisingly resilient.”

      “Thank you?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe in you. You and your team.” She leaned in, pushing herself up as she removed her beak with her free hand. I took the hint and leaned in to kiss her. Our kiss was pleasant, reminding me of what I fought for—each of them and everyone else back home. When she pulled back and replaced her beak, I took her hand in mine, longing for more. More importantly, I knew we needed to hurry back to the others. Using her to help, I stood at her side and nodded. 

      “Let’s go.” 

      She glanced down at my lower half and said, “Would fighting be easier if you weren’t so… exposed?”

      “I suppose it would.” 

      “Then, allow me. This might be odd for you, at first. But trust me.”

      I arched an eyebrow, watching with curiosity then going rigid as her hand moved from mine down my body, stopping only when she had my package cupped in her hand. 

      “We really should get back,” I protested, but placed a hand on her breast, feeling the strange armor there. 

      “Remove your hand,” she said, and I did, noting that there was enjoyment in her eyes as she caressed me down there, along with something else. Humor?

      “What’s funny?” I asked. 

      “That you think this is something entirely different than what it actually is. Well, that and my curiosity at how you’ll take it.”

      I frowned, then looked to see her hand on me, and nearly freaked. When she pulled her hand back and along my thighs on each side, scales formed armor over my crotch. It was still very much visible but held in place like hard clay had been set over it. 

      My breaths came heavy, chest rising and falling as I tried to process this. 

      “Is it…?”

      “Permanent?” She shook her head. “Try willing it away.” 

      I took a deep breath, staring at my scale-covered cock and balls and feeling completely weirded out, then did as told. Sure enough, the scales pulled back, leaving me as I’d been before. When I thought about needing protection, the scales returned. Curious, I moved my hips back and forth. With the scales in place, no dangling, no swinging dick. I felt like down there was a bronze statue, like a Greek god. Or David in marble. 

      “Very nice,” Amabie said with a laugh. “Is it strange that this turns me on?”

      “Anyone else, yes. You, I guess not.” I grinned, and added, “Thank you.”

      “It was fun.” She winked, then nodded for us to continue. 

      I took her hand, and she didn’t resist this time. We walked on like that, and I paused—glancing at my feet then back at her. 

      “Actually, I thought of that already,” she said. “While it works for your groin, it can be slippery. With the scale armor on your feet, walking would become more dangerous.”

      “Damn.” 

      We kept on, and after a bit, she said, “I know it hurts, but we need to move faster.”

      “I know, they’re waiting for us, but—”

      “More than that,” she replied, pulling me close and saying, “Slowly, cautiously, look behind us.”

      With a subtle turn of my head, I saw what she meant. At least three monsters were following us, maybe more. One of them had the upper body of a man and a lower body that looked like a centipede, scurrying along the ground behind him. With the roar of the waterfall growing, I understood why we hadn’t heard them. To his left was a woman who seemed to be sliding along on her belly and insanely oversized breasts, tendrils hanging from her head in ways that reminded me of additional arms. Her lower half, and why she was dragging herself, was like a mass of some dark substance, shifting and bubbling. Whatever the hell she was, I had no base point from which to understand her existence. The third follower was a half-man, half-woman, I thought at first, until I saw that it had more body parts behind it. This wasn’t any one being, but what seemed to be a merge of multiple body parts, all connected. 

      “Can we take them?” I asked. 

      “Maybe the ones we can see, and maybe if we were both in full health. In our current condition, I’d rather take my chance with the fall. It’s not far now.”

      Steeling myself, I took a running stance. “I’ll make it.”

      “Well, then, here goes everything.” 

      We broke for it; I sprinted all out despite each step feeling like someone was ripping into my feet with razors. I was slamming my hand to trees as I went, causing them to move and obscure the path as much as they could She went to all fours, body shifting to accommodate, and the enemy behind shrieked and roared as they pursued. I clicked my tongue, wishing I had Suiko or Basty, and called on my sword to throw it back at them, not even looking to see if I connected. 

      At a break in the ground, I said, “Keep going,” then paused to slam my hand down, sending a wave of vibration into the rocks. It wasn’t enough, so I reached into my druid powers and had the roots help. The rocks started to crumble away, and I was back up and running. I looked over my shoulder to see the centipede monster reach that spot and go tumbling as the ground gave way beneath him, but the blob lady used his flailing tail to propel herself over, getting even closer than she would have been otherwise. 

      More monsters appeared behind them, but the roar of the falls was loud now, and Amabie shouted, “Jump!” 

      One of the blob lady’s hands brushed against my ass, a claw likely drawing blood, then I was airborne. Tumbling, falling through open air and cascading water. Monsters reached at me from all sides, falling with us while water and rocks below came up fast. 

      “FUCKKK!” I screamed, upside down with arms windmilling, scrambling for hold when there was none. 

      Then Amabie was there, pulling me close and tucking my head up against her breasts, two of her three tails wrapped around my body to keep me close, and she whispered, “I’ve got you,” before we plunged into the water below.
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      Cold shot through me, and I was glad of the warmth from Amabie. If not for her, even with my water power I wouldn’t have known which way was up, or felt there was any way out of this. Water pummeled us from above, other monsters hitting and plunging in around us. One slammed its head into a rock nearby, instantly going limp, and as we emerged from the water, another landed with a tree branch sticking up and through her chest. She shook, reached at us with a clawed hand, then went limp. 

      Amabie pulled me to the shore, three monsters still following. She set me down and said, “You’re up,” before collapsing into the shallow water. For the first time since I’d known her, she had actually exhausted herself.

      I stood there shivering, held out my hands, and summoned the hunter sword. It appeared, only to slip right through my fingers and vanish before hitting the water. 

      Howling wind blew over us, sending a spray of water our way. I shivered, recalling the sword, ready this time. A shadow told me a strike was coming, and I was damn glad my shield had replenished because a trajectory struck, making it shimmer. I spun, sword up to knock another projectile out of the air. No, not a projectile exactly, I saw as it writhed on the ground, but a small centipede creature with two arms that resembled scorpion tails. Three large centipede monsters were coming at us from the woods, while clicking alerted me to a crablike monster woman emerging from the water. 

      “I can handle her,” Amabie said. 

      “And I’ll deal with those ones.”

      She scoffed. “In your state? Maybe, but better to make a run for it.”

      If doing so got us close to the rest of the team sooner than later, great. 

      “It’s that one I’m worried about,” she said, as the multi-limbed human-like creature came my way. 

      “Why?” I asked. It was disgusting, but as far as threats went, it didn’t seem as bad as some of the others. 

      “Magic.”

      The creature was already moving its hands and legs in strange patterns, lights lingering in the air from the motions. Something was coming. When two limbs moved, a face became visible in the midsection, smiling. Its eye sockets were empty. Another face showed on its back, sticking out as if the head had been partially absorbed into flesh. I backed up as a strange, pulling sensation hit me. It was like I could see the colors of my flesh moving toward it, as if the thing was going to absorb me into it. 

      “Resist,” Amabie said, and she lunged for the monster in the water, while behind, the centipede ones started for us. 

      There was no time to dawdle. I stopped resisting the deformed monstrosity, running at it and leaping, summoning my sword as I collided, so the blade was already piercing flesh when it appeared. 

      That only caused a slight disturbance in the monster’s spell, but when I released the sword and dropped down, then called back the blade again, I was able to chop it off at the legs. 

      A hard shell collided with it, knocking the monster onto its side, and I looked up to see it was a crab shell. Amabie had managed to pull the shell off the crab-woman, and now spun to heave the body at the centipede monsters as they almost overcame me. 

      “Jump!” she shouted, and I ran and leaped into the water, sinking and feeling her grab me, pulling me along. We were going down, deeper and deeper, and a shimmer showed at the bottom. A portal.

      But hands had a hold of me, and I turned to see an octopus woman. Thick armor covered her shoulders and heart, though her small breasts and abs were bare. 

      I thrust out to make my sword appear, and while it cut through flesh, she knocked it aside and suddenly had her tentacles around me, pulling me in toward her sharp teeth. She had my hands twisted; no chance of summoning the blade like that. All I could think to try was my vibration power, combined with my fast water movement. The vibration caused the octopus woman to shake and curl up, her grip loosening on me, and I tried to push off; no luck, so I got her again with the vibration. This time, she let go completely, leaning back with her chest out, and her expression made it very clear why she’d let go—she was in the middle of an orgasm. Colored liquid and little eggs shot out, but by then I was gone, darting through the water to catch up with Amabie. 

      She caught me by the arm, and together we vanished through the portal. We came out the other side into a very different experience—warm water, bubbles rising from fissures in the rock below. Sort of like an onsen, I thought. Amabie took me by the hand and pulled me to the surface, where I hauled myself up and out.

      Milrae was at my side a second later, then Basty. Devasla came next, warming me with a pass of her hand that also dried me, as she’d done on previous occasions. 

      “Are you okay?” Milrae asked, first in my direction, then she turned to Amabie for an answer. 

      “We made it, anyway,” Amabie said. “Oh, but nobody joke about his shrunken weenie, he gets sensitive about that.”

      “What?” I protested, but looked down to see the scale armor was in place, and what it protected was certainly not shrunken. My laugh was one of relief in part for that, but more so at being back with the others. 

      I pushed myself up, taking in my surroundings. We were on a rocky plateau, beyond us the smoke rising from what was left of the fortress. 

      “Did we do that?” I asked. 

      Milrae shook her head. “Maybe Thunderbird?”

      I breathed deep, thinking of Ahlaksiz and how she and Bloodsong had to return home. That sucked. Suiko trapped. Kinara was out there alone, as was Jalee. Maybe with the enemy, but otherwise likely alone. 

      “Wait, can someone explain what’s going on here?” Milrae asked and flicked at my dick with one of her claws. It clinked as it would on metal, and I felt nothing. 

      “Check it out,” I said, and made the scales vanish. 

      “Oh, that’s a neat trick.” This time, she merely moved my limp dick from side to side. She had never touched it with her claw, and the sensation was rather odd. 

      “An early birthday present from Amabie,” I said with a grin. 

      “Wait, when’s your birthday?” Koharu asked. 

      “We can talk about it later,” I replied, pushing myself up and making the armor return—better safe than sorry. “And all of yours as well. None of that matters if we fail here.”
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      “You’re sure they weren’t in there?” I asked, referring to the fortress. 

      “After you tore it apart, we did as much of a search as we could,” Milrae replied. “Wherever they’d taken those two, they weren’t in the fortress anymore. As for Randi, still no sign.”

      “But there were a bunch of those metal trappers up against a wall of the cliff,” Koharu pointed out. “I think we should check that out.”

      I nodded. “Anything’s better than nothing.”

      “And… Lizzy?” Milrae asked. 

      Guilt instantly hit me as I remembered snippets of what had happened. Avoiding her gaze, I turned to the nearby mountains. “Last I saw of her was at the peak of a mountain or hill. Would you be able to quickly check…?” 

      “Who?” Amabie asked. 

      “Suiko, of course.”

      They all stared at me in silence, and I remembered that she wasn’t there. 

      “Right, sorry…” I ran a hand through my damp hair. “We have to find her, too. You didn’t find that thing that absorbed her? Or the hunter who had it?”

      “We think the hunter who took her got away,” Koharu said. 

      I shook my head, horrified. This was worse than I thought. 

      “Don’t be so distraught,” a voice said, and we all spun to see a figure standing on a tree branch above us, on the other side of a drop-off. She didn’t hold onto anything for balance, but simply stood there, one hand on a sword hilt, the other tucked into her belt that held a smooth, white pistol. Her armor was similar to that of a hunter’s, but her helmet was white with three lines down the center.

      “Who are you?” I asked. I took a step toward her, hand out and ready to summon the sword, but she held up her palm, slowly shaking her head. 

      “Trust me, you’d regret that. As for who I am, let’s just say that you and yours have caused grief to one of my temples today. I came to see who it was and decide whether I should kill you.” Her eyes roamed over me, then each of my companions. “I think not. You might prove useful, should you decide to join me.”

      “Join…?” I guffawed. “Not going to happen.” 

      She shook her head, slowly. “I’ll give you another chance, and if you fail to excite me, you’ll either die a simple death or be added to the feast. That one, I’ll leave up to fate. For now, do consider my offer. You’d make a cute little team of hunters… Well, some of you.”

      Without another word, she turned and leaped, bounding off through the trees, and soon out of sight. 

      We stared at that spot for a bit until I finally turned and said, “Who the hell was that?” 

      “No idea,” Milrae said. “Although she looks familiar.”

      “I know who she is,” Void said, stepping out of the tree line behind us.  

      “Where the fuck were you?” Koharu demanded, getting up and moving toward her. It hit me that I hadn’t even thought about Void, though her being with us gave me more confidence. 

      “Finding your little friend, for one,” Void said, and she nodded to where Lizzy came stumbling out from the woods. The woman’s arms and neck were lined with cuts and blood, her eyes on the ground, not looking up as she joined us. 

      I took a step toward her, but she pulled back. When I reached out, about to ask if she was okay, she muttered, “Stay the fuck away.”

      I frowned, turned to see the others nearby, and ran a hand over my face. As I looked at the others, I noticed how they all avoided eye contact with me. Milrae was the only one who met my gaze, and there was curious anger there. 

      “Focus,” Void said. “You’ve just been invited by the woman many here have spent their whole lives avoiding. A top general among the hunters, and the one they call Master Huntress, or in some circles, Galeva, but I doubt that’s her real name. If it is, she’s not from here, as it does no good to use it on her. She works for the queen, or deity, I mentioned.”

      “Unless she’s found a way to break the link between a name and the power it holds,” Milrae said. 

      “That’s not possible.”

      Milrae scrunched her nose and shrugged. 

      “Regardless, we have work to do, don’t we,” I said. While I was glad my rash move had gotten us out of the sticky situation in the fortress, I felt bad that Suiko had been captured. In part, it seemed to be my fault. The others agreed, and we moved from that spot to somewhere more out of sight, though I had no doubt Galeva would be able to spy on us if she so desired. 

      Devasla got a fire going for the rest of us, and all were checking on me, making sure I wasn’t hurt. More than that, it seemed they were trying to find out if I was mentally all there or not. Even I started to wonder if the mask had left behind any residual effects.

      Speaking of the mask, it was a shame I’d lost it. I remembered pulling it off with Amabie, then the fighting had started. After that, it vanished.

      Or so I thought until I got my satchel back. There it was, right next to the sun disks. 

      “Ferris?” Void said, and she motioned me over. “We don’t have much time, by my guess. Rally the others—it’s time we find the general’s feast and rescue your friend.”

      “You know where we’re going?”

      “I have a guess.”

      “We need more than that.”

      She smiled. “It’s a good guess.”

      With a sigh, I eyed Lizzy, who was still hunched over, staring at the ground. “I agree, but first, give me a few minutes.”

      She followed my gaze and nodded. “Something isn’t right there. See what you can do.”

      I headed over to Lizzy, kneeling at her side. “Can I get a moment?”

      “For what.”

      “To talk.”

      Her eyes rose to meet mine, and she nodded. We stood, stepping out of the comfort of the fire’s warmth, and went over to a nearby tree. She wrapped her arms around herself, but whether it was to protect herself from the cold or me, it was hard to tell. 

      “Listen, if I did something—”

      “No.” She put a hand up, then turned, shaking her head. “It wasn’t you. It was Akame.”

      “Sorry?”

      Lizzy took a deep breath, then turned back to me. “I know what she’s capable of, and I was there. When she took over, both of us lost control, and whatever happened, it wasn’t us, exactly.”

      “Still…” My eyes moved down her body, going momentarily to her dark nipples, then the smooth curve of her breasts. I knew she saw me looking, but that didn’t stop me. As I did, I was brought back to memories of what had happened—feeling her ass pounding against my hips, her pussy clenching around my cock as it engorged then unleashed inside of her. 

      She took a sudden breath, hand to her mouth, and our eyes met. 

      “I have to tell the others,” I said. 

      “Now?” 

      Considering, I shook my head. “No, but when we get the team together again. This isn’t something I can or want to hide.” 

      She nodded, eyes creasing in worry. “And if they want to tear me apart?”

      “I won’t let them.”

      She nodded, and now it was her turn to let her eyes wander over me, likely as similar memories went through her mind. 

      “I want you,” she muttered. 

      “Don’t say that.”

      “I can’t help it. It’s like, it was wild, insane, and… all I can think about is how you felt when you were cumming in me. How I want to throw you down, take your cock in my mouth, and—”

      Clearing of a throat interrupted, and she turned. There was Milrae, arms folded, staring at her aghast. 

      “Excuse me?” Milrae said. 

      “I…” Lizzy looked like she was about to break down crying. 

      It was time to tell at least Milrae. 

      “She’s only talking,” I said, and motioned Lizzy to the fire. 

      “Talking about a cock that doesn’t belong to her.” Milrae took a step toward the woman, baring her teeth. “While I’m right here, no less.”

      I shooed Lizzy again, then motioned Milrae over to the side of the fire with Koharu and Amabie. Devasla saw us joining, so moseyed over as well. While Lizzy and Void sat on one side of the fire, both watching us curiously, I conveyed to my team what I remembered happening while under the effects of Akame. 

      “That’s not an issue,” Amabie said. 

      “Right. You weren’t yourself, couldn’t control it,” Koharu added. 

      Milrae simply glared at Lizzy. 

      “And if I said… if I was curious what you all thought about making her more officially part of the group?” I asked. 

      They all faced me then. I gulped. 

      “I don’t see the problem,” Koharu said, and Amabie shrugged. 

      “Making me look like the bad guy,” Milrae growled, and let out a sigh. “Fine, whatever. Why should I care?”

      “What makes you feel that way?” Koharu asked. “I mean, clearly you have an issue with it. But… why?”

      Milrae frowned, looked thoughtful, then laughed. “You know, I have no idea. Maybe it’s a possessive thing?”

      “But you share him with us,” Koharu said. 

      “Beats me.” 

      “Ladies, it doesn’t matter anyway,” I said, standing and glancing up the hill, then at our surroundings. “It’s not something I’d want fully discussed without the others with us. I only bring it up here so that you know I’m not holding anything from you. Right now, however, they need us. So as long as nobody wants to slap me or—I don’t know, I’d recommend we get a move on.”

      Koharu stood and slapped me right across the face, then grinned. “That was fun, thanks!”

      “I thought you were okay with it,” I protested. 

      “Oh.” She pouted. “Was the slap supposed to be punishment? I took it as an invitation to have some fun before we took off, nothing more.”

      My jaw dropped, but I chuckled, nodded, and said, “I’ll be more clear next time. Shall we?”

      After quick bathroom breaks then putting out the fire with dirt, I took a moment to consider upgrades. Focusing on my inner energy and connecting as they’d shown me, I pushed my latest upgrades equally toward speed, defense, and strength, and even upgraded the sword. Clearly, that was going to come in handier and handier in the days ahead. What was sweet was, when I summoned it, the upgraded blade felt lightweight, and when I made a chopping motion, it glowed. Wanting to test it out, I brought it down on a log, only to see the blade burst with flame as it hit, cleaving through, and leaving the log in two. Badass!

      With that out of the way, we continued. We had a feast to disrupt and some monster girls to save, after all.
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      Void was our guide again, a fact I couldn’t help but feel the slightest bit of unease over. But she had retrieved Lizzy, so I had to try and push aside my worries. At the thought of Lizzy, again I was dragged back to brief glimpses of what I was starting to think of as “fucking while under the influence of the mask,” or FWUTIOTM. Okay, it didn’t exactly flow off the tongue. As a word, it could grow on me. “Fwutiotm’s fault.” Better than thinking of myself as the one to blame. 

      Devasla’s heat was a bonus that kept me close to her, so as we walked, I petted Basty, did my best to ignore the piercing pain on my feet, and glanced up at her. 

      “Yes?” she asked. 

      “We never talk much, you and I.” I shrugged. “Like, what exactly does a giant Ifrit girl like yourself enjoy?” 

      She glanced over at me, then around as if I could be talking to someone else before scoffing. “What the fuck’s really on your mind?”

      “Hey, now I’m curious.”

      “I like kicking the shit out of my opponents, warming you up when you’re cold, and eating fucking banana splits—or might, if I had any idea what they were. Lizzy mentioned one earlier, and I like the sound of the name.”

      “Ah, it’s ice cream on a banana. The banana is split, and there’s usually whipped cream and a cherry.”

      She frowned. “So, it’s a sexual thing?”

      “No. Well, it could be, but… no.”

      “Huh, sounds less cool that way. Now your turn—what’s really on your mind?”

      She had my number. “I met Akame.”

      The whole party stopped. 

      “You kind of failed to mention that earlier,” Lizzy said. 

      “Did I?” I ran a hand through my hair, glad to feel that it was dry. “Well, yeah, we met. She stood right in front of me, well, kind of in a reflection as if I was her, then wasn’t.”

      “Keep moving,” Void said, the only one not particularly interested in this line of discussion. 

      We did, but they wanted to know the whole story. This time I added that part, doing my best to recollect the whole ordeal. When I was done, Lizzy had the chills. 

      “You realize that’s not supposed to happen?” she said. “I mean, Randi or one of the others might know better, but actually having a conversation with Akame? Nope.”

      Milrae shrugged, and the others didn’t seem to know enough about it. I’d have to ask Ahlaksiz or Randi when given the chance. Or… if?

      “What if we can’t find Randi?” I asked, eyeing Lizzy. “I’d hate to have brought her here only to leave her behind when we go back.”

      “At least in your version of worry, we get to go back,” she countered, then laughed. “Relax, Randi has a tracker on me. When she wants to find us, she will.”

      “Hold the front door. You didn’t mention a tracker before.”

      “Well, we’re trying to find her, not the other way around. What good does it do us to think about her tracker on me?”

      “For one,” Koharu said, considering, “it means we know she either isn’t trying to find us or can’t, for whatever reason.”  

      “On the topic of trackers, are we not worried about those trapper metal things up here?” I asked, remembering how they supposedly had the ability to locate monsters. 

      “I wouldn’t think so, no,” Void answered. “Up in the hills, or these hills, to be precise, there’s no need.”

      “Why’s that?” 

      “Monsters would have to be foolish to wander into the hunter’s back yard. And yet, here we are.” She grinned with a glance back. “Foolish.”

      A couple of nervous chuckles followed, but I had frozen in my tracks, eyeing a clump of blue plants. 

      “Everyone, give me a minute,” I said, then pulled Basty down, approaching the plant. 

      “You’re going to do it?” Amabie asked. 

      “We need them back. At least for my feet, I think this would be smart.”

      “Can’t Amabie do that scale thing over the rest of you, though?” Koharu asked, referring to the scale armor I now wore over my crotch. 

      I glanced at Amabie, but she stared back with a nervous frown. 

      “Something tells me that’s a stretch,” I said. 

      Amabie nodded. “It takes a lot out of me. If we had more time, or we didn’t think we’ll need me in the fight, I could manage. As it is, this might be the better option for now.”

      “What’s he doing?” Milrae asked. 

      “Armor,” I replied. Everywhere but the bottom of my feet, at least, as that had already been established as leading to slippery footing. I’d have to remember to say fuck the rules next time and wear shoes.

      Then, stepping up to the plant, I braced myself. This was for Suiko and Kinara, for Jalee, and really for all of them. I was about to step in when Devasla stopped me. 

      “Ferris, Ferris, Ferris…” She shook her head and laughed. “Don’t you think it would make sense to try having your little friend do his saliva thing before applying it? As in, see if it might even be less painful?” 

      I stared at her, then leaped forward to throw my arms around her. She quickly doused her hot spots so I didn’t get burned, laughed, and said, “Just trying to work smarter.”

      “You’re a genius.”

      As she’d suggested, we went about it. First of all, Basty loved the taste of the plant, so he ate half of it before remembering to make my armor. Then, when he made the paste for me, I took it and rubbed it over my body, having Devasla help me get hard to reach areas. To my relief, it didn’t hurt. There was a slight numbing sensation, tingling in spots in a way that reminded me of tiger balm. When it hardened, it was thicker and stronger than the original. 

      “Lizzy and Koharu, get over here,” I said, motioning them over. “Anyone else?” 

      Amabie and Devasla each had their armor that came and went, so they passed. Void had a strong aversion to it, but I had no idea why. So I lathered up the paste first for Koharu, enjoying putting it on her ass, then turned to Lizzy to help her in the places she couldn’t reach. 

      “Better than my old white and pink armor,” Koharu said, eyeing herself. “Though, I’ll probably switch back when we return. This is kind of weird.”

      “Hmmm,” Milrae said, shaking her head at the idea of this strange armor.

      “I’ll get you,” Devasla offered, to my relief, and I made sure to walk over and kiss Milrae to avoid watching the woman lather up Lizzy. When it was done, three of us had nice layers of body-hugging armor, and we were ready for action. 

      “Good?” Basty asked. 

      I knelt, loving how the armor formed with my movement, and patted him on the head. “You did great, buddy.”

      A wide grin spread across his face—too wide to feel natural, but it kind of worked in a fun anime way. 

      “Quiet,” Void said, suddenly kneeling and gesturing for the rest of us to get down. 

      We did and watched as a beast resembling a dragon flew by overhead. It had a round section protruding from the back of its head, curving fangs or tusks from its mouth, and long spikes along its back. Not exactly any dragon I’d ever seen, but that was certainly the closest thing I could relate it to. 

      “It wasn’t that, though,” Void said, and she motioned to the ground ahead of us. 

      There was a path, and along it, several spikes that rose, leading to a cliff visible through the trees that had a circular shape, perceptible in the darkness but only barely. Near it, tall trees grew up with canopies overhead of bright orange and purple. Or maybe they were large mushrooms, I wasn’t sure. 

      “Through there,” she said and started sneaking that way. 

      No, I wasn’t purposefully staring, but it was hard not to notice the following: if you’ve ever followed a nude woman up an incline before, you’ll know what I’m talking about. Even more so if she’s crouching but sticking out as she goes. This was the case with Void, and her little pussy mound showed; I had to quickly look down, then gesture for Milrae to go ahead of me. 

      She took one look up at Void, chuckled, and said, “You want to see the goods? I got you.” 

      When she did it, she made sure I had the full view. I mean it—pussy lips, little pink butthole, all of it. She paused, almost on all fours, and looked back. 

      “Like what you see?” 

      I grinned and nodded, trying deep breaths to avoid getting distracted. It didn’t work. Scales vanished as I got erect, and it took all my willpower not to bury my face in her pussy and lap it up. We’d have time enough for that later, I told myself. 

      “Nice,” Koharu said from behind me. 

      I figured she meant the game Milrae was playing, but when I looked back, I saw she was looking at how my balls hung, and I felt my cheeks flush. 

      “Maybe I should have used that blue-plant armor there, too?” 

      She shook her head. “Nah, I like this more. And you can make this armor come and go, while that one might get stuck, or hurt when you get erect.”

      I nodded and tried making the scale armor return with my erection. It worked, and I shook my head, hoping I wasn’t about to go into battle with a raging boner. That would just be weird. 

      Trying to ignore the fact that Koharu was watching my armor-covered balls from behind, I finished the little climb up that steep path, joining the others at the opening ahead. Milrae reached back and flipped my tip with her claw, making the soft clang again. Void turned on her with a glare and finger to her mouth, then looked at me as if scolding me for having a boner. I was a fucking horny-as-hell man. What did she expect me to do about it?! 

      “How fast can you take care of that?” she asked in a whisper, motioning down. 

      “I…”

      “Come on, better to get rid of it so it doesn’t distract them or you. How fast?”

      “I bet I could take care of it in under thirty seconds,” Milrae said, then glanced at Koharu and Devasla. “Quicker with their help.”

      “Come on,” I protested. “This is hardly the time. What kind of person stops right before a siege to…?” I eyed Milrae, unsure what she had in mind.

      “Get a quick blowjob,” she whispered. 

      “Ah. That.” I gulped. 

      “We’ve already used up precious seconds discussing it,” Void pointed out, then nodded to Milrae. 

      Before I could protest further, she knelt, paws on my ass, and gave me an “any day now” look. I made the scale armor go away, and she pulled me into her mouth. That tongue worked its magic, then Koharu was there with me, kissing my neck and grabbing my balls, while Devasla ran a warm hand up my back, sending little waves of bliss through me. The fact that the others were watching made it even more of a turn-on, and I swear it couldn’t have even been ten seconds before I was unloading in Milrae’s mouth. She started to pull back, when I whispered, “Not yet,” and gripped her by the little panda ears as another wave of orgasm took hold, causing a whole new barrage to assault her tonsils. 

      She finally pulled back, gasping for air and trying to swallow, and Koharu did the honors of taking over to clean me. 

      I stood there, almost out of breath, and pointedly avoided looking at Void or Lizzy. Motioning to the entrance, I whispered, “I’ll catch up. Give me a sec.”

      “Very well done,” Void whispered, and led the way in. Lizzy went next, then the others. Last was Devasla, who bit her lip, grinned, and said, “You human males. Hilarious.”

      I was about to go next when Amabie put a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t ever be ashamed of your sexual drive. It makes the whole adventure that much more exciting.”

      “Thanks?” I leaned in. “You probably could have gotten in on that, you know.”

      Her eyes widened, then she winked, “Saving that for next time, when you can try to drown me on it the way you did her. Guess what? I don’t breathe the same way.” She winked, then headed in. 

      Whoa, she had the potential to be much more dirty-minded than I’d originally thought. I liked it. 

      Cock limp and armored up again, I followed them in to see what we’d find inside the strange cave.
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      Droplets of water sounded in the darkness, hitting a body of water somewhere within, not too far off. They clattered like little insect feet on stone or metal—a distant chortle. 

      We moved with caution; Devasla’s light faded as she worked to subdue it, but leaving enough to ensure our next step wasn’t off a ledge and down to our deaths. Good thing, too, because just such a drop-off appeared to our left; however, we couldn’t see how far down it went. 

      The route led to a curve ahead, and an ascent that led us out to a ledge overlooking an open area inside. A light glow showed at first, but as our eyes adjusted, I could make out curved metal, surrounded by a flat area with bots moving around. Windows on the curved metal gave it the look of an advanced building—maybe some sort of military base from the future, judging by what looked like turrets on the corner, and one on the middle of the area visible. 

      What good would turrets do down here? I wondered. I started to scoot forward, trying to make sense of it. As far as I could tell, we’d found an internal base of operations, much larger than I could have imagined. Everything about this world had made me think it was undeveloped, like a primal jungle. Turns out, the advanced part was simply underground. 

      I turned to Devasla on one side, then Amabie just behind me.

      “You’ve been here before?” I asked Void, keeping my voice low. 

      She nodded. “It doesn’t belong here, and yet… here it is.”

      “Agreed. It’s completely out of place. But it makes sense, I guess, that—”

      Grinding sounds and vibrations pulled us from our moment. We all backed up, heads swiveling to see what could be making the noise. 

      “We need to go,” Void said. 

      I cursed, starting for the way we’d come, but she grabbed my arm, pulling me the other way. The others followed, and we descended on the other side as a massive orb appeared behind us. The reason for the grinding became clear; massive drills were working to clear stone. What we’d stumbled into wasn’t a normal opening, but a section being carved out for some reason. 

      As we cleared the area, I had no time for questions. We found ourselves moving for the cover of a stone wall, then eyeing the metal building and trying to figure our way in. But the ground we stood on wasn’t stone, but metal. Like… a wing?

      This wasn’t a metal building constructed within the mountain. It was a ship, and they were working to clear it.

      “What… the… fuck.” I knelt, running my fingers along the metal to confirm it, then noticed a door opening in the ship. 

      Two hunters emerged, working their way over to what I was now thinking of as the dig site, where we’d entered.

      “Stay low,” Void said, staff held close, hand over the crystal eyes to conceal their glow. 

      “What is this place?” Amabie asked. 

      “Not from here,” Void replied. “None of the hunters are, originally. That’s what I was trying to say—they showed up one day, and now the monsters live in fear of them. Rightly so.”

      I eyed her, wondering what else there was to this story. No reason not to ask now. “And the V of trees? Your deal?”

      “You’re smart. Clearly… but all I can say right now is that I’m also from another place. As were my kind.”

      “But they’re gone.”

      She nodded. 

      The hunters seemed to be simply observing their mining operation, but as they conversed, one had started to move to almost face our direction. 

      “We need to get inside,” I said. 

      “Seems to me that would be putting ourselves in a precarious situation,” Amabie noted. “You’re sure someone’s in there?” 

      I tried my spirit sight and was glad to see that it worked here. There was a shape lying down, maybe sleeping? And past that, another crouched, moving. 

      “Two of them,” I said. The second of the hunters moved again, and I noted that instead of a leg, she had a snake tail. “One of them is Randi.”

      All eyes turned to Lizzy, but she simply shrugged. While Randi was doing her own thing up there, we weren’t exactly sure of Lizzy’s true loyalty. She seemed very eager to join our group but had been with Randi before, and certainly still could be. 

      “What are we waiting for?” I asked, then nodded at the nearby hunters. 

      Best to take them out quickly without raising any alarms. After having dealt with these things so far, killing them didn’t bother me in the least. 

      “Not you,” I said to Devasla, knowing she would make too much of a commotion. “But…” I eyed Koharu and Milrae, motioning the two of them to go with me as I said, “Quickly, quietly.”

      Nobody seemed to have any issues with me taking control, so those two went with me while the others knelt out of sight. 

      I motioned Milrae to the right, Koharu overhead, then lunged. My sword appeared in hand, and I sent an extra vibration to knock the two hunters off balance. They wouldn’t think anything of it, considering the vibrations from the drills, and by the time they saw us coming, we’d already hit. My sword sliced up and through the nearer of the two—right through the point under the shoulder, while Koharu vaulted overhead with her staff, landing with a kick to the guy’s face. Milrae had the other, pulling him around and slamming him into the rock. Her claws dug into openings in the armor, spikes from her wings joining in the assault. Not more than ten seconds could have passed before we were dragging their bodies into the shadows. 

      “Not bad!” Amabie hissed. 

      Void nodded and motioned to two bots below that had stopped, looking our way. “But not perfect. Allow me.”

      She was up and sliding down to the bots, shooting out blasts from the skull’s eyes. Those blasts connected and the robots froze mid-turn, then she was on the first, hand to its back in a way that caused a flow of energy from it and into her, dropping the bot into a helpless pile of metal. The other made a beeping sound, but she had it next. 

      When it fell, she motioned to the ship—as I assumed it was—and said, “Inside, now. It might have sent out a warning.”

      We went to the ship and, on finding no doors that would open, Devasla created an entry for us. Lava melted metal, and soon we were in. 

      “If they didn’t know we were here before, they will now,” Void said as she ducked through the molten metal opening. 

      “You want stealth, you go with someone else,” Devasla said. “Me? I fuck shit up.”

      I grinned at her, but it might have been more of a nervous reaction to our surroundings. The walls were metal panels with cables running along them, leading to screens spaced about ten paces apart. At the moment the screens were dark, but on one wall was an image that might have been a map of a star system—one I certainly didn’t recognize. The bottom left of the image showed a golden, unfolded pyramid. A logo, perhaps? Or some sort of map symbol? I turned back to the passage ahead, then the one to our left, glad to see no signs of hunters or robots coming to intercept us yet. 

      Maybe this was simply how the hunters decorated, but that wasn’t my guess. Everything about this place spelled fancy alien spaceship. Now that we were here and seeing it, I had no doubt the ship didn’t belong here. 

      “How long have the hunters been hunting?” I asked. 

      “At least one-hundred years,” Void said, but she waved her hand at our surroundings. “That doesn’t mean this place was here then. By my guess, I’d say they first traveled through the void.”

      I froze, realizing I’d heard someone else mention using the void to travel. 

      “Do you know a man who goes by the name of Vaper?” I asked. 

      Her eyes went wide, but it was a quick reaction that she instantly recovered from. “Ask me again when we’re out of here.”

      I nodded but had my answer. Somehow, this lady was connected to him. More interestingly, they and these hunters all had one thing in common—the void, whatever that was. 

      To my relief, the spirit sight was still working, so I took the lead. More than one passage led to a dead-end, so although I could see where the vertical teammate was—either Kinara or Jalee—the route wasn’t obvious. Surprisingly, the section of the ship we passed through was empty. We even found sleeping chambers, complete with metal bunks and a hole in the corner that might have been a toilet. A strange plant with glowing, purple flowers grew up to my waist along one wall, and three black robes were hung nearby. 

      “I’ve seen them wear those,” Milrae said, fingering the robes. “But only once. I wasn’t sure it was the same group.”

      “You witnessed a summoning ceremony?” Void asked. 

      Milrae scrunched her nose. “Maybe.”

      “I’ve seen it only once myself. They wore these robes, gathered in a circle, and had a golden object that created a portal for others to emerge from. More hunters, though I’m not sure where they came from.” At my look of curiosity, Void added, “Possibly void travel, but I’m not certain.”

      “Hey,” Amabie said, and she was with Koharu, who had just pushed back a metal panel in the wall, close to the door I’d come through. 

      Koharu knelt, sticking her head in, then came back with a grin. “I think we can try it. Even Devasla might fit.”

      “Don’t forget,” Devasla said, shrinking in size until she was about my height, “I’m not always huge like that.”

      “Let me check it out first,” I said, and poked my head in this time. With a click of my tongue, I was able to get a basic layout of the first part of it, a passage with three departure points ahead. Maintenance or engineering was my guess. Basty dropped from my neck and started walking forward, apparently going to check it out for us.

      When I backed up, I felt something brush against my butthole, and turned to see Amabie slapping Koharu’s tail away. 

      “Know when to play, and when to be serious,” Amabie said. 

      Koharu glared at her, then said, “Sorry.” 

      “Not to me, to him. He might have yelped, given us all away.”

      Koharu turned my way to apologize, but I waved it off. I didn’t want to think about the view I’d been giving them while bending over like that. 

      “Eventually, we’ll have to just pretend this is normal,” I said. “Until then, I don’t mind some levity mixed in with my anxiety. No harm, no foul.” 

      Koharu grinned and looked at Amabie with satisfaction. 

      “My point remains,” Amabie said. “Also, ever considered plucking down there?” 

      I blinked, shook my head, and said, “Let’s try the passage, and never mention that idea again.”
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      With Amabie’s recent plucking comment in mind, I opted for not being the first through the secret passage in the walls. On the other hand, it was darker in there, so even as I crawled behind Milrae and could see her tail waving around in front of my face, the sight of her ass and pussy weren’t very clear. The smell was strong, however, with me that close, and that turned me on all over again. Damn hormones. Maybe if I’d been a jock and fucked it out of my system in my younger years, I wouldn’t have been like this? Nah, I probably still would’ve been. 

      To be clear, she smelled great. Something about the smell of her pussy brought me back to our fun times, but then I’d remember how we all shared each other in bed, and felt anxiety taking over. What if we didn’t find Kinara or Jalee, or worse, we were too late? 

      “Left,” I said when the group stopped.

      “You’ll want to see this,” Void responded and motioned me up with her glowing skull staff. I worked my way around the others, with plenty of body and armor rubbing, then came to a point where she was looking through a crack in the wall. To my surprise, Basty was there watching as well. He crawled up my arm and took his place on my shoulder. 

      We were above a group of hunters in their robes, just like the ones we’d seen earlier in the room. At the front of the room on a raised platform was a seat with several others beyond it, control panels, and a curved window, or display screen. Holy shit, this was the flight deck Oddly, it wasn’t so different than what I imagined an Earth ship might look like. One of the hunters held something that glinted gold, but I couldn’t get a good look. Another motioned the others back, activating some sort of holographic display as she spoke. 

      “Soon we’ll be strong enough, brothers and sisters. When we open the worlds, our families will praise us, for we have found the secret to eternal life.”

      Cheers rose and I sat back, not sure I wanted to hear the rest. I knew instantly what sort of fountain of youth bullshit they were spouting off. Kinara had told me enough times—all they had to do was feast on her and her kin. 

      It was fucking sick. 

      A glance over showed that the horizontal form was there, in the room that would be behind the bridge. We were so close, I started for it. 

      “They’re doing something,” Void said, but I wasn’t listening. All I cared about was finding our other teammates. 

      “Suiko,” Koharu said, and she gasped. “They’re somehow harnessing her power.”

      I turned back, then, feeling rage take over. Inexplicably, that mask was back on my face, Akame’s voice in my ear telling me to tear shit up. But there was enough of me left to fight it, somewhat. I was all about fucking shit up, but first reaching that other room. Like pushing against a wave, I forced myself through the darkness, pulling it along with me. Akame’s body became one with mine, and we were sprinting through that narrow corridor, ignoring the gasps, and a hiss for me to stop from the others. I burst through the wall into the room behind the flight deck, exploding as a cloud of darkness into a banquet hall, where lizard men and women servants fled to get out of my way. I took form at the head table, where Kinara lay unconscious. She was alive and breathing, but they had clearly drugged her. 

      Amabie and Devasla were next to join me, then Koharu and Void, and the doors behind us opened as Lizzy was halfway down. 

      I paid them no heed, only worried about Kinara first. Once she was saved, I’d go save Suiko. Shots rang out, shrieking sounds from the hunters, but they did no damage against me in that form. I stepped forward, Akame moving with me, growling as she absorbed the pain in my stead. 

      “Is she worth all of this?” Akame asked as I picked up Kinara and turned to face her. 

      “This and infinitely more.” 

      Behind her, I could see Devasla and Void were hitting the enemy with projectiles, while Koharu and Amabie went at them with hand to hand. Lizzy had gone partial shadow the moment I activated Akame, and she had one hunter in the air, feasting on him almost as a Dementor from Harry Potter would. That freaked me out slightly, but not enough to abandon my mission. I needed Kinara to be safe and knew of only one way in that moment. Maneuvering Kinara so I could reach, I took the sun disk halves from my satchel.

      “Kill them all,” I said, then activated the sun disk portal and stepped through. 

      I emerged from the portal into the living room of the mansion, where Arturo sat laughing with Greg over plates of pancakes, mimosas nearby. They turned my way, eyes wide, and Greg shouted, “Yuki!” 

      She came out from the hall nearby, saw me holding Kinara with darkness streaming out around me, and ran over. 

      “Get her awake, then use her healing ability,” I commanded. 

      “Is everyone…?”

      “I’m taking care of it,” I replied, then stepped back into the portal. 

      As soon as I was back, I saw why it wasn’t such a great idea to travel back and forth too often. My position had shifted in the short amount of time I’d been gone, so that when I came through, I was half stuck in a rock wall, looking through windows of the ship to see the fighting within. 

      Devasla was a force to be reckoned with, plowing through the enemy with punches that left steaming holes in their bodies. The others had formed a semi-circle around the point where I’d vanished, clearly expecting me to come back to that spot. In the next room over, I saw a hunter running off with the robotic ball that had trapped Suiko. My team wasn’t going to reach her in time, so it was up to me. 

      Since our arrival was no longer hidden, I shouted, “I’m going after Suiko,” in hopes of them hearing me, then embraced the power of the mask to break free from my stone prison. Akame was there again, stumbling forward, and I flew out to merge with her. We were so much one that, as I ran, I felt my chest bouncing—like her tits were mine! A strange sensation, but one that came with an even crazier realization. If I kept letting her out like this, she might take over me completely. 

      “Let it be,” Akame said, reading my mind. “You need me!” 

      “Not as much as I need me,” I countered, but used her power again, not sure how I’d be able to possibly reach Suiko without her. 

      A flash of darkness sent me back inside, overtaking the fleeing hunter and knocking Suiko’s prison free so the white ball hit the floor and exploded. Suiko emerged, a ghost enraged. 

      More hunters and servants stood behind us, and she tore through them, claws emerging and a scream sounding that caused ears to explode. I finished absorbing the hunter beneath me and felt Akame taking more control. Going to my knees as I tried to fight it, I watched Suiko exact her vengeance, an animal off her leash. This wasn’t the ghostly woman I’d come to know, not by a longshot. 

      And if I could look at myself at that moment, I was far from being the man she knew. 

      “It feels good to be back in the flesh,” Akame said, running her hands along our body, armor falling off and clattering to the floor. As the chaos and bloodshed continued around us, her hands found our groin and she was at once fingering herself and stroking my cock—or maybe I was? “This can be better if you just give yourself over to me. Imagine, a life of pleasure, you simply sitting back and letting me bring the world to its knees. This one, yours… others? All of it can be ours, and…” She moaned, and I understood why—the pleasure that ran through our shared bodies was intense, threatening to overtake any last bits of cognitive power I could muster. 

      But I found I could resist. Maybe it was that all my recent sexual escapades had finally brought me to the point that I could overcome sexual pleasure with mental power. Or maybe I simply needed my team and knew they needed me. Whatever the reason, I cut her off mid-scream, stopping it, and cast her out. 

      The resulting blue balls was nearly crippling, sending me to the floor as I let out a groan of pain. She was there in front of me, panting, eyes narrowed in hatred.

      “Give yourself to me,” she growled. “With me, your life will be perfection.”

      “Without you, it already is,” I countered, then yanked the mask from my face again. Even as I threw it against the wall and watched it shatter, I knew it had reappeared in my bag again, and she had returned to a section in the back of my mind, ready to come out when I needed her. 

      That was fine, as long as she didn’t take control now. 

      I pushed myself up and saw Suiko floating in a pool of black and purple blood, corpses all around her. She stood there, staring at me. Those black eyes were unnerving, even more so when she started floating toward me, long claws extending as if I were next on her menu. 

      “Remember,” I said to her, and reached out mentally. This time, instead of her bringing me to a memory, it was my time to extend the gift her way. 

      We were together, the first time we’d been intimate. I held her close, caressing her cheek, and said, “We can beat this, together.”

      I left the bounds of the memory, kissing her and focusing on our minds. We needed each other. 

      “Thank you,” she replied, and the memory shattered, leaving her to collide with me in the ship. Those claws were gone; it was simply an embrace. She buried her face in my chest, and Basty extended to hold us both in his own sort of embrace. 

      When the others entered, Devasla blasting a section of the wall out of her way, they froze at the sight. I could only imagine what it must have looked like.

      “She’s safe?” Milrae asked. 

      I nodded. 

      “Chirop?” Suiko asked. 

      “Yes, I left her with Yuki.”

      “That was… dangerous.”

      “What are we doing that isn’t?” I glanced around, about damn sick of this ship and the hunters, then spotted the spirit image of Randi. To my surprise, she was in the next room over.
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      “Follow me,” I said, and pulled Suiko into my chest as I ran. The others came without question, and we all went charging into what had to be the armory. It was a tall room, one half of the floor extending to accommodate the massive trappers lined up there. Closer, all manner of armor and weapons were arrayed along the walls, and there was Randi, a massive rifle in her arms aimed point-blank at a male hunter. 

      Randi’s eyes darted over to us, and she gave me a subtle shake of her head before pulling the trigger. Hunter brains and pieces of skull went flying, the man dropping at her feet.

      Still, she fired, again and again, until the rifle was out of ammo and the hunter was nothing but a bloody pulp. 

      We stood in silence, while she let the rifle fall with a clang to the floor. 

      “No…”  a voice cried, and we turned to see that main hunter lady, Galeva, standing at the doorway on the far side of the room. She took a step toward us, removed her three-striped helmet, then hesitated. To my surprise, she wasn’t quite as disgusting as the other hunters. She almost had a womanly look to her, as if she was possibly half-hunter, half-something else. The main difference between her and normal women were the three sets of eyes arrayed one above the other and the ridged bones along her forehead. All three pairs of eyes filled with fury, and she bowed her head. “They will pay for this, Grandfather. Even if not today.” 

      With that, the woman turned on her heels and vanished into the darkness of that doorway. The door slammed shut behind her, enforced by a blue energy field that came to life. 

      Trappers started to move, activating. 

      “Do we go after her?” I asked, feeling intense exhaustion coming over me. 

      Randi looked at us, then the bloody pulp on the floor. “Me, I say we go home. My sister can be dealt with another day.”

      Sister? Of course, if this hunter was her father, and the grandfather of the hunter lady, that would make them at least half-sisters. 

      “We can’t go yet,” I said. “We’re still missing Thunderbird.”

      Randi shook her head, and said, “You’re not. She’s… gone.”

      “Gone?” I asked, heart clenching. 

      “Her sister came for her, took her—I saw them outside of this place. From the trappers. But that was a while ago. If you want to find her, you’re going to have to make a separate trip.”

      I shook my head, trying to come to grips with that idea. Jalee was with her sister, and nowhere near our current location. With a push, I used Akame to force myself into Randi’s mind to find out if she was lying. The Lamia cursed, thrashed about, then collapsed at my feet, staring up at me with hatred. 

      What she said was true—I could feel it. I even got a sense of which direction they’d gone, and where the Lamia had seen them when they took off. 

      “Go back, then,” I said. “Those of you who need to rest, recover. I’m going after her.” 

      “And if she doesn’t want to be followed?” Randi asked. 

      “I don’t believe or accept that.”

      With a glance around, seeing the trappers coming to and turning our way, I said, “Hurry.”

       “There were others,” Randi said, and she nodded to a section of the room that wasn’t visible from where we stood. I frowned, ran over, and saw what she meant. 

      Cages of monsters. Men and women. They were in various states of wounded, many turning to us with hope in their eyes. 

      “We leave them here, they die,” Milrae said. Glancing back at the trappers, she added, “We simply let them free, they end up captured again, then likely die.”

      I stood there, staring, trying to comprehend what she was saying. “You want me to rescue them?”

      Milrae nodded. 

      The others stared at me, waiting. But the first of the trappers was up now, turning to face our way. It was time to move.

      “Bring ’em,” I said. “We can sort it out back home.” As they went to break open the cages, I pointed at the trapper nearby and said, “And someone find a way to blow the shit out of those!”

      “I’m on it,” Devasla said, all smiles, and ran over to the ledge near them, ducking under a sweeping attack by the one facing us. What followed from her as I connected the sun disk and opened the portal was nothing less than amazing. 

      One second she was standing there looking all sexy, the next she was glowing too bright for me to even look at. Then she was gone! A rumbling sounded and the ground shook, starting to give out around the ship, as we could see through the windows. Bursts of lava shot through the bottom of the vessel, and it tilted, floor giving out beneath the trappers where they stood. Many fell away into the glowing opening below, more lava shooting up and threatening to end us all. Suiko was there forming a barrier, and Void joined her to protect us. 

      Meanwhile, Milrae had managed to get the bars open, and Koharu and Lizzy were ushering the monsters to the portal, Randi taking up the rear. As she passed me, she shouted, “That’s all of them,” and went through. 

      I shouted for the others to go but wasn’t about to leave Devasla behind. Maybe I could go through and summon her again as I’d done before, but I wasn’t willing to take the chance. That, and I wasn’t sure it would work, since I’d tried before with no luck. When it was only me, Basty and Suiko, scooting toward the portal and watching the ship start to slide, I knew I had no choice. To my relief, Suiko shouted, “She’s coming!” then shot out to the edge, reached, and came back with a very dark, as if burnt to a crisp, version of Devasla. 

      “Get her to me,” I shouted, and took hold of her, though doing so sent pain through my body and smoke up from my hands. Together the three of us went through the portal and let it close behind us. 

      This time we came out in the air above a tree, just outside of the walls. We went tumbling and I hit a branch on the way down before slamming into the ground. I lay there with my hands scorched, black with lines of red. The pain was almost unbearable. My mouth opened to scream, but I pushed it back, grunted, and went to my knees, trying to push myself up.

      Devasla was doing the same, trembling with each move. She met my gaze and asked, “Did I do good?”

      I gritted my teeth, trying to build up the energy to reply. It was Basty who did, however, plopping down and saying, “Real good,” before running over and leaning his head on her shoulder. 

      She laughed. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve seen worse, but it’ll take me time to recover.” She tried to stand but collapsed. “Fuck. Maybe a lot of time.”

      “Ferris,” a voice said, and I looked up to see Randi. She had the others behind her, including the monsters. Lowering herself to me, she took the sun disk. I started to protest, but she put it back in my satchel, then gave it to me. “You were amazing. Let me…”

      She heaved me up, arm around her shoulders, and said, “Get the other one, you all. This man and his team just saved your lives and made a good step toward saving your world.”

      I didn’t know what to say as I stumbled past them, watching the rescued monsters bow their heads to me in respect. There had to be at least a dozen there, men and women, ranging from straight-up demonic-looking to others with animal parts like spiders or even one that resembled a unicorn. Of course, they were nude, but probably for the first time, it didn’t strike me as odd at all—I didn’t even look. I simply noticed out of the corner of my vision. 

      We made it to the house, where the others were waiting. Kinara came running to meet me, sobbing in my arms, then quickly licking at my hands. 

      “It can wait,” I said. “How…?”

      “She’s recovering,” Kinara replied, clearly getting that I was asking about Ahlaksiz. 

      Bloodsong stood in the doorway behind her and nodded. “Sleeping right now, but she’ll be fine.”

      Kinara strained her neck, done licking, and said, “So many new ones, but one missing.”

      “J—I mean, Thunderbird, yes.”

      Kinara’s face contorted into despair.

      I held her close, hoping my hands would heal sooner than later. This sucked. All of it sucked. 

      “We have to go back for her,” I said. 

      “In this state?” Void had spoken up, standing behind me, watching as the others guided the monsters in. “Not yet, I think.”

      “You came,” I said, intrigued. 

      “I’d like to meet this other one you spoke of. Vaper.”

      “He’s not exactly around,” I said, giving her an apologetic shrug.

      She eyed me, considering, then said, “I’ll stay, ask more after you’ve rested, then go search him out. If it’s who I think it is, he and I were once good friends.”

      I nodded, then let Kinara guide me back to the living room where Arturo was preparing food. Greg had been napping on the couch, but now popped up, bassinet with the sleeping baby in front of him. To his relief, the baby was still asleep. 

      “Shit, what’s all the noise?” he asked. “More injured?”

      I showed him my hands, then said, “We’re expanding, apparently. We have company.” 

      He turned back to Arturo and said, “Maybe we should order in. Pizza?” 

      “Damn good idea,” Arturo said, then came over, wiping his hands on his pants. He gave me a look-over and shook his head. “Bro, you look fucking destroyed. Can I get you a beer? Clothes?”

      I’d completely forgotten that I was naked but chuckled and shook my head. “Soon. Actually, I just need to take a piss, but…” 

      Kinara looked at my hands again and got the message. She took me by the arm, leading me to the bathroom. I glanced back to see a worried look exchanged between the guys, where I’d expected to see humored smiles. Damn, they really were worried. 

      On our way, Suiko floated out and said, “I’ll see if I can help with the others. Make sure they know the rules.”

      “Thank you,” I said. 

      In the bathroom, Kinara took hold of my cock and aimed it, but I stood there, no piss coming out. 

      “I don’t really have to pee.” 

      “Then…?” 

      “You can let go.” I waited until she had, then said, “I’m not going to risk anyone else. This was a major fuckup—but I’m also not about to let Jalee go like that. We won’t abandon her.”

      Kinara put her hand to her mouth. “You… you said her name.”

      I shrugged. “Does it really fucking matter? Around you, I mean.”

      She shook her head, then smelled her hand and grinned. It was the same hand she’d been holding me with. But as she lowered it, the smile faded. 

      “Wait, you’re saying you want to go back?” She shook her head. “Now?”

      “Alone. But I need you to wrap up my hands. I can’t wait for them to heal.”

      “No.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Back there, I thought I was fucking hunter food. I thought I’d never see you again, and it was terrifying. If you think for one second that I’m okay with letting you go back there alone, you’re a damned idiot.”

      “Kinara, I have to. This is J—Thunderbird we’re talking about.”

      Her bat ears twitched, eyes looking at me wildly. “Your hands are injured, you’re exhausted… The way I see it, you have two options here. I take the satchel, let the others know what you have planned…”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “Or, option number two—you take me with you.”

      “I just went over this. It’s too dangerous.”

      She scowled. “Your choice. Option one we hold you down, option two, you take me with. Personally, I don’t like either, but I like the idea of her out there, possibly in danger, even less. So, decide.”

      I sighed and said, “Fine, fine, number two. But… I think I really have to piss now. Do you mind?”

      She grinned, held it for me, and I let the stream flow. 

      “This is exciting,” she whispered. 

      “Just as long as you stay close. I’d die if I knew I let you get captured again.”

      “Oh, that too. I meant this,” she said, shaking my penis and making the stream miss.

      “You’re cleaning that up, not me,” I scolded her.

      “Hey, with all these new monsters… why should we do the cleaning?”

      “Good point. Now you can shake.”

      She shook it clean for me, then gave it a playful pinch before saying, “Anything else?”

      I glanced at the door, feeling horrible for leaving the others behind, then shook my head. “We gotta go before they try to stop us.”

      “Agreed.” 

      She quickly found a first-aid kit in the cabinet, wrapped my hands, then helped me get out the sun disk halves. Handing one to me, she paused and took a piece of toilet paper to pat at my dick. 

      “Wha…?” I started, caught off guard. 

      “Sorry, saw a little drip coming. Okay, ready.”

      I ignored my embarrassment, and we combined the two pieces again. The portal formed behind us, and we were about to step through when Basty slid under the door, took shape, and glared. 

      “No good,” he muttered. 

      “Get up here,” I said, glad to see the little guy. In fact, I wouldn’t have minded if we could have brought Suiko, or maybe Void, but figured they’d sound the alarm and stop us. Jalee needed me, so I wasn’t about to take that risk. 

      Without further discussion, we stepped through.
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      My first thought as we stepped through was that I had made a major mistake. What the fuck had I been thinking? At least I hadn’t come by myself, or I’d have really felt stupid.

      I was starting to learn that entering in one place meant coming out in another on the other side. There was a connection from entry to exit points. What I couldn’t tell, however, was how far that movement took me. Kinara and I had emerged into a garden and all around us, the blue plants rose. But the ground was rumbling, and an orange glow showed to the right; when I took a step that way to see, the ground there started to crumble away. 

      “Back,” I said, pulling Kinara with me. 

      None too soon, either, because that whole section fell into the same volcanic action we had left behind, that Devasla had started. Apparently, we weren’t as far off as we’d figured. 

      We started to run the other way, and it was only then that I remembered I hadn’t brought my new armor with me. I yelped and jumped back, but Kinara fell into me. We both toppled forward, my arms flailing, and I fell right into it. To my surprise, it didn’t hurt—in fact, my eyes were closed and when I opened them, I was flying. Oh, not flying, but gliding, with Kinara’s legs wrapped around me to hold me as she brought us down. 

      “Nice moves!” I said, and she grinned wide, meeting my gaze, but not paying attention to the tree she was about to fly into. 

      I opened my mouth to shout a warning, but we hit and fell. There we were on the ground, intertwined, groaning in pain. 

      “Damn, that would’ve been so cool if I hadn’t messed up that last part,” Kinara said.

      I held my head, pushing myself up, then helped her up as well. “We’ll just have to go on foot.”

      More rumbling sounded behind us, and she turned back to stare, wide-eyed with the orange glow highlighting her face. 

      “It ain’t great, but it’s home.” She glanced around. “Or once was.”

      “We’ll get out of here as soon as we find her,” I said, wrapping my arm in Kinara’s and starting down the hill; once I had a direction to go, we started moving faster. At least my energy had returned, and my hands were already feeling better again. 

      “You don’t know exactly where we’re going, do you?” 

      I shook my head. “Unfortunately, no. But my spirit vision helps me see. It’s how I found you.”

      “So, you’re like… them.”

      “The hunters?” I shrugged. “Only in that one way, I hope. Speaking of, if they can spot you like that, should we be worried?”

      “Maybe, but no more so than we were before.”

      I frowned, considering I had been quite worried before. We needed to stop delaying, to get there as quickly as possible. Starting to run again, we were soon maneuvering between curved and spiraling trees, dodging blue plants, and jumping to glide—thanks to Kinara’s wings—over precipices. 

      Near the bottom, I saw that we were heading into a mass of entangled trees. My vision was showing at least one monster girl, and even without it, I saw the blue spark of electricity. 

      “That’s her!” Kinara said. 

      As we got closer, I could see even more of them. More monsters, gathered, with one rising above the rest—Jalee—but the others preparing for a fight. 

      We stood at a large rock, hands up, and I said, “It’s us. The others are already back home.”

      Jalee crackled, lightning shooting around her. She seemed to hesitate, and I couldn’t understand why. Another monster rose beside her, and at first, I thought this was a lizard woman; but when her wings shot out and her throat started to glow orange, I understood. This was a dragon monster girl! With small horns curving out from her head, key parts of her body covered in golden scales, others revealing dark flesh similar to Jalee’s, I understood her to be half-sister, half-golden dragon. 

      “They’re with me,” Jalee said, and the two approached, coming to land on the rock beside us. Others from below started to emerge, and I was amazed to see fairies, rock people, and more hybrids like the ones I knew. 

      “Ferris, Chirop, I’d like you to meet my sister,” Jalee said. She hesitated, then threw herself at me, arms wrapped around my neck, her tongue soon in my mouth, finding mine in response. Kinara received the same treatment next while I met Jalee’s sister’s gaze. 

      The woman was a bit younger than her, looking to be about nineteen, I guessed. Although, it wasn’t like I was the best guess when it came to their ages—not by a longshot. Her eyes were bright blue, in stark contrast to her gold and black body. They were similar to Jalee’s, a reminder of their connection. 

      Considering we’d just met, I made sure to not let my eyes wander down. She, however, had no issues doing so to me. 

      “It’s a pleasure,” the sister said. “I’ve heard so much about you. Come to save my sister?”

      “I came to find her,” I replied. As Jalee moved back to her sister, I asked, “What do we call you?”

      “He knows your name?” the sister asked. 

      Jalee nodded, then told me, “Call her Fiare, for now. A nickname from our youth.”

      The sister, Fiare, cringed. Clearly, there was some story behind that name. 

      My attention went to two centaur types who had stepped forward from the crowd, one male, one female. They both carried massive assault weapons. 

      “Is there a problem here?” one asked. 

      The mountain behind us rumbled, reminding me of the danger threatening to unleash at any moment. When more of the monsters emerged, revealing that they had to have at least fifty down there, I had to know more. 

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “A revolution,” Jalee replied. 

      “We’ve been planning her rescue for years,” Fiare said. “Turns out, some human man took her before we were able to make our move. From one captivity to another.”

      “I told you, it’s not like that.” Jalee put a hand on her sister’s arm and offered me an apologetic look. 

      I couldn’t help but laugh. 

      “Something funny?” Fiare asked. 

      “We came back here expecting to risk our lives in an attempt to find Jalee, and here you all are. If we’d waited a bit longer, we might have been able to storm the hunters together.”

      “Still can,” Fiare countered. 

      “The others are really back home?” Jalee asked. 

      “Waiting for us. Shit, they’ll probably kick my ass when we get back, the way I left without telling anyone.”

      “I’d be pissed,” Jalee admitted. 

      Damn, she looked hot, standing there all safe like that.

      “I was completely pissed he tried to leave without me, even,” Kinara added. “Me!”

      Grinning and giving her lower back a caress, I held out my free hand as if to signal moving, and said, “Let’s not delay.”

      “Er…” Jalee glanced over to her sister.

      Fiare growled, looking at the rumbling mountain. “One step forward. The war is hardly won, however.”

      I took a deep breath, clutching my satchel, and eyed the army. “We have other monsters with us—houses, where you all could stay.”

      “Ferris…” Jalee shook her head. 

      “You’d have us abandon our land?” Fiare asked with a scoff. “Abandon our people?”

      I frowned, unsure how to handle this. “You… you misunderstand. We would have a base of operations, a place where you could lie low, train, do whatever you need to do between attacks.”

      Fiare had turned to her followers and seemed to be considering. 

      “So, you’d take in all of these?” she asked. 

      “Ferris,” Kinara put a hand on my chest. “These are hardened warriors. For all we know, they’re not in the least bit trustworthy, even if they’re willing to go against the hunters.”

      “They can’t be controlled,” Jalee agreed. 

      “And why should they?” Fiare asked. “They are free monsters, each their own entity. But they’ll fight, and that’s what matters.”

      Lava shot into the air with smoke galore, and I knew it was time to get the hell out. 

      “We can discuss this back at the mansion,” I said, about to take out the sun disk. Of course, it wasn’t going to be that easy. 

      Shouting from below was my first warning sign. Some of the monsters started running, a couple of them right toward the mountain we needed to escape.

      “Not that way,” I said, looking to Fiare for help. “Are you coming, or not?”

      She didn’t get an answer, because Jalee was the one who said, “We can’t. Not yet.”

      I shook my head, confused, until a section of trees vanished, screams sounding over the rumbling. What rose out of the empty spot in the woods was some sort of robotic beast, blades whirring and a line of red as if forming a cyclops eye.

      “We’ll go back, regroup, and plan a counterattack,” I said, desperate to not have to face that thing. 

      Another sound came from the right, and I turned to see tall trappers on fire moving our way. One was melting, dripping molten metal to ignite the trees. 

      “It really might be the best move,” Jalee said. 

      “And if they get to the base before we come back?” Fiare asked. “If we lose more of this fight, because we were cowards?”

      It was getting damn hot, and a glance back up the mountain showed lava moving down its side. I felt like a hobbit on his way to destroy the one ring. 

      Holding Kinara close, I said, “If you don’t come with me, you all are going to die here.”

      Finally, Jalee saw reason and came over to join us. She clung to my other side and reached out to her sister. 

      “You know he’s right.”

      “I…” Fiare cursed, glancing around, and said, “Do it!” Turning to her troops, she added, “Everyone, on me,” then gestured for me to do my thing. 

      But as I started reaching for the satchel, the ground gave out. One second we were standing there in agreement, about to go through a portal, and the next half the mountain had exploded, the ground crumbling away, leaving us to fall! It was a sliding fall, at least, though I hit a rock and rolled to see a bed of lava beneath us.

      “Shit!” I shouted, feeling nothing around me but hot, empty air as I tumbled. A hand reached out and caught me by the wrist, swinging me over to one of the platforms that they used as transportation. When I came to a stop, it was Devasla who held me, staring into my eyes.

      “Ferris, Ferris!” she shouted, and when she saw that I was with her, she held me tight—too much so, considering the burning sensation. I yelped and she let me go, then said, “Sorry, you were gone, others freaking out. Dammit, if I hadn’t arrived when I did…”

      “I’d be melting like the one ring,” I replied, then suddenly shot up. “Where are…?”

      “Thank the stars!” Kinara said, gliding in for a landing next to me, with Jalee flying past nearby on her wings of electricity.

      “Is he okay?” Jalee asked.

      “I… think so.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I had help.”

      Devasla beamed, then motioned for Kinara to help me, as she ran over to the lookout over the ledge.

      “Some others are stuck, too,” Jalee said. “I’m going to help get them out of here to a good spot for the portal, but the enemy’s still incoming.”

      “Do what you can to save the others,” I said, then turned to Devasla. “Can you buy us some time? Try to hold them off?”

      “You know I can.”

      “Why her?” Jalee asked.

      “She’s the only one who can come through without a portal,” I replied, already up with Kinara, looking for the best way out.

      Jalee blasted something out of my line of sight, then flew down and said, “Let’s get you out of here!” She reached as if to pull me up, but an explosion of lava shot up, nearly striking her; she had to dodge out of the way. Then a shot from above—like a fucking laser pistol—singed a line into her shoulder.

      Her shout of pain tore at my heart, and I shouted, “Get back to your sister! We’ll find you.”

      She was about to protest when a barrage of laser attacks came, and I had to pull back with Kinara.

      “On me,” Devasla said, and charged up, glowing bright and breaking through earth. Her glow was so bright then that it was like watching lava itself. To my relief, the ground hardened quickly behind her, and when she was out in the open, the glow vanished.

      “They’re gathering over there,” she said, indicating a spot where it looked like an opening in the ground, but was likely only a depression. As we started for it, Fiare rose, spotted us, and darted over.

      “Where is she?” Fiare asked.

      “I turned and pointed, and saw Devasla already moving back down to help Jalee. As she flew off, I knew our team couldn’t avoid the fight. Kinara cursed as I ran back, pulling her along, but she knew it, too.

      A burst of lava shot out from the ground to our left, followed by Devasla shouting up, “I told you to get out of here!”

      But I had spotted a hunter, flying up and out of the opening into the ground on his platform. Three drones circled him, shooting down.

      “Right one,” Kinara said, and leaped, using her wings to catch a drift and go up, so she could take out the drone on the right. I called on my sword and looked for options. While the ground was falling apart, trees aflame, many of the roots were still there, sticking out of the earth. I slid, allowed myself to fall, then caught hold. Once I had them, I gave the command and the roots flung me up and over. Shit, I hadn’t thought that through! Arms flailing, legs kicking out, I realized how screwed I’d be if I missed my mark. Luckily, the roots were accurate. The hunter turned in time to see me, but not in time to do much else. I landed with the sword in his neck, an action that gave me momentum to kick around and land on the other side of him, on the platform. In a swift movement, I let the sword go and recalled it, chopping off the hunter’s arm as it started to fall. My hand grasped his, body falling off and over. But I had the wrist device, sliding it off his bloody severed limb, then onto my own. Ichor floated over to my body, and I grinned—I was starting to love this whole upgrade-to-enhance myself thing.

      As with the other platform in my world, this one wasn’t hard to control. The two remaining drones went down into the opening, taking aim and firing on their own kind.

      “Nice work!” Kinara said, gliding over to land next to me on the platform. “Let’s get them out of there!”

      “Agreed,” I said and braced myself before sending the platform down into the opening. I came alongside a female hunter who hissed at the sight of me, turning to shoot. Before she could, I sent one of the drones to slam right into her face. It hit hard enough to knock her off balance, then I corrected the path of our platform so it went right past her and I was able to catch her with the corner—just enough force to knock her over and into the lava. It was just like watching Gollum fall into Mt. Doom, and even more realistic than the IMAX viewing I’d had when they re-released the movies. When more Ichor floated up, absorbing into me, I was walking on sunshine.

      “With us,” I said, swooping over to where Jalee and Fiare were fighting side by side, and as soon as they were on the platform, I turned it into a protective bubble and zoomed out of there. As we went, I caught a glimpse of Devasla disappearing into the lava. My heart sunk, eyes going wide, until I remembered that was where she was from. Sure enough, as we moved out of there, a spinning burst of lava shot up, consuming three more hunters along with their platforms and drones.

      A bright form appeared in front of us, right in our path. Two hands pressed out our way, the platform-turned-bubble exploded, and we went tumbling across the rocky ground. My head slammed into a rock and I felt blood, but not enough to cause any worry. Only stinging and a slight ringing in my ears.

      Pushing myself up, I saw the woman who had made us fall, and instantly wished we hadn’t come across her. This had to be that deity queen Void had mentioned. She floated above me in armor that somewhat resembled that of the hunters with its jaggedness, but the intense green glow, like jade, spoke differently. Her face was covered with in a smooth white, with a similar green glow vibrating up it. I knew that glow from somewhere, and when I turned to see Kinara, Jalee, and Fiare, I remembered where—their eyes were all glowing green, all starting to turn on me as if ready to attack.

      “You’re the puny one I hear so much about?” the woman said and laughed. “I wonder if we’ll discover anything interesting about you, once we have you torn open, and your insides spilled.”

      I gulped, really not liking my predicament. It was only the roar of Devasla as lava shot out that brought me back to my sanity, and I remembered that Basty was still with me.

      “Can we… distract her?” I whispered.

      “Good,” came his response.

      All I needed was enough time to get the others out of there, and Basty must’ve known that—enough time to break the connection, grab them, and run, while forming the portal. A massive robot was coming our way. No, wait, it was moving toward the other monsters—to collect them. Shit.

      I took a breath, felt Basty move, and pushed myself into a sprint at that exact moment. He was a flash of darkness, shooting up and filling her mind with the most terrifying thoughts Basty was capable of conveying, darting around in the sky as she shouted and struck out in every direction. Then, to my horror, she hit, and Basty was falling back toward me.

      It had been enough. I jumped, grabbed him, and fell to one knee with my hands connecting the sun disk in my satchel. As Jalee and Kinara, eyes no longer glowing, ushered other monsters over, Fiare and Devasla led an assault on the woman above.

      More lava rolled down the hill and shot up from other spots in the ground, and I noticed a crack in the woman’s white helmet, the green glow no longer coming smoothly. Instead, it was like static, shooting out then vanishing, before trying again.

      We weren’t about to stay to learn more, though.

      “Go!” I called up to those above.

      Gesturing the others through, I watched with worry as they went, the lava growing closer, the trappers too. The last of them were in, one robot almost on us. As Devasla and Fiare threw themselves straight for the portal, one robot swept its net down. I had no choice—we had to go through. My decision was confirmed when the robot below leaped for us. 

      “Go!” I shouted, shoving Kinara through, then pulling Jalee and her sister with me. 

      Fiare hesitated, so I did the only thing I could think to try—freaking her out with Basty. It worked a moment later, and she was through. 

      While the centaurs unleashed on the monster and trappers, one was crushed, exploding with a spray of blood. The other one screamed and leaped, landing next to us with its back legs broken. I shoved the sisters through, then latched onto the centaur and pulled it through with me. 

      The robot lunged at us as we entered the portal; even when I landed in the lake of the monster estate on the other side, it followed us through! I was plunged into the water with a struggling centaur, sinking as the killer robot sunk overhead. Focusing on my water-moving power, I pushed through, searching for Jalee. Other monsters struggled to get out, trying to swim to the surface. Many were simply sinking. Panic took hold, but I managed to mentally reach out to Suiko, calling for help. 

      She was there in a flash, taking in the scene, then vanishing again. My vision went blurry, lungs heavy as if the robot was already on me. My power wasn’t lasting long, not in my exhausted state.

      Then I saw Jalee. She was limp, sinking, already near the bottom. I dove, pushing with all I had left, finally reaching her, and pulling her tight. With a shot of energy, we rose to the surface and I handed her to Kinara, saying, “Do something!”

      “I…” she started, but I was already back in the water, diving, feeling no strength, no power, but refusing to give up on the others who were sinking. I had saved at least two more, maybe three, before I realized I’d blacked out and someone was pulling me from the water. Hands with claws, those claws digging into my flesh.

      “What have you done?” a voice asked, then I was out again.
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      I came to with a claw almost at my eye, an unfocused face beyond it, and people shouting. My head was pounding, body shivering with cold. As my vision cleared, another hand yanked the claw away, and I saw that it belonged to Fiare, and she was shouting about wanting to end me for what I did. 

      “Sorry?” I pushed myself up, woozy. 

      We were in the living room; I was drenched and on the couch, still very much nude. The room was packed full of monsters, along with Arturo, and Yuki at his side with the baby, rocking it softly. 

      Amabie held me close, Suiko hovering over me, while Jalee held her sister at bay. Jalee was safe, and I threw myself to her, arms taking her a relieved embrace.

      “I’m okay,” Jalee said, kissing my neck then pulling back to look into my eyes. “Maybe it was something you did, or Kinara jamming her tongue down my throat, I don’t know, and… I’m weak but going to be okay.”

      Fiare grabbed me, pulling me away from her sister and shoving me so hard that I went flying back into the chair I’d woken up in.

      “He fucking killed them!” Fiare growled. “For all I know, it was on purpose. This fucking murderer deserves to have his balls stuffed down his throat, and if you’re too much of a coward to do so—”

      “Nobody’s touching his balls!” Kinara countered, shoving the dragon woman back so Fiare stumbled and collided with Devasla. 

      The latter held her in place, growling, “He’s ours. Back off.”

      Fiare tried to pull herself free, while Jalee held a hand to her mouth, whispering to me about how it wasn’t my fault, but to let her sister go. 

      “I… what happened?” I asked, sitting up now, taking a throw pillow to cover my goods. 

      Fiare growled, trying to pull herself free from Devasla’s grasp, but without success. “The queen showed herself! That was our chance!”

      “You truly believe that?” Void scoffed. “In truth, you’re lucky you made it through. Any of you.”

      Fiare didn’t argue, only glaring at her. That’s when I realized how much danger we might have really been in.

      All went silent, turning to her as she stepped into the middle of the room. I couldn’t help but notice the way Arturo was grinning, clearly loving all this nudity. 

      “What’re… what’re you doing here?” Fiare asked, and finally, she wrenched herself free of Devasla. Instead of attacking anyone, she went to her knees, head bowed to Void. “I didn’t realize it was you.”

      “It’s quite all right,” Void said, dismissively. “But if you want to survive, you’ll stop your bickering. We have trouble.”

      I finally pushed myself to stand. “Trouble?”

      She nodded, but simply lifted a hand toward the door as she said, “See for yourself.”

      A sense of dread filled me as I moved in the door’s direction, but I needed Kinara to help me make it. There, I saw what she meant. The robot, which I’d assumed had been destroyed by the water, was there and fully functioning. It wasn’t attacking—it was instead holding open the portal, expanding it even. 

      Already a new line of hunters was there, along with their platforms, and they were bringing robotic animals through with them.

      “Fuck me,” I said.

      I knew how bad it was when none of my team followed through with a joke on the statement. Instead, Koharu leaned over and said, “Dude, you royally messed up.”

      “I saved everyone,” I countered. 

      “Well, with help,” Amabie reminded me. “This… this…”

      “This sucks,” Kinara finished for her. “But he did save me, and many of us. Everyone lay off him.”

      “Throw him to their mercy,” Fiare said. “Maybe they’ll take it as a sacrifice and go back.”

      “Are you fucking serious?” Kinara turned on Jalee’s sister, but it was Jalee who had to step in. 

      “Right now, we need to work together,” Jalee said. “And sis—don’t fucking touch my man.”

      Fiare backed down, but Milrae clapped her on the shoulder. “Girl, don’t let the fire die—turn it on them.”

      Other monsters were arrayed, ready, and while I felt very confused and still hungover from nearly drowning, I took charge and stepped forward, sword appearing in my hand. 

      “Arturo, get those unable to fight inside,” I said. 

      “On it,” he replied, adding, “Bro, you’re naked.”

      “I know.” Stepping forward, I called out, “Greg, any chance you have any cool toys to take these things down?”

      “Um, no,” he replied from the doorway, stepping off to the side as the others went in. 

      “Fine. Then take the baby so that Yuki can help us.”

      The head huntress hovered on her platform, floating toward me as drones emerged. They moved into attack position, the others behind her forming a line. 

      “What is this world?” she asked. “Please, tell me it’s the legendary Earth we’ve heard so much about.”

      “It is,” I replied.

      “Beautiful.” She gave us all one look, pulled her helmet on, and flew off, vanishing from sight. 

      “I don’t understand what just happened,” I said. Her little army was still there, and as they advanced, the portal started flickering, expanding further. 

      “A guess here,” Bloodsong said, and I turned to see that even Ahlaksiz was back up and with us, but she looked unsteady on her feet. “It would seem we’ve let a dangerous hunter into our world, which could mean all kinds of trouble.”

      Ahlaksiz coughed, then added, “And that portal seems like it’s about to explode, or worse, expand until the monster world and ours are one.”

      “Can’t we ever deal with one problem at a time?” I asked, finally tossing the throw pillow aside. With a sigh, I continued, “Can we go after the hunter? Catch her or something?”

      “Not likely,” Void replied, hovering over us. “But I have no doubt her path will cross ours in time.”

      “And this portal issue?”

      “See, I think of that as less of a problem.” Floating closer to it, she lifted her skull staff and it glowed, light flowing from it to the portal. “For one, it’s bound to get his attention.”

      “His?” I glanced around, confused, trying not to lose focus on the hunters or their robots that were spreading out, clearly about to attack. 

      “You mentioned a void traveler. A man by the name of Vaper.  See, I’ve been trying to track him across worlds until I heard he was dead. When you said he would be here, I figured this would be the best way to find out, and possibly bring him to me.” She turned, lowering herself to stand in front of the hunters, her eyes glowing green. Suddenly, green light shot out from the portal, hitting the hunters and robots, even some of the monsters closest to her. All moved to her side, eyes glowing with the same green light as hers. 

      I had a sinking feeling that we’d just been betrayed. 

      “Fuck…” I looked over to Kinara on one side, Jalee on my other, really wanting to just have a moment to relax with them, maybe share a hot meal. I found myself imagining a day when I could walk into the kitchen, wearing clothes, and share a beer with Arturo and Greg. Well, that would never happen if this traitorous witch had her way. 

      “Call him,” she said, and her green light started spreading; soon two more monsters were under her spell. 

      “I don’t know how,” I protested, but lifted my sword. “What I do know, is that if you don’t stop, I’ll be forced to remove your head.”

      “Ah, such confidence. Ill placed, considering that I’ve seen what you’re capable of. Guess what—I wasn’t impressed.”

      She stepped forward, wind blowing strong around us, whipping her hair about, and her army advanced a step, crouching, taking on attack positions. 

      “Last chance, boy,” she said. “Bring me this man you call Vaper, or you and all of your little pets here die today.”

      “Fuck you,” I said, feeling betrayal wash over me. “What is it about this man?”

      “He’s the key.”

      I had no idea what that meant, but Suiko had given me a signal. Basty was there too, all ready to move. So I lunged, trying to clear my head as Suiko exploded out in attack. Amabie moved for the water, and it was already bubbling up, ready to help her. Devasla roared, growing as she charged.

      “Just no volcanoes,” I said. 

      More monsters charged out, and with Kinara and Jalee with me, Milrae catching up, we felt we might have a chance. Void laughed, pulling back, and sending her forces to fight us. 

      I was swinging my sword, cleaving through metal. Jalee sent blasts of electricity, and her sister flew next to her, catching two enemy monsters with a burst of flames from her mouth. 

      A shot rang out, grazing Void’s shoulder before she held up her staff and an energy bubble spread out around her. She shot a blast up toward the roof of the mansion, and I spun to see Greg ducking out of the way, sniper rifle in hand. 

      “Who’s watching the baby?” Yuki screamed, doing her part in the fight. So many of the monsters we’d rescued were there, but Fiare was right, there were many more who were not. Maybe they were at the bottom of the lake, thanks to me.

      “Arturo’s a great babysitter,” I told her, having no idea if that was the case but knowing she needed to get her mind focused. He was a good guy, so… I certainly hoped he was watching the baby. 

      A shot hit my energy shield and I staggered; another burned air in front of my face as it went past. I rolled back, bringing up my sword into a hunter’s gut, but it vanished as the hunter shot into the air. A barrage of bullets rained down, striking one of the monsters at my side, nearly hitting my foot as well. I ducked under the monster as it fell; since it was dead anyway, I pulled it along as cover. Something hit above with a clang, and one of the drones struck the ground in front of me. Another clang sounded, and I moved aside to see two more explode a second later. 

      Jalee and her sister were flying about, making quick work of the drones. I wanted to shout out and cheer for them, then I saw Amabie dragging a hunter into the lake, Devasla pounding another. All around, my team was kicking ass. It was the new monsters I had to worry about. They were getting pushed back, hurt, and in more than one case, killed. 

      They needed confidence. 

      I ran, then, leaping to throw myself at the closest tree, bringing others to life. Our grounds had enough trees to make my druid skills incredibly valuable. Tree limbs swatted at the enemy, knocking one off his platform so that he went spiraling into the water, where Amabie took him, and other newcomers that were water types helped tear him apart. Other trees reached up with roots and held enemy robots in place so we could use them as batting practice. Milrae was there, slamming them into pieces with her powerful punches, then Devasla, tearing into them. I thought Koharu’s staff would break when she hit one hard enough to make its head fly, but the staff stayed intact. Damn powerful, that thing. 

      “They’re not some gods,” I shouted out, holding my sword up and grinning. “These guys are nothing but some fucking bullies. Show them that we aren’t going to put up with their shit!” 

      Roars sounded along with cheers, and the monsters made a new surge in the attack. I was witnessing the most insane battle I’d ever been part of. Monsters with assault weapons, enemy hunters and robots trying to hold their own, and what looked like two polar-bear monsters pummeling a hunter until blood splattered all over their white fur.

      However, the more we fought, the larger the portal grew, and it looked like more enemy troops were coming. How many more would we have to kill before they were halted? Would they ever stop?

      I wasn’t sure if calling on Vaper was the right move, or even if I could. But without his help, I wasn’t sure we’d survive the day. Going to my spiritual place, I reached out to connect. All I found were the chaotic flows of energy surrounding the fight, more pulling at the portal. That’s how Void was doing it—she controlled this flow of energy with power from the spirit world. 

      Then Vaper was there, as if all the worlds between us had vanished. He was standing at the base of a Japanese torii gate, turning to eye me. 

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Vaper said. “What you’ve managed is above what most would be capable of. The shit was bound to hit the fan, and there’s no shame in asking for help.”

      Relieved to hear that, I said, “This is me asking for it.”

      “Then this is me giving it.”

      He took a step toward me, and suddenly the torii gate was gone—all the rest of it, too. Another step, and he walked right out to join us, motioning me to step back. I was happy to give him room.

      All fighting seemed to stop as Void turned to see Vaper. But it wasn’t sight in the physical sense. They had entered the spiritual plane, and while the fighting was still likely ongoing, it moved at a different speed. 

      “So you are alive,” Void said, stepping out to meet him. It was like all the ground around them vanished, leaving me floating in a void. Oh, shit, it started to make sense to me! 

      Vaper waved his hands, white hair flailing out behind him, and we were back on the grounds of my new home—in the spirit realm, but apparently not letting her determine the place of their battle. 

      I was still reeling from the knowledge that all this had been to find him. When she raised her skull and attacked, I wanted to shout out, as if this were Mommy and Daddy fighting, and I was some child who could do nothing but cry in the corner. 

      Each shot out. She used powers that seemed to work from her staff with the skull, manipulating energy. His powers brought down the elements on her, sweeping her up at one moment, then throwing her into a whirlpool of water that swept up and threatened to crush her. 

      She countered, hitting him with a force of power that streamed out of those crystal eyes; I sensed his energy draining. He stood his ground, redoubling his efforts, and their energy met in the middle. 

      Their power exploded and I went flying, heading off toward space as if I’d float off forever. In my desperation, I channeled my core energy, connecting it to my surroundings, even to Vaper. He met my mental touch and pulled, giving me something to work with so that soon I was back on my feet, power surging through me. 

      It hit me that I wasn’t powerless. Vaper himself had been training me, and it was time to do what I could to help. He had turned to throw a wall of ice up in defense and was running through the air, when he suddenly turned back and came straight at her in what struck me as a solar flare. Orange and yellow light and fire all around him, until he stopped, and it shot out at her. The strike sent her back, but her protective bubble rose, parts of her burning; the attack failed to do any further damage. 

      At least, until I got involved. He had brought me here for a purpose, after all. Focusing on my connection to that place, I pushed against her, adding my own power to his strike. It was enough to break her bubble so she was sent flying back to slam into a tree and burst into flames. 

      I cursed, the pain of the tree coursing through me. Then again, it was a reminder that I had my druid connection. Using that here, I had the tree hold her in place and shouted, “Attack, now!”

      Vaper charged forward, giving me a “nice work” glance over his shoulder, then he slammed into her with a barrage of ice spears from above. The flames went out and she was left shouting in pain, though she mended the holes in her flesh almost instantly. 

      “You and I could have been something, boy,” she said, turning to attack me. 

      The skull stared my way, and I felt it compelling me to turn on Vaper, to turn and join in her attack on him. 

      “No, we couldn’t have,” I said, resisting the urge, focusing on my core energy from within. I let it rise, push out, then thrust it forward to strike her while pulling in with the druid powers so the trees hit her with all they had. 

      At the same time, Vaper was on her with the elements, seemingly sucking the air away from her so she couldn’t breathe. Her hands reached out, dropping the staff, and her eyes met mine with desperation. 

       “Now!” Vaper shouted, reaching to me. “The sun disk!”

      Shit, I really didn’t want to give it up. But if he thought it necessary, I had to assume it was. As he swept around over to me, I tossed him the two pieces. He had them, slammed into Void, and the two were hit with another massive solar flare that propelled them into the portal. As they went, I struck out at the other hunters, using trees and spirit power, anything I could. This could be our last chance. Many of them were thrown through as Void and Vaper disappeared into the other side, and the portal started to close behind them with vibrating energy that surged as if about to explode.  

      “Get back!” I said, my speed returning to normal as all the fighting commenced again. None heard me, so I reached in and connected with Suiko, shouting it this time while hitting everyone there with a nightmare version of the portal exploding from Basty. “GET BACK!” 

      This time, they all threw themselves away from the portal with such fervor, some went crashing into the walls of the house. We’d have to fix that when the fighting was over. 

      As the portal closed at last and sent out an energy wave that struck me to the ground, I kept enough focus to use the moment, burying alive any last remaining enemy. Amabie seemed to have the same idea, as she hit those closest to her with a wave that pulled them back into the water and under, never to return. 

      The portal was closed, the robots and enemy monsters either dead or pulled back into their own world, and the fighting was done. 

      But a scream tore through the compound, and Lizzy was there, Randi cradling her, blood everywhere. At first, I didn’t see what was happening, but another step closer and I was able to see an arm on the ground.

      Lizzy’s.
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      “Oh, God,” I said, running and scooping Lizzy up, helping Randi get her back to the house. “Chirop, help!”

      Kinara ran over, hands to her mouth, but she shook her head. “You know she’s not a monster. My ability won’t do any good.”

      I blinked, looking around, and realized there was too much blood. She was injured, and if we couldn’t do something, she might die. 

      “You have to do it,” Randi said. “The mask.”

      “How does that help?”

      Randi shook her head, but said, “Trust me.”

      I pulled out the mask, about to put it on, when she shook her head. “Not on you, on her.”

      That was risky, but considering the situation, I went for it. First, however, I realized I needed to make sure this wasn’t me acting rashly, via a quick check-in with Kinara, the others, and a mental check with Suiko. 

      “Do it,” Milrae said. “If it backfires, we’re here for you.”

      So I placed the mask on Lizzy’s face and stepped back. Both of us were instantly swept up in the darkness, but this time Akame appeared between us, spinning, giggling. All others faded, leaving just us three and blurry outlines of the others. 

      “What’s this?” Akame asked, going to Lizzy, and taking her by the stump of the arm that remained. Instead of blood, darkness flowed. Akame turned back to me and frowned. “You’d give her control, for what, to save her life?”

      “Just do it.”

      Akame grinned, doing a sensual dance, and laughed. “Sure, sure… why not. But I can’t just make a new arm, it has to be...” She drifted around the others, then knelt at a robot. Pulling off one of the robotic arms, she came over and held it out. “Liz, girl, do you accept?”

      “I can’t… reattach the old one?” Lizzy asked.

      One look at the old arm showed us that wasn’t possible—it was in tatters. Lizzy looked nauseous, weak on her feet, but nodded to Akame.

      “Do it already,” I said. 

      Akame glanced over her shoulder at me, shook her ass playfully, then attached the arm with a giggle before vanishing. Darkness converged on the spot that held the stump and new metal arm in place, and it was done. The arm was part of Lizzy, and the others were moving normally again. 

      “Get her inside,” I said to Randi, but waved for Yuki to keep an eye on her. Randi was helping, but I wasn’t sure how much I trusted her after she’d gone off in the monsterverse to do her own thing. As she went, I noticed the mask fade again—into Lizzy’s face, or just gone? I shook my head, confused and very unsure what to make of the mask. Now, it was doing more good than bad, however, so I left the topic alone.

      When I turned to the others, I saw that Fiare stood next to Jalee, and they and all the other monsters coming over to stare at me. They were waiting for my command.

      Making eye contact with Jalee, I was relieved to see in her eyes the hope and trust she placed in me. 

      “Let’s move it,” I said. “Everyone inside, and we’ll get you situated. Rooms, food… Someone will show you how we use bathrooms in this world, and all about showers and whatnot. We don’t go outside of this compound when we don’t have to, but I’ll see about giving you all the tour.”

      Some muttered their thanks, others simply went in silence. I had no idea what to expect from them, but this was the next move. 

      I paused to look back at where the portal had been, wondering if that was the last we’d see of Vaper or Void. Not likely, I figured. And for me, I figured it was about time I had that beer. 

      With a glance down, I laughed. First, pants. 

      Those first few moments after the fight were overwhelming. All the monsters demanded to know what the hell was going on, where we were, all that. But my ladies did a great job delegating tasks and getting everyone situated. We had multiple houses to put them in, and Randi had experience at running the place. 

      “The old monsters, some are still out there,” she pointed out, in the family room. “If they return…?”

      “Case by case,” Ahlaksiz said. “Now, can we let Ferris here get some time to recover?”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      She waved my question off. “I’m good. Just want to make sure you’re ready because we never know what’s coming next.”

      I considered, then nodded. “Can someone get me some clothes?”

      “On it,” Koharu said and disappeared around the corner. 

      Arturo entered then, carrying three beers. He shook his head at all of us there, nude, but didn’t say anything.

      “You read my mind,” I said, gesturing him over. “And don’t worry, Koharu’s grabbing me clothes.”

      He handed me a beer, setting the other on the table next to the recliner, where he sat. “Dude, you’ve changed.”

      “It grew a bit, but I don’t know how you—”

      “I didn’t even mean that.” He laughed, taking a long chug of his beer as the ladies excused themselves, then laughed again. “Remember when you were the nerdy virgin guy who lived next door?”

      “Technically, I was the super cool guy who just hadn’t grown into myself yet.” I winked and took a sip. Hot damn, that tasted good. 

      “Right, right.” His eyes went to the door, where Koharu entered, followed by Greg. 

      Koharu leaned over, kissed me, and placed nicely folded clothes on my lap. “Enjoy, boys,” she said, turning to walk out of there. 

      I couldn’t help but notice the way Arturo and Greg both followed her with their eyes, the former needing to adjust his crotch. 

      “Yup,” I said, and laughed. “I’m thinking I’ll have to ask them to wear clothes, too, huh?”

      “Do you have to?” Arturo asked. 

      “I mean, it’s kinda weird watching you ogle my ladies.”

      “As much as I can’t deny enjoying the view,” Greg said, “I’m pretty sure Yuki’s going to bite my head off if she catches me looking. And it’s damn hard not to look, you know?”

      “Lame,” Arturo shook his head, indicating the third beer. “Maybe I shouldn’t let you have that.”

      Greg laughed, but took the beer and cheered us. “To fun times ahead.”

      “Indeed.” I eyed Arturo. “What’d we miss while we were gone, anyway?”

      Arturo scoffed. “Nada, man. Watched some Bonanza in the next house over, followed by a weird Japanese game show.”

      “Like where the machine slaps you?” I asked, having enjoyed those in the past. Along with the slapping machine, there were pies to the face, a boot that would kick you in the rear, and all kinds of fun punishments for wrong answers.

      “No, man, get this,” he said, eyes lighting up. “A bunch of girls are on one side of the wall, with men’s dicks hanging through holes. The women are the wives and have to guess which dick is their husband’s.”

      “Bullshit,” Greg said. “I never saw that. Plus, how would a woman not know?”

      “If they never really looked closely, or saw in the light?” Arthur shrugged. “Anyway, they do silly things like touch them, jack them off, even suck on them to try and guess. Like ‘does the size feel right,’ and all that. I can’t imagine.”

      “Dude, was this so-called Japanese game show on your phone, and on some sort of porn app or website?”

      Arturo winked, took a drink of beer, then laughed. “Maybe it was.”

      “You’re a little horndog, aren’t you?”

      “Unlike you two, I’m available,” Arturo said, eyes scanning our surroundings.

      “You know, with all the new arrivals…”

      “Bro, I’m way ahead of you.” Arturo leaned forward, finishing the last of his beer. “You see that lady with the six arms?”

      “No.”

      “With the super muscular abs?” Greg nodded. “Nice.”

      “Checking her out, and she smiled my way,” Arturo said. “I mean, I’ve never thought of myself as a woman with six arms kinda guy, but imagine the fun there.”

      “Right now, all I can imagine is sitting back and taking a nap,” I said, setting the clothes aside and putting a leg up on the coffee table.

      “Whoa,” Greg said. Apparently, I’d given him a view he didn’t need. 

      “Ah, my bad.” I set the beer aside and quickly dressed; good timing, too, because Yuki entered with the baby in her arms. 

      “The steaks are marinated,” she said and nodded my way. “Greg, want to get the guys out there and the grill going?”

      “You all got steaks?” I asked. “And a grill set up?”

      Greg grinned. “Yeah, man. The next house over has one of those badass backyard grills. And the minute everything calmed down, I ran out to get food. Figured people would be hungry. Shall we?”

      “We have any more beers?” 

      “Hell yes, we do,” Arturo said, and he stood, heading for the door. “I’ll get a cooler down there.”

      “Great.” I stood as well and nodded to Yuki. “It’s good to see you two again. I’ll check on the others, then meet you outside.”

      “Same to you,” she said, and turned, talking to the baby as she led the way, Greg following. 

      For a moment I stood there taking in the room. It had a large, flat-screen television on one wall, along with framed posters of Indiana Jones, Terminator, and Star Wars. This was the kind of place I could get used to. After a moment, I jogged out to the hall and saw Greg halfway down the stairs. 

      “Either of you have a phone I could borrow?”

      “I got you,” Greg said and tossed one up. It had Japanese letters on the numbers but must’ve been unlocked for international use, because when I called my mom, it connected. 

      I started back to my room as she answered, then plopped down on the bed, asking her about everyone and telling her how much I missed them all. 

      “You’ll come by for my birthday?” she asked. “I’m planning to make your favorite—smorgasbord.”

      “I can’t say no to that.”

      We said goodbye and I set the phone aside, about to get up and help with the barbecue when the door opened and Jalee came in, her sister in tow. 

      “Oh, here you are,” Jalee said, and hesitated. Maybe she’d been looking for me, but the look of unease on her sister’s face showed that this was going to be awkward.

      “Hey,” I said, pushing myself up. “We’re going to barbecue outside.”

      “Great.” Jalee beamed, then eyed her sister and nodded my way. 

      “I…” Fiare started, then turned as if to go.

      Jalee grabbed her arm, spinning her around. “Come on, you promised.”

      Fiare glared at her, but bowed in my direction. When she straightened again, she said, “I wanted to thank you. And apologize for being a Snitgel.”

      “A what?” I asked. 

      “Slang from where we come from,” Jalee explained. “Describes a loose flap of pussy skin. Very inappropriate.”

      Fiare shrugged. “Anyway, I wasn’t very nice, and my sister explained how great you’ve been to her, how she feels about you.”

      “Oh?” I grinned. 

      “You can skip that part,” Jalee told her. 

      I mock-pouted but stood and returned the bow. “You can tell your sister that I care for her quite a lot, too. And as for your behavior, hell, you weren’t out of line. A lot of shit went down.”

      Fiare nodded, eyes going to the ground. “I have to believe we’ll make a change, you know? Too many from my world are enslaved, fed upon, or abused in other ways.”

      “With Ferris, we’re going to make a difference,” Jalee assured her.

      I adjusted my weight from one foot to the other. That was a lot of pressure. “To be fair, I think it was clear today that I’m not perfect. But I want to work with you all, do what I can to help. It’s a team, and if we work together, get these other monsters to cooperate, too… maybe we really can make that difference you’re talking about.”

      She smiled at me. “Those posters… Famous heroes from your world?”

      “Something like that,” I replied, making a note to show them the movies soon. Maybe that night?

      “What do you say about barbecue?” I asked. 

      “I say I’m famished,” Jalee replied, and her sister nodded. We all stood to head out, but as we exited the room, we found Kinara waiting there. 

      “Mind if I borrow him for a sec?” Kinara said. 

      “We’ll see you outside,” Jalee said, wrapping her arm in her sister’s and walking down the hall. 

      I turned to Kinara, waiting to see what she had to say. Her eyes were wide, suddenly glistening, and a tear fell down her cheek. Before I could ask what was up, she placed her hands on my cheeks, lips to my mouth, and kissed me passionately. 

      Finally, she pulled back and stared into my eyes. 

      “What was that for?” I asked. 

      “Because I can.”

      That was good enough for me. She leaned in, holding me, then said, “That’s all. I wanted a moment alone with you, here, without any worries. Now, I want to devour a large piece of meat.”

      “To be clear, you mean the steaks, right?”

      “This time, and maybe only this time, yes.”

      I chuckled, taking her hand, and walking out with her. We found the others at the large white mansion next door, some in the pool with Amabie, some swinging from trees with Koharu, others simply talking, getting to know each other. Some were nude. Actually, most of them were, and Arturo stood there, slack-jawed, taking it all in. 

      “Watch it, you’re drooling,” I said as I joined him and Greg for another beer by the grill.

      “I’m intimidated, aroused, confused…” He turned to me, shaking his head. “This is our new life, isn’t it?”

      “Yup.”

      “For that, I’m eternally in your debt.” He turned to accept a steak from Greg, and barely noticed the lady with six arms approaching. She stood next to him, and he slowly turned to look up at her. She was about two feet taller than him, as buff as they’d made her out to be, and I could see why he found her attractive. 

      “Who’s this cutie?” she asked in a very demanding voice. 

      “This is my boy, Arturo,” I said. 

      She didn’t even look at me, eyes focused on him. “Arturo, why do you wear those weird garments? Take them off. Join me in the water.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice, and soon he had stripped, and she was carrying him to the pool, where they both jumped in. I laughed, clinking glasses with Greg, and leaned against the wall that separated the barbecue area from the garden. 

      “The fighting’s not done, but this is how we need to spend the time between,” I told him.

      “One-hundred percent,” he agreed. 

      “No trouble from STP?” Kinara asked. 

      “Not while you were gone, but I’ve been messing with tech, trying to see what I can do,” Greg said. “Advance warning systems, a scanner for their kind of equipment. All that.” He considered then added, “With all these new arrivals, I wouldn’t be surprised if something happens. Who knows? Someone wanders where they shouldn’t, makes a friend who blabs… Somehow, STP will find out.”

      “And if not them, those others I mentioned,” Randi said, slithering up to join us.

      “How’s Lizzy?” I asked, amused at the way Greg made an effort not to look at her breasts. 

      “She’ll be fine but is resting just now. The cyborg look kind of works for her.”

      “Cyborg… huh.” It hadn’t hit me that she had a metal arm now, and so I supposed she could be considered a cyborg, in a sense. With Akame attached to her, and I imagined still linked to me, I wasn’t sure how all that was going to turn out but figured that would be a question for another day. 

      At the moment, I dug into the steak Greg handed me, totally catching the irony of having just saved Kinara from a table where she was going to be eaten. Since she was chewing on a piece of raw meat, I didn’t linger on the thought too long. 

      We all hung out for a while longer, and I met some of the monsters, but mostly they gave me space. There would be plenty of time for all that in the days and years to come. After watching the sunset over the hills in the distance, we headed inside and I put on Terminator, then Terminator 2; the monsters had a blast, cheering—sometimes for the bad guy, sometimes for the good. 

      “Remind me to have some talks with them about which side we’re on,” I told Koharu as I rested my head on her breasts, eyes closing. Someone must’ve put on Titanic, because I woke to the scene where the ship transitions to the rusted version on the bottom of the ocean. 

      “Let’s get you to bed,” Devasla said, and she lifted me, carrying me to my room. 

      Some of my other ladies were already sleeping in there, with Basty curled up in the corner like a puppy. Suiko hovered as two balls of light, flittering over to the window to keep watch. 

      I was so tired, I tried pulling Devasla down with me, hand moving along her thigh in an attempt at seduction. Then I was out.
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      The next day, I awoke wearing only my boxers, to a leg thrown over me on one side, breasts pressed to my cheek on the other. I certainly wasn’t complaining. Turning to see who was who, I noted the closet slightly open and the shape of Kinara within, hanging upside down to sleep. That was a new one, but I shrugged, stretching out the grogginess and moving to see that the breasts belonged to Milrae. I gave them a kiss, running my tongue around one of her nipples, and she opened her eyes with a gentle moan. 

      “Good morning,” I whispered. 

      “Morning,” she said in reply, but closed her eyes and was back to sleep, judging by her soft snores.

      The leg pulled back, and I turned to see it was Ahlaksiz, who had Koharu on the other side, cupping her breasts in her sleep. Their tails were intertwined, which had a sensualness of its own. They looked so peaceful, I didn’t want to wake them. I was about to wonder about Jalee when I remembered she liked to sleep under the bed. Her sister had likely found her own room. 

      “Feeling lonely?” Suiko asked in my mind to not wake the others, taking shape in front of me. 

      I smiled, glad to see her. My dreams had been all over the place, and for a moment I had to wonder if all our crazy adventures might have been a dream as well. But I glanced down, lifted my boxers, then made the scale armor appear over my goods. Yup, that worked—it hadn’t been a dream.

      “What’re you looking at?” Suiko went on, then took my raised boxers, lowering them to have a look as well. “Ah, you won’t be needing that armor right now.”

      “No?” I asked, making it vanish. “Why’s that?”

      “It would make this harder to do.” She lowered herself, body floating as she took my limp cock in her mouth. I was hard in two swishes of her tongue, and even more turned on by the weirdness of being able to see through her semi-transparent head to get a view of all the action. It wasn’t something every man can experience. 

      I thrust my hips up, gripping the sheets, and felt a stirring on the bed nearby. Koharu was awake, leaning over to put her head on Ahlaksiz, watching the action. 

      Suiko paused, pulling back to say, “Want to join?”

      Koharu licked her lips, but said, “I will next time. For now, mind if I enjoy the show?”

      “Not at all.” 

      Suiko returned to the fun, running her tongue along my shaft and sending tingling warmth through my legs before her hands caressed my balls. Next, she took my shaft and stroked me, doing this crazy thing where her hands went through her face so she could stroke me fully while taking my entire cock in her mouth. As one would assume, there was no way I was going to last long that way. 

      Funny how you could see this image in a horror movie and be completely terrified—an ancient ghost, pale, translucent skin, and black eyes, dark hair floating out behind her. As it was, I loved it.

      Back arched, I felt climax take hold and shot into her mouth. I had half-expected it to go everywhere, making a mess, but instead, it seemed to simply vanish. 

      “Delicious,” she said, pulling back and giving me one last playful lick. I lay there, breathing so heavily that it woke up Milrae. She saw what had just happened, giggled, and kissed me. The others woke up, too, and I finally sat up to take stock. 

      “The others?” I asked. 

      “Amabie went to the water,” Suiko said. “Fire lady said she needed to replenish, going through to her fiery place.”

      I assumed she meant Devasla but was surprised. I could see Amabie sleeping in the water but hadn’t considered that Devasla would return like that. 

      I guessed Lizzy and Bloodsong also had their own rooms. I scooted to the edge of the bed, kissed Suiko, and asked, “What was that for?” 

      “For my pleasure.” She floated over to sit on my lap, leaning her head against my shoulder. “I wanted to all night, watching you sleep like that… but knew you needed your rest.”

      “I missed something?” Jalee asked, emerging from under the bed.

      “We’ll make up for it tonight,” Ahlaksiz said, stretching in a way that was entirely too much like how a cat. “But we have a big day today.”

      “How so?” I asked, standing and going to open the closet door. Kinara opened her eyes and grinned, then flipped over as she came out, tackling me back to the bed. 

      “Cut it out,” Ahlaksiz said. 

      We noted the somberness in her voice, so did as she said, turning to her. 

      She sighed, then scooted over and off the bed, finding a robe to drape over herself. When she had, she pulled open the curtains to let the sunlight in. 

      “We’re going to have a sort of funeral service today,” Jalee said, finishing the thought for her. “For those who died.”

      “Good thinking,” I said. Helping Kinara up and retrieving my boxers, I said, “In that case, we’re going to need comfort food. Ever had cinnamon rolls?” 

      Most of the room hadn’t—all but Ahlaksiz. As we headed down, she said, “Good thinking, but… barbecues, then breakfast full of sugar and carbs? Don’t go thinking that just because you have a bunch of lovers now you can go getting flabby on us.”

      “Trust me,” I countered. “The way you all keep me fighting and fucking all the time, I think that would be impossible.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “What, you’d love me less if I was fat?” I tried sticking out my gut, but even in that short amount of time, I’d lost whatever chubs I’d had. 

      She grinned, slapped my ass, and said, “Never.” 

      As I turned and walked off to the kitchen to get the cinnamon rolls ready, it hit me that she hadn’t denied it was love. I turned back and saw her staring at me with a look in her eyes that made me wonder if she was thinking the same thing. I nodded, then turned back to the kitchen. We hadn’t known each other that long. None of us had. Could it be love? 

      With a breath to try and get rid of those heavy thoughts, I was relieved to see the cinnamon rolls I’d found last night hadn’t been eaten yet. Two containers of cookie dough had been half-chewed through, however, wrapper and all. I’d have to talk to someone about that, and about getting more Doritos and whiskey, as we didn’t seem to have any of either. 

      As I waited for the buns to bake, I looked out the window and watched Arturo outside, working to fix part of the house that had been damaged. He was pulling his own weight at least. The six-armed woman rounded the corner and pinched his ass, causing him to jump, and I laughed. 

      “What is it?” a voice asked, and I turned to see Bloodsong in the entryway, a towel around her body, another on her head. 

      “Oh, just my buddy out there. Looks like he’s found someone to have fun with.”

      “Ah, but he still has a ways to go before catching up with your numbers, huh?” She winked. 

      “I…” 

      “Just teasing you.” She entered the kitchen, walking past me to grab a glass of orange juice. Her towel started to come undone, but she fixed it, eyeing me as she noticed my gaze fall. “Haven’t seen enough?”

      I blushed, looking away. 

      “I spoke with my mom, you know.” She took a sip of juice, then handed the glass to me. I took a drink and handed it back. 

      “Thanks. About what?”

      “You.”

      I stood there awkwardly in my boxers. “It’s weird, for a mother and daughter to both have feelings for the same guy. Even weirder if they share a bed.”

      “Um…” Her lips turned into a smile. “Don’t look so… confused. It doesn’t fit the new you. What I’m trying to say is, I like you. I also find it funny that so many of us do, so I have to wonder if you’ve cast some sort of spell on us. Right now, I’ll just say I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Me neither,” I replied.

      “Good. Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow. One of these nights, let’s put on Titanic again and see what happens.”

      “That was you?” 

      She nodded. “I’m a sucker for the scene where he draws her naked. Turns me on every time.”

      I nodded. “We’ll watch it.”

      “Or not watch it.” She winked, then headed off. 

      “Wait, did you want one?” I nodded at the oven. 

      “Me?” She let the towel fall to show her body from behind, including that little tail and peach of an ass. “I gotta watch my figure.” 

      She laughed, pulling the towel back around her as she headed off to get dressed. Would I be able to survive in a house like this? Part of me worried I wouldn’t be able to keep up with the sexual appetites of these women, but since I’d managed so far, I focused on the scent of cinnamon rolls and figured it would all work out. 

      Soon the scent filled the house, and the others congregated around the table in anticipation. Bloodsong had made a smoothie and headed out to walk the grounds, and Amabie and Devasla were still not back, but the others dug in and loved them—all but Kinara, who joined Basty to eat raw breakfast sausages. 

      Koharu loved the rolls the most if her orgasmic moans were any gauge. The others finished and she went for another, causing Milrae to laugh. 

      “Keep eating like that, and you’re going to have more of a paunch than me,” she said, standing and running a hand along her little belly. It wasn’t much, barely sticking out at all, but caused the others to laugh.

      Our breakfast was the perfect start to the day, considering we were all heading outside for the burial and sendoff of those we had lost. While waiting for everyone, I took a moment to let the cool breeze calm me, then applied my latest Ichor to upgrades. My druid powers had proven quite useful, so I focused there, finding I could enhance the connection to the point that I wouldn’t even have to touch the trees or whatever part of nature I needed controlling. That would be badass, once I grew accustomed to it. Eyeing the tree and area where I’d once buried the octopus lady, I concentrated on flowers growing. There were already little ones there, and I was able to make them move around, but nothing else. I supposed that made sense. It wasn’t like I could make random plants and whatnot appear out of thin air, only control them as a level two druid.

      Finally, everyone was gathered. The others insisted I say a few words. 

      “As the leader of the estate,” Ahlaksiz added. 

      I glanced at Randi, wondering if she was going to contradict that. She frowned, leaning over, and saying, “What, you think I want that job again? Fuck no. As far as I’m concerned, this is your game now, I’m just a chest piece to move around at your will.”

      “I think you mean chess,” I corrected her.

      “Do I?” She winked. 

      Leave it to her to flirt at a funeral. I moved on, stepping up to the large tree where I’d used my druid power to bury a foe once before. Like then, I placed a hand on the tree, and used the roots to move the ground around until the bodies were consumed. I didn’t close it up yet, however, instead turning to face the gathered crowd. 

      “I don’t know most of you, yet. Not as well as I hope to in the days ahead. I’d like to think we can become friends, and even if not, that we can work together toward a common goal.” I paused, looking over the faces, smiling at them in turn. “We’re a family here, and I don’t know what to say at these things, but I’ll say this—these monsters who died for us did so because they believed, just like you all do. They believed in the possibility of a better life, a better world—or worlds. And that we could be the ones to usher in a new era. That we could stand against evil and say, ‘Fuck off, shit-fuckers!’ If not for them, many of us might not be standing here today, so let’s take a moment of silence. Bow your heads, remember them, and think about those still standing, here and back where you come from. It’s for them, for each other, and for ourselves that we fight. And mark my words—we will not stop fighting until we’ve won.”

      A cheer sounded, which was weird to have at a funeral, but… fuck it. We were living a different sort of life, one that certainly didn’t follow the typical rules. 

      “For them, we live another day,” I said, making the roots move again, this time to cover the bodies and properly bury them. “Let’s celebrate the lives they lived.”

      More cheers sounded, and I was glad to see them all mingling with smiles instead of sorrow. 

      “Nice one,” Greg said. 

      “Though maybe the shit-fuckers part was a bit much,” Yuki added. 

      I grinned and was about to mingle some more when one of the monsters walked up to me. She was a large one, reminding me of Devasla but less hard and rocky, softer and curvier. Her monster attributes were the horn in the middle of her forehead like a unicorn, and the way her lower body hovered off the ground.

      “You actually faced the queen?” she asked.

      I nodded, prepared in case she attempted an assassination on me. “She attacked us, and we survived. That’s about as close to ‘faced’ as I feel comfortable saying.”

      “It’s just, I had to say thank you. For getting us out of there, and for having the balls to stand up to her. Even if your balls are physically tiny, they are huge by your actions.”

      I frowned, glad I was wearing clothes. “They’re not tiny.”

      “Oh, I mean, I saw. They’re comically small. Oh, I don’t mean offense by that, only relative to some of ours, I mean…” She motioned to one of the minotaur monsters, who had undressed again and had balls about the size of my head. “It’s all relative, of course. Your kind isn’t as endowed as monsters.”

      I waved it off. “Right, right. You were saying?”

      She blushed. “Thank you. That’s all. The queen has been killing us off for too long now. My whole village was wiped out by one of her little experiments, and I watched as she took over a neighboring village and mind-controlled them, having them attack other villages they’d been friends with. All because she can.”

      Holding this woman’s gaze, I said, “If we can stop her, we will.”

      “Thank you.” She took my hand, pressed it to her enormous breast, and said, “May my breasts be always in your service.”

      At that, she gave me another smile then took off to mingle with others.

      “What was…?” I started, and noticed Kinara walking up next to me. She grinned and said, “You met the Ulorma. Their breast milk works wonders in the world of healing, but also in other ways, like boosting your speed or strength.”

      I guffawed, unsure how that worked, but not opposed to trying. Wrapping my arm around Kinara, I pulled her close, leaning over to bury my nose in her hair. She smelled of the lake, but I didn’t care.

      Amabie walked by, taking the monsters in, and Lizzy was walking about. She joined us, and even Devasla had come back for the funeral. 

      “Did that queen lady get you?” I asked Devasla.

      “No, but I’ve never been able to land much of a strike on her.”

      “You fought her before…?”

      “Twice.” Devasla beamed. “First time, got my ass handed to me. Second, she seemed to be toying with me. But this time? This time, I think I was getting close.”

      “We might end up with a chance to try again,” Jalee said, joining us. That was the last thing I wanted to be considering at the moment. As we stood there, I couldn’t help but look at the strange robot thing in the lake, pushed off to the edge. 

      “Think we can get it to work, but for us?” I asked. “The robot, I mean.”

      “I might be able to figure something out,” Greg said, as the tech wiz of the group. 

      “Great. And…” I turned back to where the portal had closed the day before, taking Vaper and Void with it. “We have to be ready. At all times. Because we never know what’s coming.”
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      In fact, my words were very much true. That very night, we had an attack, but of a very different nature. It came as I was buried face-first in Koharu’s pussy, Kinara rubbing my back as the two kissed. Others were involved, too, but we all froze at the sounds of struggle, then alarms going off and Greg’s voice shouting over the intercom system, “We’re under attack!” 

      “What is it?” I asked, wiping my chin as I stood and strode over to the window. 

      I didn’t need them to answer, because staring at me through the window was a face almost like stone—a woman with two sets of longhorns, massive wings spread out behind her. At first, I thought she was just another monster, but it didn’t hit me what she really was until Ahlaksiz said the word. 

      “A gargoyle,” she said, then another flew past, even larger than the first. 

      We were under siege by an army of gargoyles!
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      Book 5 is complete! We entered the world of the monsters, and I imagine you might have thought, Hey, I’ve seen this place before! That is, if you’ve read my other books. Have you? If so, thoughts? Let me know on the Facebook group, or at JamieHawkeAuthor@gmail.com. 

      

      Also, I hope the ending excites you. I’m not even going to beat around the bush at this point. Yes, this series is connected to Myth Protector and Stone Cold Mage. Both fun series, I’m sure you agree. Even more fun now that they’re connected. 

      

      That should make for some fun in Book 6, and more fun for a potential future spinoff series. As I planned on the supers side, I’d like to explore the idea of doing a multi-POV series that allows me to tell the three series combined. 

      

      Stay tuned!
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        And don’t forget to read book 6!
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      Finding out your mansion is being invaded by gargoyles isn't the best start to a night. You might remember where we left off but let me back up a bit. Back to those moments right after the funeral had ended, when Ahlaksiz was trying to get in touch with the Protector to let them know the bad news--that we'd lost the sun disk when Vaper went through.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Sure it's not just an excuse to stare at more beautiful women?"

      I scoffed. "When you're sitting down for a Thanksgiving feast, you don't exactly crave Taco Bell."

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

      "None of you?"

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

      "Have it," I said, holding it out.

      She eyed it, grinned, and accepted. "You're a lifesaver."

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

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

      "What'd I miss?" I asked.

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

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

      "Ah, see… Koharu's horny. And so am I."

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

      "Upstairs?" I asked.

      They nodded.

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

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

      "Don't take too long," Kinara said. "We'll head up and get clean."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Nani sorre?"

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

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

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

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

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

      "Opai?" I offered, referring to her breasts.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Greg's voice came over the intercom in answer, shouting, "We're under attack."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Follow me."

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

      "Where're you going?" Ahlaksiz asked, catching up.

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

      "I'm coming with you."

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

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

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

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

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

      "Monsters?" I asked.

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

      "Are they associated with the witches we faced?"

      "I…" She looked puzzled, then shrugged.

      "And the two-headed one?"

      "What?"

      I pointed, and she laughed.

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

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

      "Brace yourselves," Greg said.

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

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

      "This is some Home Alone shit," I said.

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

      "And me," Arturo said, strolling in and grinning. "What's the situation?"

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

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

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

      "I'll take the back door," she said.

      With a nod, we went to it.

      "Yo," Arturo said, holding out his hands in question.

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

      "On it, boss."

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

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

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

      A shrill noise rose--the cry of Yuki's baby.

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

      To my surprise, the attacks paused.

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

      "What's funny?" Koharu asked.

      "Just… I look ridiculous."

      "Cut, I'd say," she countered.

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

      "What's happening, Greg?" I called out.

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

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

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

      "These guys, who are they?" I asked.

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

      Ahlaksiz nodded. "Could be they're here for her. Some connection?"

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

      "Back," I said, and shuffled away, sword raised.

      "I've got this," Suiko said, and she floated through the front door.

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

      Somehow, they had made her as if alive, and she was not in good shape.

      

      (Read the rest on Amazon)
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      I’m super excited and hope you’ll follow me on Facebook and Amazon (Click here and then ‘Follow’ under my name/pic). That way, you won’t miss it! It’s probably my best work ever.
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