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      Strange, distant chanting sounded. My hand groped as I struggled to open my eyes, then landed on something soft and round. A breast! Not a bad way to wake, but what was the noise? I managed to open my eyes a crack and saw light streaming in from the wooden shutters. A low purr of cars, along with people moving about and talking, managed to work its way in between the chants.

      Of course! We were in Tunis, the capital of Tunisia, so this had to be the call to prayer. If that gave me any indication of time, I had no idea what it would be.

      Not that time mattered much anymore. At some point I figured I’d need to get back to my real life, at least to work on my visual novel and get something out to the world. We were doing fine without money so far, but that couldn’t last forever. The three monster girls I’d summoned from their world certainly wouldn’t have any, but I wondered about Ahlaksiz. Seeing as she was part of the group now—officially linked the night before after a late arrival in Tunis—if she had money, would it be ours?

      Her situation was tricky, considering that she had been on Earth, by my understanding, for around a thousand years. Had she linked as a show of good faith, or was this more than that? I didn’t want to ask and get a clear answer, because I wasn’t sure I’d be ready for whatever that answer might be.

      “Why’re you pinching my nipple?”

      I looked over to see Milrae—whom I’d known as Milkshake until the night before—eyeing me.

      “Sorry.”

      She grinned. “No need to apologize, so long as you know what you’re getting into.”

      I grinned, hand moving to her back as I leaned over to kiss her. She was into it, leg going between mine and pressing gently against my exposed balls. Because of her strange, skeletal, demon-like wings, she had to sleep on her side, and while kissing this way, she didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands. That was okay by me for now, because I wasn’t exactly sure what to think of being caressed by furry, clawed paws. She was, after all, some sort of red-panda-meets-demon monster.

      “Put your pants on,” Ahlaksiz said, and I turned to see her standing in the doorway, already fully dressed and looking very prim and proper. She had her hair up in a bun, wearing tan slacks and a leather jacket over what seemed to be a tank top. The look worked for me in a sort of Lara Croft or female Indiana Jones way. She eyed me with a hint of a smile but shook her head. “We’ll have time for all that again later. Right now, we have work to do.”

      “Work?” Kinara yawned from my other side, wrapping an arm around me, her hand going for my balls. Her bat wing, connected to her arm, draped over me nicely. “Playing is more fun.”

      “Of course it is, but if we want to have any chance at this, we need to move. I’m sure Jalee would agree that the longer we take, the worse it’ll get.”

      A bump sounded from beneath us; Jalee must have hit her head on the bottom of the bed. I had no idea why she insisted on sleeping beneath it, but apparently, it was a thing some monsters—such as this one—preferred. Part of me wondered if others liked sleeping in closets, but at least Kinara and Milrae were in bed with me.

      Milrae gave me one more kiss, then pushed herself up and out of bed. She stretched. As her wings spread, a shimmer passed between them.

      “What…?” I started, taking Kinara’s hand as I sat up to have a look.

      “What, what?” Milrae turned to me, confused.

      “Your wings, there’s…”

      “Let me have a look.” Ahlaksiz strode over, and Milrae spread them wide so that we could all see, including herself. A light layer of nearly transparent wing was visible.

      “It would appear you got an upgrade or two yesterday?” I said.

      I was, of course, referring to the way we could upgrade, or at least get enhanced power, from life energy called prana and ichor. I was upgrading as well, but had a long way to go in terms of really understanding it.

      Milrae was all smiles, but her brow furrowed in confusion. “With all the fighting, I don’t know. Is it possible?”

      “Well, let’s keep it up. Can’t hurt to have three fliers in the group.” Ahlaksiz eyed me. “Apparently, you have a thing for women with wings.”

      “Do I?”

      “You summoned three monsters, and all three happen to have wings. Maybe you don’t know it, but that wouldn’t have happened without a reason.”

      I shrugged. Sure, I’d always dreamed of flying, of being able to soar high above the world. Who hadn’t?

      But did I find wings sexy? I wasn’t sure about that. Then again, on these three, they worked. As Jalee climbed out from under the bed, I was reminded that she didn’t always have wings—only when she wanted them. Now that would be a power I’d enjoy.

      “Today we begin our search.” Ahlaksiz went to the window and drew the shutters, earning moans from the ladies as light streamed in. “Today, we form ourselves an army.”
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      After a quick shower and change of clothes, which Ahlaksiz had picked up from a shop down the street, we made our way to the market for coffee and a bite to eat. I couldn’t help thinking how sexy these monster girls looked in their new outfits.

      Kinara wore a fashionable hat to hide her ears, while Milrae required something a bit more extreme, going with almost a full hijab to hide her panda ears, and a heavy dress to cover her wings. Considering how hot the weather was, I was certain that couldn’t be very comfortable. Still, it had a certain appeal—the idea that there was the sexy, beautiful creature I knew her to be tucked in, hidden from view.

      Jalee required the least amount of concealment, since her wings only came out if she activated her electricity. Then there was Ahlaksiz, who could hide her monster features.

      I patted the little side-satchel she’d picked up for me, feeling like Indiana Jones. We had the half of the sun disk in there, which meant we couldn’t dawdle or risk getting found out. Bonding and all that was necessary, but we weren’t in Tunisia on a sight-seeing trip, especially considering what the sun disk could do if it was ever reunited with the other half possessed by the lamia woman back in California. A portal to the monster world could be very bad in the wrong hands. Ahlaksiz was watching me with curiosity, so I returned her gaze, holding it to see who would break first. Neither of us caved.

      “How do you hide your form?” I asked, deciding it was silly to play games—especially with someone who had been around much, much longer than myself.

      Alhaksiz took a sip of tea, then smiled pleasantly. “That’s something everyone here can learn in time. Similar to how you are going to have to learn how to cultivate your powers.”

      I nodded, then frowned. “I still don’t fully understand that concept.” I’d been able to increase my strength and speed, but my understanding of it was that I would be able to learn to do so much more. I could even level up, of sorts, and get in touch with specific skills—eventually, without the use of madra and ichor.

      “I’d like to reach that point,” Milrae admitted.

      “And hide who you truly are?” Kinara scoffed, eyeing a burnt sausage with disgust. “Not for me.”

      “You’re hiding yourself right now,” I pointed out.

      “But I’m still me under the hat,” she countered. “Though you might have a point. I guess it could have its uses, like… public bathing.”

      “What?”

      She grinned. “I assume that if I could change my appearance to hide my ears and tail,” she frowned at a confused glance from an old man smoking nearby, then continued, “why not make my boobs look humongous when I go to a public bath? Give the ladies something to gawk at out of jealousy, right?”

      “First, we don’t do much public bathing,” I countered, “well, not in the U.S., anyway. Second, your breasts are perfect. Trust me.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t want back problems or anything like that, but since they’d only be visually there, could be fun. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Ahlaksiz cleared her throat, shaking her head. “You don’t practice the ancient arts to make body parts bigger—keep that in mind,” she eyed me at that.

      I frowned, biting into a chocolate croissant to hide my annoyance. Overall I’d done a great job of not feeling insecure, especially considering all the monster shlongs we’d seen at the party in the mansion. There was no question mine wasn’t the biggest in town, but they’d all seemed to enjoy it. For her to now come at me like that wasn’t nice.

      Jalee must’ve sensed my annoyance, because she scooted close, putting an arm around me. “Fuck her. It’s not huge, but it’s the most beautiful cock I’ve ever had the pleasure of seeing, and the tastiest I’ve ever had the pleasure of putting in my mouth.”

      “Oh, for screams’ sake,” Ahlaksiz put down her tea, looking flustered. “I didn’t mean it as an insult. Human men are always focused on that, is what I meant. Any chance they get, they’re thinking about ways to make themselves bigger, or wondering if they’re not big enough. Trust me, you almost always are.”

      “Almost?” Kinara asked.

      Ahlaksiz arched an eyebrow. “Story for another time, maybe. Suffice it to say, Jalee’s right. You shouldn’t need my compliments, but if you want it, we can go back upstairs right now and I’ll worship your manhood.”

      This time the old man next to us grunted, shaking his head as he glared at us.

      “Oh, mind your own business,” Milrae said.

      Before anyone else could jump in, I held up a hand and apologized to the man, then returned my attention to the ladies. “No need for worshipping. At least, not when we have our search to get to. You can save your prayers for our next down time. And, thank you everyone, point taken. You all,” I lowered my voice, “have beautiful pussies, too.”

      They all burst into laughter, while Kinara said, “That’s not something that you ever need to voice again, but thank you.”

      “Hey, nothing wrong with appreciating what’s in front of me, from time to time.”

      “Nothing wrong with it at all,” Jalee said, and kissed my cheek. “If everyone’s done, shall we?”

      Kinara set aside the burnt sausage, so I took it, scarfing it down while Ahlaksiz took care of the bill.

      “You going to be okay?” I asked Kinara.

      “I’ll find something along the way,” she said, rubbing her cute little tummy. The idea of her catching a squirrel again made me a bit squeamish, but I nodded and stood, ready to go. With a quick pat on the hat on my head to check on it—“it” being my little shifter friend, Basty—I was ready to go. He sent me an image of being content, so that was good enough for me.

      “Actually,” Ahlaksiz said, “I think we’re going to be able to kill two birds with one stone.”

      “Oooh, I love bird,” Kinara said. “Two is better than one!”

      “Ah, it’s a human saying, actually. No birds. But what I mean is, I asked inside, and there’s a market nearby. I think we might be able to look for totems there, in addition to finding you,” she nodded to Kinara instead of saying her name, in case others were nearby, “some food.”

      “Any idea what kind?”

      “Sheep, maybe camel, from what I understood of the man inside. My Arabic isn’t great, my French even worse.”

      “I’d love both, I’m sure,” Kinara said excitedly. “Though I’m not sure what either is. Let’s go.”

      I found myself wondering if they had variations of monster girls in their world that resembled sheep or camels, though cringed at the thought of either. Then I stifled a laugh at the thought of all the camel-toe jokes that would pop up in the case of the latter, and had to explain what that meant when they saw me looking silly.

      “That’s a weird term for it,” Kinara noted. “Why not just call it ‘pussy bulge,’ or—”

      “Camel-toe works, visually,” Ahlaksiz admitted, “but it’s crude.”

      “What do you call a penis bulge?” Milrae asked.

      “Pitching a tent, when it’s hard and pushing up the pants,” I answered. Eyeing Ahlaksiz, I added, “You probably know some terms.”

      She sighed as if unable to believe she was having this conversation. “Let’s see, I’m not sure it’s the same, but I’ve heard talk of the puma tail, hiding the snake, budgie smuggler, moose knuckle… Oh, and mammal-toe. Like camel, just sounding more like ‘man’ at the beginning, sort of. They’re all stupid.”

      The ladies were holding back laughs, and Kinara was grinning wide, clearly loving the discussion.

      “Do guys like camel-toe?” Milrae asked as we kept walking.

      Considering the question, I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s also confusing, because some women have flatter pussies, right? And others do kind of bulge. I mean, based on pictures and whatnot. Not that I look.”

      They all stared at me – then I realized Kinara wasn’t there.

      “Kinara,” Ahlaksiz scolded. We turned to see Kinara had stopped, pulling her new dress between her legs to see if her pussy made the shape we were discussing.

      “I see it,” she said, “but I think it’s a stretch.”

      “Maybe, but in conservative countries like this, we don’t go around showing off our camel-toe,” I said, as much as the image of her doing so was hilarious.

      Seeing it on her, I had to think I did like it. And why not? I could see how on some women it might not be flattering. But on a woman whose pussy I loved to nuzzle up into and practically make out with, why not?

      “Fun discussion, and thanks for the show,” Ahlaksiz said, “but let’s not forget what’s in that satchel, and that our mission here is not an anatomy class on either sex’s genitals.”

      It was too bad; I was having fun with it. Partly I wouldn’t have minded a guy around to brag to or compare notes with, but that had never been something I’d had, so how could I miss it? Arturo and Alex had always shared their stories, but that had always come off to me more as bragging and douchy, especially since I wasn’t getting any at the time.

      Now I needed to suppress my rising sexual obsession, at least until this next phase of our adventure granted us some downtime.

      We passed a group of middle-schoolers, running by in a mix of western and middle-eastern looking clothes, so I had to commend Ahlaksiz on the timing of changing the subject. Two women stood talking at the next corner, one wearing a similar headscarf to Milrae’s; the scent of flavored tobacco carried out from a corner restaurant, with men played a game that might have been chess inside.

      The entrance to the market was the opposite. At least, that’s what I assumed it was by the curved, light brown stone archway that many men and women were moving in and out of. Beyond it, I could already make out the colorful plates and tapestries on display; a man played some sort of strange, almost bagpipe-sounding instrument out front. Cars drove along a street that curved around the building supporting the archway to our left, kicking up exhaust that added to the already growing heat-haze of the morning.

      “Ready for this?” Ahlaksiz asked as we approached.

      “Yes, and yes,” I said, feeling almost giddy at the thought of actually getting to explore a part of the world so different from what I was used to. “How exactly do we know we’re on the right track?”

      “The scent of blood helps,” Kinara replied.

      I turned, baffled, then realized she was referring to her meal. “Sorry,” I replied with a laugh, “I meant in terms of the totem.”

      “In the past, it’s been somewhat instinct-based,” Ahlaksiz said. “But I have to admit, there was more to it that drew me here. Like sensing that there’s a special connection to one we might find here.”

      “Might,” Jalee said, skeptically.

      Entering the market area was a cultural overload for me. The scents of the spices, the patterns—everything felt so different from back home. I’d spent most of my life in one place, curious about the world, but mostly in terms of Japan and Korea. I had a strong desire to go watch the rainfall on the water near Kinkakuji temple in Kyoto, but had never begun to dream about coming to a country like Tunisia.

      An old woman eyed me with skepticism, while nearby a couple of young men—likely American—laughed loud and joked about a colorful dress, each saying they’d buy it for the other. It was lame, and clearly a reason I could see for this woman to be glaring my way.

      “Let’s keep moving,” I said quietly, moving past the Americans and noting the table of meat pies nearby. I wasn’t sure what they called them here, but had to grab one. Biting into the flaky crust and greasy ground beef within, I stopped and closed my eyes, savoring the flavor.

      “How’re you not full from breakfast?” Kinara asked, glaring at me.

      “Shit, sorry,” I replied, having forgotten that she was looking for food. I glanced around, then asked the old man behind the table, “Is there a butcher nearby?”

      “Butcher?” he asked, repeating the word with a heavy accent, then shrugging. “What’s this?”

      “Ah…” I motioned holding something down, then pretended to lift a knife and chop off the head. He got the idea.

      “You go there,” he said, pointing over his shoulder to a tan building a few doors down. “Has everything you need.”

      I thanked him and we made our way back. This street was much less crowded than it had been in the market, but we had to weave our way between traffic.

      As soon as we entered, I knew we’d found what we were looking for. While it sickened me, there was indeed a camel’s head hanging from a back wall behind one of the butchers. Plenty of other options existed as well, with booths selling other foods, including fruits and vegetables.

      “How about you two take care of her,” I said to Ahlaksiz and Kinara, then went to join Milrae, heading for the fruit and other areas.

      “You still squeamish?” Kinara asked, grinning as Ahlaksiz handed me some money. “I’ve seen you eat some weird stuff.”

      “I’m sure I’ll get used to it eventually.” Not wanting to risk being persuaded, I started off towards a man who had what looked like some chocolate wafers for sale. I grabbed a few and glanced back to see them bent over the display case, Kinara looking like a kid at the candy shop.

      “Sisters?” the man asked when I paid for the wafers.

      “What?” I glanced back at the ladies, then laughed. “No, no. Um, friends?”

      “Friends…” The old pervert winked. “I want friends like that.”

      Beaming with pride, I nodded and thanked him for the snacks, then continued exploring. They found me in front of a row of flowers for sale, as I pondered whether to buy them some to show my affection.

      “Which color tastes the best?” Milrae asked, stepping up next to me and wrapping her arm through mine.

      “Oh, they’re not for eating.”

      “Not for eating?” She scoffed. “Borrring.”

      “Agreed,” Ahlaksiz said. “We have our food, so let’s get back to the search.”

      “Wait, I’ll just have a bite,” Kinara said.

      “Not here!” I protested, looking around and noticing a small boy who was staring at the ladies, eyes wide with curiosity.

      “I’m starving!”

      “We’ll find somewhere on the street outside,” Ahlaksiz said.

      She agreed and followed us out, clutching her paper bag to her chest. It was white, with slight areas of pink; even some red had started to seep through. We found a small alley; I kept watch on one side, with Jalee on the other, and I did my best to ignore the sounds of Kinara chomping down on raw meat. God, I hoped it wasn’t the camel head.

      Finally, she ran over and wrapped her arms around me, planting a kiss on my cheek and saying, “Let’s go find us a totem!”

      I cringed at the thought of her bloody lips, but plastered on a smile. “Let’s do it.”

      “Leftovers?” Milrae asked me, holding up the stained bag.

      I shook my head, stomach churning. She laughed, then shrugged. “Only joking. Not even a drop of blood left, let alone any of the meat.”

      “What can I say?” Kinara replied. “I was hungry, and I’m a growing girl.” She pressed up on each of her breasts playfully. “I hope, anyway.”

      “Shut up, you’re perfect,” Jalee said at her side as she passed with Ahlaksiz to lead the way.

      I couldn’t agree more, and told her so, earning myself another kiss on the cheek. Then we were on our way, back to the market. More than once I thought I saw someone watching us as we moved between those carts and alleys, but each time I turned to check, I saw nothing.

      Ahlaksiz took us down one street, then paused. She said she could sense something, like the totem was calling to her. However, every time she thought she was close, we would wait for her to look at a nearby stall before suddenly she’d turn and proclaim it was in another direction.

      “Someone’s moving it?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” she replied. “But it’s also possible something else is at work here. Like some sort of interception magic.”

      I frowned, growing uneasy. The feeling rose when I noticed a blur of motion that served as my warning—not from anyone nearby, but an object coming right for her head.

      “Down!” I grunted, throwing myself at Ahlaksiz, and a split-second later we were crashing into the table nearby, sending trinkets crashing to the ground. A shout came from the man who had been working the stall. At first, I thought it had to be a shout of anger at what we had done, but as I pushed myself up to apologize, I froze at the sight of blood coming down his right arm, a knife stuck into his shoulder. It had missed Ahlaksiz when I pulled her out of the way but had managed to hit this guy.

      When another blur came, I knew without a doubt we were under attack.
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      Was that a shot I heard? It was hard to tell and my mind was reeling. The monsters sprang into action immediately, causing much more of a scene than I felt comfortable with. But if it was between comfort and their safety—or mine—of course, safety wins every time. Still, less commotion would have been ideal.

      Jalee was the first to react. I lifted my head to see her with wings of electricity burning through her clothes. She rose above us and sent a blast of lightning shooting through a second story building, up a street and to the right. Presumably, that’s where the attack came from because Milrae was already charging that way, head back and sword at the ready.

      “We’re all going to have to have a talk about this,” Ahlaksiz said, then gave me a light shove so my knee wasn’t digging into her side where we’d fallen. “Right after we figure out what’s going on.”

      “Agreed,” I said, heart pounding. Pushing myself up and offering her a hand, I shouted, “Someone, get this man a doctor!”

      He was already stumbling away, cursing from what I could guess. A mixture of French and Arabic, along with one long, “Fuuuck.”

      “He’ll live,” Kinara said, checking on us. Her eyes were narrowed, her hair a bit of a mess, and she looked furious. “Whoever tried to hurt you, though—not so much.”

      It wasn’t until I was at her side that I noticed the figure on the ground behind her. A man, a pool of blood forming near his head.

      “Shit…” I muttered.

      “He lunged right after the knife,” Kinara explained, showing a pistol she had concealed in her dress. “Was pulling this out when I took him down. His knife-throwing buddy took off into that building. And a third one shot from that window.”

      Another shot sounded, and people on the street started screaming and running. Jalee shot out through the window now, vanishing from sight, leaving a strobing glow of blue that strobed behind as she took care of business inside.

      Kinara led the way. Ahlaksiz and I followed close behind, but halfway there, I glanced back to see the older woman breaking off to the left.

      “Wha—” I started.

      “Go,” she waved me on. “I’m picking up on something.”

      Shit. I hated to have the group separated like this, but she had been on her own this long, so it wasn’t her I was worried about. My hand went to my satchel to ensure it was still there, then to Basty, who I’d noticed getting a bit tight around my neck.

      Kinara entered the first floor; I followed to find Milrae exiting up some stairs and out the back, which seemed to lead to another alley.

      “Follow her,” I said, already going for the other narrow stairs that led to where I presumed Jalee would be.

      “She’s not there,” Milrae said, gesturing for us to go out the door.

      “You’re su—”

      “Move it!”

      I trusted she knew what she was doing, and a burst of blue lighting shooting across the alley behind her showed this to be true. We came sprinting out to find Jalee just landing, and sirens blaring in the distance.

      “What’s that sound?” she demanded, eyes lit up with electricity, a car in flames nearby.

      “Damn, police?” The siren certainly wasn’t like I was used to back home. It could have been an ambulance, but judging by the chaos and gunshots, the local police was probably the safe bet.

      “Where’s…?” Kinara started, glancing back.

      “This way,” I said, motioning them to follow me. “And the attackers?”

      “Taken care of,” Jalee said.

      We reached the next corner and I did my best to guess how to get back and find Ahlaksiz, but halfway there the sirens lit up the buildings in white and blue; I saw I’d been correct to think it was the cops.

      Kinara led the way to our right. We turned away from the police car, sprinting down that alley, then turning again into a walkway without streets. Charging up the walkway, we found two sets of stairs every few paces, dirtied white walls with blue trim on one side, and crumbling brown on the other. If we weren’t possibly being pursued by local law enforcement, this would have been the perfect place to stop and take pictures, making this feel like a real tourist trip to Tunisia.

      A vision hit me of Ahlaksiz running, too, but in pursuit, tackling a woman. Not far, maybe thirty seconds, running at our current pace but bearing left. Basty had come through!

      “Thanks, bud,” I said, patting the scarf that he had become, and I led the ladies to turn at the next left we could find. Facing them as we narrowly fit into the passage between buildings, I said, “Can we try to keep a low profile this time?”

      “As long as nobody’s shooting at any of you, or throwing knives, yes,” Jalee said, giving me the stink-eye.

      “Even then, if it can be avoided,” I countered.

      “You know where we’re going?” Milrae asked. “Because the way Jalee is dressed, I think keeping a low profile is going to be tough no matter what out here.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. A glance at Jalee reminded me that her dress had mostly burned off when her wings had emerged; now she was running around in her old outfit, and even that was singed and missing pieces. As far as one who appreciated her body was concerned, I wasn’t complaining. But Milrae was right; we weren’t about to stay out of the spotlight with Jalee looking like that.

      “Another reason to keep your powers in check,” I noted with a grunt. “I’ll go in front, to… I don’t know, try and make sure we’re not noticed.”

      “What can I say, I’m noticeable,” Jalee countered as I passed her. By the way my eyes went to her cleavage, I couldn’t disagree.

      Kinara stepped aside for me, grinning as she, too, ran her eyes over Jalee, then the two of us checked at the corner. There, one street over, kneeling at the top of a set of stairs that led into a gray building, was Ahlaksiz. To our relief, nobody else was around.

      “Hey,” I said, running towards her and motioning the others to stay close. A dirt-bike-looking motorcycle rode by, nearly hitting me, but Kinara was there to pull me out of the way. The driver shouted back at us, swerving to narrowly avoid a crash into what looked like the corner of a pharmacy, disappeared from sight.

      “Want me to zap ’em?” Jalee asked, but her eyes gave away the fact that she was joking.

      Shaking my head, I turned to see Ahlaksiz, now standing and quickly slinking down the stairs, head swiveling as if to check for anyone who might have watched.

      “Inside,” Ahlaksiz said. “I found what I’m looking for, but it’s not a totem. The woman has an Iridant—basically a locator.”

      “I hope I’m not the only one here completely lost by what you just said,” I admitted. “A locator of what?”

      “Of a totem, basically.”

      “But totems can be practically anything, no?”

      She nodded. “I wasn’t sure if we’d find simple totems here, or maybe monsters who already lived among us. But this… an Iridant is a special item that once belonged to a specific, more powerful monster.”

      “Wait, you’re saying this thing someone has in there belonged to a powerful monster. So what?”

      “It not only belonged to one, but is linked to one. Meaning we might use it to exert control, or… if the monster isn’t here, even to summon it.”

      “You want to summon a monster who’s powerful enough to actually have an Iridant?” Milrae said in either disgust or fright.

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Ahlaksiz replied. She licked her lips, eyeing me. “The question is, can you handle it?”

      “Me?” I gulped.

      “If you have this ability to work the totems, and have been linking, this would fall on you. We can fight it, if necessary, but the last thing we should do is unleash an Iridant-level monster on the Earth.”

      With all eyes on me, I tried to fully understand the ramifications of this. One thing was for certain—a powerful monster could help us, and I wasn’t about to back down.

      “I’m in,” I said.

      Ahlaksiz grinned. Despite my trepidation, I was excited.
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      “You can’t be fucking serious,” Kinara said, stepping up and grabbing me by my scarf. Since the scarf was actually Basty, she backed off with a flash of worry in her eyes—the little guy must’ve sent a vision into her mind, as he liked to do.

      “Don’t be mean,” I said as I petted him, then turned back to Kinara. “We need the help. What’s the problem?”

      Kinara glanced at the others, who were also clearly worried. She leaned in, not grabbing me this time but putting a hand on my arm. “Ferris, where we’re from, there’s a clear hierarchy. A monster of that level is going to be trouble.”

      “Until we dominate it,” I countered.

      “Are you listening to a word I’m saying?” She turned to Jalee. “Talk some sense into him.”

      “She’s right.” But Jalee cringed, obviously having more to say on the subject.

      “But?” I asked.

      “But… I think you can handle it.”

      “WHAT?!” Kinara had her hands in her hair, then massaged her ears, taking deep breaths to calm herself. “Tell me why you think he can handle any sort of monster that an Iridant might summon.”

      Sirens in the distance reminded me the cops could come to find us at any minute. I looked to Ahlaksiz for help, but she held up her hands as if to say they needed to finish this debate.

      “Three of us, for one reason. And I’m not saying right away, but he doesn’t have to try immediately, either. If we got it but he waited to summon—”

      “We don’t have the time,” Ahlaksiz said, shaking her head.

      “See?” Kinara gestured at the older woman. “There we go.”

      “But…” Ahlaksiz approached the door, staying low in case anyone was watching, “I have a possible solution to that. Someone we might need to pay a visit to, once we have the Iridant.”

      Kinara stared at her, open-mouthed.

      Milrae who pushed past us to join Ahlaksiz. “From where I’m standing, conversation’s done. Let’s get it and move on.”

      “Agreed,” Ahlaksiz said. Before anyone could say another word, Milrae had taken one of those powerful, furry fists of hers, and knocked the door in. It slammed against the inner wall, and she and Ahlaksiz disappeared inside.

      “No arguing with that,” I said with a chuckle, charging in next as shouts of confusion sounded from inside. Not from my monsters, of course. I darted in to see two women standing there shouting and pointing, one holding a bundle to her chest that looked like a baby.

      This clearly wasn’t some random women and a baby. I wasn’t sure why I knew it, but I knew. Maybe it was in the way the darker-skinned one’s eyes narrowed as I entered, or the slight glance she gave to the wall to my right. Maybe it was the way the other one didn’t really seem to care how she held the supposed baby, barely giving it any head support. I had a little cousin and knew at least that much.

      What finally gave it away, though, was the blur of action that started to alert me – a movement from unseen stairs behind them.

      “Watch out!” I shouted, pulling the closest monster girl to me out of the way. That happened to be Kinara. We moved back, out of the door and halfway back down the stairs as a spray of bullets sounded from above. Then it was another sort of explosion, one that I figured had to be magical.

      Kinara shouted something from my side, pulling me back and away, but I wasn’t listening. Instead, I shook my head—we had to go in there for the others.

      Again her mouth moved; this time it was a delayed sound, but it reached me. “Ambush! It’s a damn ambush!”

      I let out a deep breath, nodded, then said, “That doesn’t change anything.”

      Leading the charge, I put a hand to Basty and said, “Help me here, please?”

      Shouts sounded from within; the explosions and gunfire ceased, and the vision was strong enough that even I caught a glimpse of it—the whole building falling down, bursts of flames shooting up from fissures in the stone floor, and me, bursting in about three times as large as I actually was, covered in spikes.

      I could see how that would be fucking terrifying. I came in shouting, hoping that would add to the effect, and saw Jalee with blue wings of electricity lighting up the place, Milrae on the floor with lines of blood seeping out along the stone, and no sign of Ahlaksiz.

      The two ladies with the fake baby were gone, too. Or so I thought at first glance. Another look around the room showed half a skull lodged into the wall with bits of burning flesh. Holy fuckballs, I didn’t even want to begin to consider what had happened there.

      Jalee turned on me in a rage, green showing in her eyes, but I said, “It’s me!” while putting a hand to Basty and hoping he got the message. Soothing calm was needed. Either he did something, or my voice did the trick, because Jalee’s eyes returned to normal and she shot up and through the ceiling in an explosive blast.

      “Holy hellfire,” Kinara muttered, entering behind me at last.

      “You were right,” I said. “Ambush.”

      “I’ll fucking say.” Milrae pushed herself up with a grunt, then reached her claws into one of the bullet holes to dig it out. “And we’ll make them pay for it.”

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered, going to her and wanting to help, but really not knowing how.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kinara said, kneeling next to the other lady. “Go, help them. I’ll do what I can here.”

      I frowned, flustered, but nodded. With a quick kiss to Milrae’s forehead, I turned and ran off as more sounds of gunfire started up. The shots were interrupted by a man’s scream and what I assumed was a cougar’s roar. I came hurtling around the corner to find stairs up and down; Jalee had apparently gone out a back door, while Ahlaksiz was in cougar form—clothes on the ground—in pursuit of a man who was shooting wildly at her.

      No more of my monsters girls were going to get shot on my watch. I summoned the sword, watched the blur, and threw myself into the room. One good strike sent the man’s gun-hand to the floor, blood squirting, and he screamed. I glanced around, clucking my tongue as I sensed something was off. Movement in the next room over told me someone was running.

      “Watch this one,” I commanded Ahlaksiz, then charged into the other man, slamming my shoulder into his side to pin him against the wall. He was clutching something in his hands, but his eyes went to the window, where two police officers could be seen making their approach.

      He used the distraction to throw me off. Even with my blur power, he managed to get a knee into my stomach and a punch to my head before turning and bolting toward the stairs.

      “That’s the one!” Ahlaksiz said in her human form, having returned to herself to get the words out. She was halfway through the doorway to the right, where I’d been a second before. Pinning the one-handed man down as she held his own pistol up under his neck was one thing, but an entirely different sight since she was nude.

      It only hit me then that she had been full cougar, which I hadn’t understood she could do. I knew she could conceal her ears and tail, but hadn’t taken her to be a full shifter.

      “Go!” she shouted, and as I went in pursuit, the shot went off. I hoped the man had been struggling, because otherwise, it seemed cruel. Then again, she might have been putting him out of his misery after I’d removed his hand.

      The man had thrown himself into an apartment across the street so I ran, even as the two cops shouted after us and gave chase. What the hell was I doing? Not long ago I’d been sitting behind a desk working on my creative pursuits and eating Doritos; now I was fighting in Tunisia while police tried to stop me. My life was fucking wild.

      I slammed into the door before it could close, nearly catching the man. He fell and rolled, entering a living room to our right.

      “Give me the… thing!” I shouted, unable to remember the name of it in the heat of the chase.

      He glanced back with confusion, hit the couch, and fell over the other side. I thought this was my chance, but when I leaped over, he was waiting there and caught me in the chest with his feet. With one fluid motion, he had tossed me over to hit my side on the wall; I collapsed to the floor in pain.

      The two policemen appeared in the entrance, but I rolled out of their line of sight to continue the chase. We went around the unit, through the doors back into the halls between apartments, then down the other side.

      A female police officer stepped into our path, and the man broke right, moving down more stairs. I checked, then leaped over the banister and went after him, landing on his back and causing the item in his hands to go clattering across the floor into the room beyond. We both went after it, the officer shouting something and coming after us in pursuit.

      I lunged, but something slammed into me, twisting my arm and pinning me against the wall. A glance from my peripherals showed the female officer, shouting at me in Arabic—or maybe at the man, I had no idea. She had me, but I saw it—the shiny, slightly glowing metal near the foot of the bed. The man was on his knees, searching, and had not yet realized where it had fallen, nor that my team wasn’t far off.

      I hated to resist the police, but what was going on here was bigger than anything they could deal with or understand. I sent a vibration out that caused her to release me; she stumbled back and fell to her knees with a long, heavy moan. Shit, I knew that type of moan—and it hadn’t been what I intended. I briefly glimpsed her, hand between her legs, eyes half-shut, squinting at me in confusion.

      That was a part of my power I would have to explore later. For now, I dodged for the metal, knowing it had to be the Iridant. Snatching it up, I clicked my tongue, ready for either the cop or the other guy to come at me, but sensed neither was about to. I must have been too quick for either of them, or the vibration had somehow affected the man as well. Either way, I was out of there, charging up the steps and back to ground level.

      Where was everyone? Back in the apartment across the street, I figured, but a quick glance around at the sound of glass breaking showed Jalee emerging through a window above, coming down toward me as her electricity faded. I caught her with only a mild shock, then shouted, “I got it! Let’s move!”

      Ahlaksiz came charging out with blood splattered on her nude body, clothes wadded in a ball and held tight in her arms. I put my hand to Basty, sending a mental note through him to show the others where we were. Helping Jalee to stand on her own, I was about to go back in when Kinara and Milrae pushed their way out.

      A policewoman emerged behind them with half of one of her arms hanging off. But she didn’t look the same—several eyes were emerging from the wound, more starting to poke through her skin on her cheeks. They were at the end of black, tentacle-looking limbs. I’d never been so disgusted.

      Jalee shot her with another blast of lightning, then stumbled, barely able to hold herself up.

      “That’s all of us!” Ahlaksiz said, and we started moving. I helped Jalee, with the other two stumbling along behind us.

      “What—what’re we supposed to do here?” I asked, completely amazed at what a shitshow this had become. We had the item, but considering our state, I wasn’t sure we could hold it for long.

      “Get us… to the market,” Ahlaksiz said, and I glanced around, getting my bearings and trying to direct us there. We came out on a street with cars that swerved at the sight of us, one crashing into another, likely at seeing Ahlaksiz’s bare ass.

      “There!” I said, seeing the market and leading the way. An old woman let out a yelp at the sight of us as she emerged with a bag of groceries, but we moved around her and to the back room. The butcher we’d bought food from earlier simply eyed us with confusion, then quickly followed.

      He gawked at Ahlaksiz a moment as she dressed, then turned around and folded his arms. “Be quick. What trouble is this?”

      “Monsters,” Ahlaksiz said.

      I opened my mouth to protest when Basty showed me a quick glimpse of the green skin and pointy ears concealed by the man’s ability to hide who he truly was. That’s why she had insisted on returning here! Damn, I had to wonder how many people in the world were actually monsters. It couldn’t be that many, right?

      “Which side are you on?” Kinara asked, finally letting Milrae stand on her own.

      “I choose no side,” the man said, glancing back. Once Ahlaksiz was mostly covered, busy fastening her shirt, he turned to face us. “This is my life. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      “Keep it that way,” Ahlaksiz said, and she went to a row of back-room meats, grabbing a small pack. “Payment for the peepshow.”

      “Fair.”

      She laughed, finding a bill in her pocket and handing it over. “I was joking, old man. But I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

      He frowned, eyed us all again, then said, “Don’t bring trouble around here. There are monsters in this part of the world, but they mostly leave me and mine alone.”

      “Reasonable request,” Ahlaksiz said, moving to the back door. She pulled it open, checked, then nodded for us to get out of the old man’s hair.

      I clicked my tongue on the way and nodded for Kinara to do the same. This was too risky to go out without some sort of advance alert system.

      “Wait,” the old man said, gesturing to Jalee. “Isn’t she going to dress?”

      Jalee frowned, looking down. Now that I was looking, he had a point. While she was in tatters, I hadn’t noticed how bad it had gotten since the last time I looked. Half her panties were showing and most of a nipple. She needed to get some flame or electricity-proof clothing at some point.

      The old man must’ve seen that we didn’t have options. He went to a corner, pulled up a white butcher’s apron like he was wearing—though not covered in bloodstains—and handed it to me to give to her.

      “Thank you,” I said, and did so. For some odd reason, it was kind of hot.

      With that out of the way, Jalee dressed and we took off again. Soon we were at the car, cloaking it and flying into the air. Ahlaksiz was fairly certain the airports and nearby docks would be heavily monitored by both local law enforcement and monsters, so she went southwest to avoid them.

      “We did it!” Jalee said once we were on the move. She leaned forward to wrap her arms around me. “I could kiss you. Oh, no reason not to!” She pulled me around and planted one on the lips, then pulled back with a laugh. “Wooo!”

      I grinned, leaning back to watch the city of Tunis disappear below, giving way to smaller suburbs and a desert in the distance.

      “I didn’t even know Tunisia had female cops,” I said with a chuckle, shaking my head. “Or that my vibration power could…” My gut told me to shut up, then. What was I thinking, admitting to a group of lovers that I’d given another woman an orgasm? Inadvertently, and I wasn’t one-hundred percent certain that’s what had happened… but it had sure seemed like it.

      “What’s this about your vibration power?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “Nothing, nothing. I can’t believe the police were in on it.”

      “As you know with my daughter, monsters aren’t above getting into positions of power to get their way”

      “You think that was an ambush back there?” Kinara asked.

      Ahlaksiz nodded. “I noticed others watching us earlier, but didn’t put it together. Not until that attack happened on the scale it did. It could only go like that if the right people were notified and the situation put into place.”

      “But to risk losing this?” I asked, holding up the item.

      “Maybe not an ambush,” she admitted. “It’s possible they simply knew we would trace it, so they needed to defend it, and called for help. Either way, it’s ours now, and we have a good reason to go where they’d least suspect us, in case they have others on the prowl.”

      “And where would that be?” I asked.

      She grinned. “I think you’ll like it. Where would you not expect people on a mission to go? Knowing they are trying to get somewhere and on a deadline?”

      I scratched my head, not sure where she was going with this. “Disneyland?”

      “Close.” She laughed. “Out in the desert, there’s some of the newer Star Wars sets still active. I figured that they certainly wouldn’t expect us to go sight-seeing and since you’d probably—”

      Before she could finish, I leaned over to kiss her with excitement. This was the best news I’d heard all day—even better than getting this strange Iridant device.

      I was going to the set of Star Wars.
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      “So to be clear, which set is this from?” I asked.

      “Does it matter?” Ahlaksiz stared forward, clearly avoiding looking at me.

      “Judging by the way you said that, you know it kind of does.”

      “Mr. Lucas worked on all of them. He’s a legend, and a truly nice guy.”

      I frowned, wondering if that meant she’d known him. Such a thought was simply too overwhelming, so I cleared my throat, waiting for an answer.

      “One of the prequels, I think,” Ahlaksiz finally said with a sigh.

      “Great.” I groaned, having hoped it was the originals. She was right, though. Even if the prequels weren’t as amazing, this was still Star Wars.

      “What wars exactly are these from?” Kinara asked. “You have many wars on Earth?”

      I grinned, turning to her as if she were joking, then remembered she wouldn’t have known about the movies.

      “Where do I begin?” A shared look with Ahlaksiz showed she had been expecting this. For me, it was absurd that anyone wouldn’t know such amazing stories. I spent most of the trip going into the tales, including the prequels and more recent films. When they asked about Mr. Lucas, I tried to recall what I could, going into details about American Graffiti and his early projects, along with how Pixar had been part of his empire at one point, before it became what it was today. Of course, that started a whole new line of questions, including a side story about Steve Jobs and his role as CEO.

      “Don’t you make stories?” Kinara asked.

      “What?”

      “You had your computer, remember? Your… graphical novels?”

      “Graphic novels.” I nodded. “Sure, sure, but those are nothing on the level of Star Wars and all that.”

      “But you could make them into movies. That would be fun.”

      I scoffed. “It would be, but… not likely. Me?”

      “She has a point, actually,” Ahlaksiz interjected. “If we play our cards right with Rand Jacobs, the possibilities are endless.”

      “Jacobs?” I scoffed. “You mean the movie producer who ended up being the lamia who got us into this mess?”

      “That’s right. Those movie people work like this—tit for tat. Do something for them, they help you out.”

      My mind swelled with the idea of seeing some of my stories on the big screen, and I shook my head to cast the thought aside. It wasn’t going to happen. These thoughts were too fun! I leaned back, imagining such actresses as Kristin Kruek or Mila Kunis playing in my movies, then saw myself with my team of monster ladies walking down the red carpet.

      Imagining Kinara emerging from a limo made me chuckle—draped in a fancy gown, hair done, diamonds around her neck.

      “You’re in it now, aren’t you?” Ahlaksiz asked. “Sold?”

      “If she can make it a reality, I’m in.”

      “Try not to kill her during all of this, and we’ll see.”

      “Noted.”

      I leaned out to look at the desert below and noticed a city of light brown buildings and patches of green palm trees.

      “Tozeur,” Ahlaksiz said. “It’s a beautiful city, if we ever have time to come back for a vacation.”

      “Will we ever have time for that?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Not all of life is like this. Most of my years have been spent trying to figure out what to do next with my days.”

      “So you’ve probably been all over.”

      “Most of the world, yeah. You should have seen Venice, Italy in the old days. Now that was a fun city to explore.”

      To think of her exploring the world through the years put her in a new light. It was one thing to hear her say she was old, and quite another to imagine her in one of those Italian masks enjoying parties with people from the 1600s, or whenever that had been.

      We lowered the car to a dirt road that was lined with palm trees on one side, a river moving along it.

      “Why here?” Jalee asked, glancing around. “Is this the Star Wars stuff?”

      “No, but it’s early, and we don’t want to run into tourists there,” Ahlaksiz replied. “This is such a random spot, I can’t imagine how they would possibly find us.”

      “Isn’t that where you finish your sentence and we all turn to see some badass monster leering at us through the car window?” I chuckled, turning slowly to the window. Luckily, no monster there.

      “There’s another reason Tozeur was on the list,” Ahlaksiz admitted, pulling the car up to the side of a lone building with red walls and planks of wood for a roof. It was on the outskirts of the city, tucked away and almost hidden by the palm trees. “Stones.”

      “Stones?” I glanced around at the three large stones next to the building, and others along the river behind us.

      “Precious stones of protection. If you’re going to have a chance of summoning this monster, we’re going to want you protected.”

      “Except, I thought you said I’d be fine.”

      She grinned, getting out of the car, but paused to add, “You’ll be fine, because we’re getting you these stones.”

      “For the record, I think your stones would be enough,” Kinara said, surprising me with a gentle cupping of my package. “More than enough.”

      I yelped in surprise, earning a laugh from the other ladies, then gave Kinara’s hand an appreciative squeeze before heading out after Ahlaksiz. She had already entered, so I waited for the others. Jalee joined me first, trying to smooth the butcher’s apron and clearly not enjoying it.

      Kinara came to my side, wrapping her fingers in mine. “What, I’m not allowed to cup you whenever I want?”

      “It’s fun for all parties,” I replied, “but… sometimes it’s a bit ticklish?”

      “Ahhh. Yeah, like me when I’m not turned on. I get it.”

      “Are you ever not turned on?”

      She hit me playfully, then thought about it. “Come to think of it, whenever I’m around you that would be a big no. But when you’re not around, I imagine it could happen—me not being turned on, I mean. Or maybe it would be even more, because I’d be missing you.”

      “You’re sweet.”

      I gave Jalee a nod, then craned my neck to see why Milrae was still in the car.

      “I’m going to get some rest,” Milrae said. “Stay here and close my eyes, recover a bit.”

      “That makes sense,” I replied.

      “She’ll be fine,” Kinara assured me. “It was my idea, because my healing saliva works best when one is properly resting.”

      I couldn’t argue that, and having a lookout made sense, even if she was asleep. Any strange noises would likely wake her. With Kinara on my arm and Jalee taking up the rear, we entered the building. Ahlaksiz was hugging a young man, who stood next to a counter displaying pomegranates and bottles of water.

      My eyes scoured the empty walls trying to make sense of this, then returned to the sight of Ahlaksiz, still hugging the guy. My guess was he was even younger than I, though Ahlaksiz had shown that age wasn’t one of her main concerns.

      “Sorry,” she said, finally breaking from the embrace and gesturing my way. “This is Ferris. Ferris, I’d like you to meet Aziz. He’s my best friend’s son, my godson.”

      “Your godson?” I blinked a couple of times, working to understand this. “You knew he’d be here?”

      “Not at all, but it’s not a huge surprise.”

      “I’m one of a dozen or so stone specialists,” the man said, nodding my way. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “You, too,” I replied, trying to ignore the amused sideways glance Kinara was sending my way. My best guess was she was thinking of the way she had fondled my stones, and putting that together with the way this guy had called himself a stone specialist. It wasn’t that funny, but I cared for her too much to say so. Instead, I offered her a humored smile in response, then gestured around the room. “So where are the stones?”

      Aziz grinned and stood with arms spread, as if gesturing to them. He was in good shape, wearing a simple white T-shirt and jeans. He kept a slight black beard; his hair on top was slicked back, and his eyes glinted with a bit of a fiery look. I had to wonder what sort of monster he was, but the fire made me suspect possibly an ifrit, if those were real.

      “Sorry, I don’t get the joke,” I finally said.

      “Approach the walls.” He took a step over toward one, motioning me to follow.

      I did, and as soon as I was close to the wall, I understood. It must have had some sort of vision ward on it because the view transformed from a blank wall to one with a full display of precious stones. Having made introductions, Ahlaksiz was already at the opposite wall, picking out stones from thin air—at least it appeared so since I wasn’t on that side.

      “So what’s this one do?” I asked, holding up a pink quartz.

      “I mean…” He eyed me with confusion. “You don’t know? Various stones hold different powers, in a sense. But it’s not because of the stone in itself. It’s more related to the color, which is, of course, related to light. I believe—though some debate this—that there’s something special about light when it comes to monsters and other creatures who use magic.”

      “Like sunlight giving powers to Superman?”

      Aziz guffawed. “No, because it works much the same in our world. Only some find here they can be dampened, or amplified.”

      “None of us have been affected like that,” Kinara interjected.

      “Maybe not, but some are. And it might depend on your environment. You’ve used your magic in many parts of the world?”

      “No…”

      “Exactly.” Turning back to me, he held up the quartz. “Whether my theory is correct or not, something like this still has its effect. Quartz, for example, works defensively by lowering your enemy’s drive to attack. It can make friendlies more friendly and might be the tipping point that makes someone go from uncertain about kissing you to very certain. If an enemy is trying to drive an extra bit of energy into their attack to take you down, this might stop them.”

      “And other stones are then related to their colors?” I pondered this, then asked, “What about those with mixed colors?”

      “Exactly as you’d expect. Mixed effects, sometimes differing in fun ways. A bloodstone, for example, is dark green with splatters of red. It might have different variations of hue and degree of color. Green often helps one heal faster, or amplifies one’s power if related to healing or growth, while red can be harnessed more for blood rage or fire protection. Both depend on the hue, and if a bloodstone is more red than green, it’s likely to do weird things. I once had a stone that, when pressed to my body, allowed rage-fueled attacks to grant me healing. It meant I could attack and attack, and as long as I stayed full of rage, my stamina wouldn’t fall.”

      “That sounds badass,” I admitted.

      He nodded. “But also dangerous. You don’t want to live your life full of rage, and you don’t want your enemy getting hold of stones like that. I make it a rule to destroy any such stones I find, and you’ll certainly never see one in my shop.”

      “That’s fine, because I’m seeking a different type of stone,” Ahlaksiz said, eyes narrowing as she watched the man. “Do you have any Alexandrite?”

      He frowned, shaking his head. “I might know where to find some, as I’ve found some there once before, long ago. What would you need it for?”

      “It’s complicated.” She eyed her godson, then sighed. “If I can’t trust you, who can I trust, am I right?”

      “I’d like to think so.”

      She nodded. “Ferris isn’t a monster, as you might have noticed. He can summon.”

      “Fucking hell.” Aziz eyed me in a new light.

      “Language,” Ahlaksiz scolded.

      “Sorry, it’s just… Fuck. Oh, that’s why you didn’t know what the stones do. Of course.” He held up his hands. “Sorry, sorry. Where did you—I mean, how…?”

      I stepped away from him and moved closer to Kinara and Jalee; I wasn’t sure if his reaction was good or something I should be worried about.

      “My brother stumbled upon her shop,” I explained.

      Ahlaksiz nodded. “The rest sort of played out as you might expect. He summoned, ended up at the shop, and now we’re here.”

      He nodded with great interest, then eyed the two monsters near me with increased interest. “Did you…?”

      “Link with him?” Kinara grinned, showing off her pointy little teeth. “That’s right.”

      “I see…” He looked from them to me, amazed. “You know, I was linked to one who could summon, long ago. Fucking church burned her at the stake, claiming she was a witch.”

      “Oh, you’re… of course. Sorry, older than you look, I mean.”

      He nodded. “Most of us are, or older than we’d look to humans, anyway. So you’re getting powers and all that?”

      “I am.” Since he stood there waiting for more, I elaborated. “First echolocation, basically,” I said with a nod at Kinara, “then other powers, like being able to sense when an attack is coming, moving underwater, stuff like that.”

      “We still don’t know what powers I’ve passed on, do we?” Ahlaksiz said.

      Aziz’s eyes went wide, then his face scrunched up as he said, “Eeeew. Not you two!”

      “What?” She looked up from a rock, then frowned, clearly realizing she had given away that information without meaning to. Her embarrassment turned to annoyance. “And why shouldn’t we have?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe that when you were his age it was, what, the Dark Ages?”

      “No, it wasn’t the damn Dark Ages,” she snapped. “And for that, I’m taking this stone for no charge.” She pocketed a turquoise one, then mumbled, “I’ll make love to whomever I please, thank you very much.”

      “Sorry, it’s just… Wait! You can’t have passed on any power, anyway—you weren’t summoned.”

      “What?” I said, turning to her with confusion. “Is that a thing?”

      She cocked her head, then faced her godson. “Is that a thing?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, back when I was with my witch, she would get all the dick and puss she could. Basically, fucking anything that walked and wasn’t from Earth, in an attempt to get all the power she possibly could. It took her ten non-summons before she concluded that she couldn’t get power from them. I’ve confirmed it since, so,” he turned to me, “sorry, bro, can’t get any powers out of me, either.”

      “I…” I didn’t have anything to say to that.

      He burst out laughing; my monster ladies were chuckling, too. “Dude, you should see your face.” Aziz shook his head. “I get it. Humans are weird about that stuff sometimes. Or some humans. It’s cool.”

      “I have nothing against it, I’m just not into it,” I said, trying not to sound offensive.

      “No, no, I get it. Trust me, there have been times in Earth’s history where people were way bigger prudes than most of you are now.”

      “And times when it was almost the opposite,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Still, too bad for you.” Aziz beamed. “I’m an ifrit, which is kind of like a fire genie. That’s how I like to spin it, anyway. Imagine what you’d get from me?”

      “It would be kind of hot,” Kinara said, winking my way.

      I laughed. “I see what you did there. And, no offense, but… can we focus? Stones?”

      “Stones,” Aziz said, turning back to Ahlaksiz. “All ready?”

      “Aside from the Alexandrite, yes. You’ll come with us to find it?”

      He was all smiles. “I’m invited? Then hell to the yes.”

      As she handed over little discs that I hadn’t seen before—apparently some form of monster payment—I had to ask. “I don’t mean to be rude, but what’s up with the name?”

      “You don’t like my name?” Aziz asked nonchalantly as he counted the discs.

      “It’s a great name. I mean, why was she able to tell it to me so easily? It can’t be used against you?”

      He looked up, pocketing the discs as he held my gaze, and said, “Try it.”

      “Try… saying your name?”

      “To control me. See what happens.”

      I eyed the others. Kinara and Jalee were watching with curiosity, Ahlaksiz with humor. Shrugging, I said, “Aziz, I command you to do a little dance.”

      “Oh, gladly,” he replied, then flipped me off. “Right after you go fuck yourself.”

      He burst into laughter again, as did Ahlaksiz despite his language. The other two monster ladies looked appalled and simultaneously curious.

      “Okay, point made,” I said, “but why doesn’t it have power over you?”

      “Because the one who summoned me had a very powerful spell, one that she gained toward the end, by going into the monsterverse.” He paused for dramatic effect, then said, “She found a way to channel the power of my name into herself, so when she died, it set me free.”

      “We can do that?” Kinara asked with awe.

      “Hold on.” I held up a hand to make a point. “Wouldn’t I have to die in that scenario?”

      Aziz nodded, and Ahlaksiz said, “It’s not likely something you’ll have the luxury of worrying about, anyway. To my knowledge, this witch was the only one who had been able to do it, and it seems she took her secret to her grave.”

      “Imagine my surprise when that Aladdin movie came out and the whole thing ended up about the genie getting his freedom.” Aziz started walking for the door. “It was almost like the story of my life, only with a lot more singing, a blue guy instead of me, and some other minor details. But basically, my life, right there.”

      “He can be a bit eccentric,” Ahlaksiz said as he exited. “But he’s one of the good monsters. Trust me.”

      I did, so we had nothing in response to her statement. We followed him out and showed him the car, over which he gushed and held a hand to his mouth as we told him about taking it from a hunter.

      “You never cease to amaze me,” he told me with a shake of his head, then tapped on the window to wake Milrae. “And who might this beauty be?”

      Milrae opened her eyes, stared at him for a moment, then shifted to the other side, going back to sleep.

      “She was shot,” Kinara explained. “In the process of healing, now.”

      “Ahhh.” He put a finger to his lips and squeezed into the back, finding it to be a tight fit but doable.

      We all piled in, on our way to nearby hills to look for some rare rock. As far as I was concerned, that meant more time to explore Tunisia, so I was thrilled.
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      Flying in our cloaked vehicle into the hills of Tunisia, I couldn’t help staring in awe at the deserts, rolling brown mountains, palm trees, and occasional small towns. When we landed in one of the mountain areas, I was almost in a daze. How could I have lived so much of my life without having seen places like this? Taking a deep breath of fresh air, I looked out over a nearby oasis below a cliff, and thought it was like a scene from a film, but so much more real with the air and the warm breeze.

      “This is part of your world?” Kinara asked, folding her arms and taking it all in. “Contrasted with your home, then the lake… I’d like to point out how confusing it is.”

      “Yours doesn’t have different landscapes?” I asked.

      She pursed her lips, then turned to Milrae.

      “Does it?”

      “In a sense,” Milrae said. “However, not like this. There’s a certain darkness that seems to penetrate all of it, making it much more… monotone in style.”

      “I’ve settled here for a reason,” Aziz said, kneeling to caress one of the rocks. As he did, smoke rose from his hand, and the rock split. Within, purple geodes glimmered. He looked up at me, grinning. “And it’s not for the sand.”

      “But it’s a beautiful country, from what I’ve seen.” I turned, hands out, closing my eyes and letting the sun hit me. This wasn’t my norm by any stretch, but what about my life lately had been normal?

      “You done?” Ahlaksiz asked, and I opened my eyes to see the others watching me with humored stares.

      “If I had a choice, no. But since we have a stone to find, sure.”

      She turned to Aziz, eyebrow raised.

      “I’ve only found one such stone here,” he admitted, “and it was around the waterfall that leads to that pool of water. Just up this way.”

      “What happened to that one?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “I sold it, actually, to a Myth.”

      Recognizing that term, I turned to Ahlaksiz to see how she’d react, but she simply nodded and followed him up the tan-colored rocks. The rest of us came up behind while I wondered which Myth it had been and if I’d know of them. As time passed and no one asked, the moment was lost, and asking would have been awkward. Instead, I turned to check on Milrae in case she needed help, after being shot and all. She smiled and blew me a kiss.

      “Don’t worry about me,” she said, apparently noticing my concern. “The healing of a chirop can work wonders.”

      “One reason they’re hunted, actually,” Aziz said, glancing back and eyeing Kinara.

      “Thanks for the reminder,” she spat back.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” he replied and shrugged. “Only that, I’m surprised you’re out in the open like this, and with such company.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, partially out of curiosity but also in case I was supposed to come to her aid.

      “He’s referring to the fact that, back home, some of us might have been quick to take her head,” Jalee said, the words coming out quickly. I’d nearly forgotten that she had served a hunter, and judging by the way she said this sentence, I figured that meant she would have been in that “some of us” category.

      “Others would be quick to act as well,” Kinara added, “if they knew I was here. Most don’t think of me as a monster, but more like a tool to be used.”

      “Like aloe vera,” Ahlaksiz explained.

      I guffawed at that, and said, “A damn sexy plant, in that case.”

      Kinara frowned at me, clearly unsure how to take that. Since I hadn’t meant any offense, I apologized.

      “Again, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Aziz said. “I was caught off guard when I first saw the makeup of this group, is all. Then again, those who can summon often bring a variety of followers into their fold. I never would’ve thought I’d be lovers with a cockatrice, but there we were until it all fell apart.”

      “Cockatrice?” I knew the term, but at the moment I could only hear “cock” and a contorted version of trice that made me think “thrice”; the image that entered my head was not pleasant.

      “Kind of like dragon-meets-rooster,” Aziz explained with a laugh, “and in this case, with gorgeous breasts and an ass for days.”

      Now that image was very confusing, so I simply nodded and continued following them on our hike. As amazing as the day was, the warmth was starting to get to me; I could feel damp sweat on the small of my back.

      “Basty, would you..?” I said, and Basty transformed from the scarf around my neck to a little Totoro-looking creature on my shoulder. An image of raw meat crossed through my mind, and I said, “We have any of that meat left, for my little friend?”

      Ahlaksiz paused to retrieve some of what she’d taken from the butcher, handing some to me and some to Kinara. The latter scarfed it down, while I took it with disgust and fed it to Basty. The little creature swallowed it whole, eyeing me with a drowsy, contented look.

      I turned, ready to continue, but froze at the horrified way Aziz was staring at me. Or, not me, but the creature on my shoulder.

      “You don’t cease to amaze me,” the man said, stumbling back a tad too close to the edge of the path.

      “Watch it,” I said.

      He froze, then looked behind himself, laughing. “I thought you were threatening me for a second there.”

      “Only trying to help.”

      He gave me a nod, then turned and continued walking, whispering to Ahlaksiz, “What have you gotten yourself wrapped up in?”

      She chuckled, and I had a thought, glancing at the stone she had given me on my wrist piece. “If stones can be so powerful, why aren’t we relying on them more?”

      “Can is the keyword there,” Ahlaksiz replied.

      Aziz looked back and nodded. “It relates to your ability to connect to the stone’s energy.”

      “Which is in turn related to you being able to access your own energy, via your core.” Alhaksiz pressed her fist to her gut. “Right here—harness it, open your mind and soul, and you’ll find the energy works wonders.”

      She had given me the protective stone before, though now I wondered whether it had worked or not. It might have helped me survive this long, but it was equally possible that it had done absolutely nothing.

      “And this one we’re looking for…?” I asked.

      Aziz hesitated, so it was Ahlaksiz who cut in. “We don’t know, exactly. But I believe it can be very powerful. A rare form of Alexandrite not known to most humans, the type we’re searching for here, includes yellow and white, but shifts in sunlight to almost a black.”

      “Black, of course, is a color that seems to sap our kind of power, so often it’s considered negative,” Aziz explained. “But in the hands of a summoner? Helps one dominate the monster being summoned. White shields, while yellow is related to visualization and amplifying one’s connection to their inner core.”

      “So what you’re saying is, any summoner with one of these strange Alexandrite stones has a much better chance when it comes to summoning a powerful monster.”

      “Precisely.”

      We kept at it for a bit, but since we weren’t having any luck, I finally decided to kick off my shoes, peeling off my socks so I could wade into the water. It was warm, but not so much that it wasn’t refreshing.

      “Taking a break?” Milrae asked. Before I knew it, she had removed her whole getup and was wading into the water completely nude. I’d nearly forgotten that, in their world, nude was the norm.

      “Come on in,” Kinara said, stripping next and going in with Milrae. She stepped in, the water up to her ass, then turned and waited.

      I turned to see Aziz still checking rocks, and when he saw me looking, he nodded. “It’s fine, and if you’re concerned about me checking out your lovers, don’t worry. I’ve seen more nudity in my lifetime than many humans could even hope to see with their fancy internet porn. I appreciate a beautiful nude body, but there’s nothing unusual about it. Like you might appreciate a slender neck, or the cuteness of one’s nose.”

      That was a thought that terrified me—ever getting to the point where the stunning breasts and asses I was seeing didn’t arouse me in the way they currently did. I shook my head at the thought then said, “Fuck it,” undressing to go in. Basty hopped off and started to wade at the edge of the water, but didn’t go in any deeper. Aziz kept giving him worried looks, but was at least focused on the task at hand.

      As I stripped, I became slightly insecure. My ears itched, and I looked up to see that, despite what he’d said, Aziz was staring at my now exposed cock.

      “Excuse me,” I said, turning back to the ladies and wading into the water.

      “I didn’t mean to stare,” he said, “it’s just that I’d been expecting smaller. You surprised me.”

      “It’s been growing,” Jalee explained, staying clear of the water but having a seat at its edge. She began to undress, too, so the sun could warm her skin. “It wasn’t exactly small to begin with, but definitely smaller.”

      I glared at her, not wanting my package to be the focus of the conversation.

      “He thinks it might have something to do with becoming more monster, maybe?” Ahlaksiz explained.

      “Ladies…” I covered myself, hoping that would give them the hint.

      “What, why?” Aziz said, standing now and gesturing at my covered crotch. “I’d assume the chirop has been, you know…”

      “Of course!” Ahlaksiz said, and laughed.

      “What?” I asked.

      The others seemed equally confused, and the two in the water had started moving around in it, bathing themselves. Since I was growing hard, I chose to lower myself, too.

      “Chirop saliva heals, and has other related effects,” Aziz said, eyes sparkling. “You know what I mean?” He turned, checking another stone.

      For a second I didn’t, then turned to Kinara and saw her blushing.

      “It’s another reason I’m hunted,” she admitted. “My kind. Not all monsters are as well-endowed as the ones you’ve seen, or at least they weren’t at first.”

      “Her saliva can have a hefty price on the black market,” Ahlaksiz further explained, stripping now as well and approaching me in the water. She had taken on her true form, with ears and tail.

      “Even more when tongue or full head are attached,” Kinara growled. Clearly, this was a sore subject.

      Then it all made sense—her saliva, from when she went down on me, was what had been making me larger. Holy shit, I thought. And they were saying some monsters used that, even hunted her kind and sold parts of her, or her saliva at the very least, as part of a penis-enlargement market.

      It almost made me laugh, but also made me want to cry. It was fucking disgusting.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, going over to take her hand and kiss it.

      “Why should you be?” She took her other hand under the water and caressed my hard cock. “You get the benefits for free.”

      “It’s not about that, and you know it.” I pulled her close, kissing her on the forehead, but she leaned up and pressed her lips to mine.

      “I do know it,” she replied. “And that’s why I didn’t want to say anything. Maybe I should have…”

      “He’s not going to complain or tell you to stop,” Milrae said with a laugh. “Have you seen the way he throws that thing around now? He’s proud of it!”

      “Shouldn’t I be?” I said, grinning. My smile suddenly faded as a thought hit me. “Wait, it’s not going to… keep growing, is it? Like, I seriously don’t want a third leg down there that I have to figure out what to do with.”

      “Don’t worry.” Kinara was stroking me now. “It has a limited effect. I’d imagine this is the extent of the growth, or at most only a bit more.”

      I gulped, looking down at the blurred outline of my cock through the water, grateful it wasn’t going to grow much more. As much as I’d often felt a pang of jealousy at the monster cocks on the internet, I kind of liked who I was. This gave me confidence, but I didn’t want to start feeling like someone I wasn’t. Going from maybe six inches when I was lucky to a good eight made sense, but no footlong for me.

      As she continued to stroke and Milrae watched out of the corner of her eye, pretending not to notice, I found myself lost in thought, wondering how often in hentai stories and the like men had their size increased, when given the option. I’d certainly read a few stories where that was the case and had to grin at the thought now.

      “You two aren’t seriously…” Aziz laughed. “Man, that brings back memories.”

      Now all eyes were on us, but at least my lower half was underwater. Kinara’s arm was moving as she stroked me, in a way that made it very obvious what she was doing.

      “Maybe you should stop,” I said, feeling self-conscious.

      “Yeah?”

      “He’s right,” Aziz said, standing and walking over. “We might end up wanting to search the rocks in the water, and it would be a bit weird knowing something was floating around in there with us.”

      “Kinara, you’re still doing it,” Jalee noted.

      Kinara sighed, gave me a gentle squeeze, then pulled her hands up to show everyone. “Happy?”

      Well, I was likely about to get blue balls, but aside from that, sure. At least when it did come, the water helped.

      Soon Aziz had us diving underwater to look for any sort of stone that glimmered or could be large enough to break open and find what he was looking for. Then again, it wouldn’t likely glimmer unless it was polished, right? I scratched my chin, wondering what I should be looking for, then, and clicked my tongue in annoyance. What followed was my ability to ping my nearby surroundings in the water. It wasn’t only my surroundings, though, but something extra that allowed me to sense what was nearby with degrees of power—other stones that seemed to respond in terms of color! That gave me an idea.

      I ducked down into the water and clicked my tongue, then did it again, using my power in water to move quickly. The search didn’t last much longer, as soon I was at the base of the falls, behind where the water was swirling, with something in my hand that was giving off mixed signals.

      My breath was running low; I had forgotten to pay attention to going up for air. I shot out of the water, rolling onto the nearby rock, and came up coughing, gasping for breaths.

      “Are you all right?” Jalee asked, moving toward me.

      I pushed myself up to kneel, held up the yellowish stone, and said, “I think I have something here.”

      They all quickly gathered around me.

      Aziz maneuvered his way past the others, took it, and grinned. “Sir, I do believe you have yourself the rare form of Alexandrite we have been searching for.” He handed it back over, and I felt a tingling of power from the little stone.

      “Do we do this here?” I asked.

      “First, you put some pants on,” Ahlaksiz said with a chuckle. “As much fun as this is.”

      I’d neglected to recall that I and most of my monster ladies were nude. With a grin, I turned back to find my clothes, and found little Basty there, lying on the ground asleep. He was so cute, like a furball version of a cat, aside from the way the ground shifted around him. As I dressed, I asked, “Why’re you scared of this thing?”

      “Me?” Aziz shook his head. “the better question is, why aren’t you?”

      “He’s an ally. Maybe a friend?”

      Aziz cast a doubtful glance at the others. Jalee had helped Milrae find her clothes and was helping to dress the woman as she said, “It’s true. It was scary at first, but Ferris managed to win the little guy over, I guess.”

      “He helps out, changing forms, giving me visions or sending visions of a different sort to my enemies.”

      “That’s… amazing. Do you think he’d mind if I… tried?” Aziz took a tentative step toward us, but I held up a hand as I pulled up my pants.

      “One second, I’ll ask.”

      Kneeling next to Basty, I said, “Ready, little buddy?”

      There was no response. Leaning in, I went to scoop him up and only barely registered Ahlaksiz shouting for me not to.

      As soon as I touched him, I understood why. One second I was there at his side, the next I was in a place that could only be his mind. It was a fucked-up mind at that. Swirling colors, and there was Basty—only he was humongous, like a huge fluffball as tall as a three-story house. He turned to me and smiled wide, but it came across as incredibly creepy with colors started swirling around his head, and he floated, bringing me with him. Below us, dark rocks formed, giving way to a lake of water that was equally dark at first, but soon started glowing green. I had no idea what to expect, or what was going on, but ducked as something swooshed past. Again, something came at me, and my powers weren’t doing a damn thing in terms of warning.

      The third time, though, I got a good look at a creature like a winged rat. It came at me, attempting to claw my face, then there was another one, this one taking on the shape of a beautiful woman’s body but with the face of a rat; it startled me beyond belief. Meanwhile, Basty was to the side starting to laugh—a deep, unexpected laugh that shook the air around me. It was like the air stopped supporting me, and I fell, faster and faster until I plunged into the water, and kept falling.

      I turned, struggling to swim out of there, to break free from my descent, but it didn’t happen. My lungs burned, vision fading from my eyes, then I was simply floating, feeling like this could very well be my end.

      Something hard and warm was in my hand, but when I looked down, it seemed empty. At first. A glint of light caught my attention, the warmth spreading through my body, and I was able to see that crystal we’d found.

      As soon as I could see it, the darkness pushed out, retreating, and I was at Basty’s side. Aziz had the crystal pressed into my palm, kneeling next to me. Basty’s eyes slowly opened and he stared at me for a long moment before finally popping up and scurrying along my arm to come to rest on my shoulder. All as if none of that had happened. Maybe it hadn’t?

      I suddenly wanted to call my parents and check in on them. Nodding my appreciation to Aziz, I stood, took a deep breath, and said, “Well… that happened.”

      “Exactly what was it that did happen?” Kinara asked, stepping up to me cautiously, eyeing Basty with unease.

      “I think I entered his dream. Something like that, anyway.”

      “And?” Aziz’s eyes were wide with fascination.

      “It was too weird to comprehend.” This was possibly true, but mostly l wanted to clear my head from that strange experience, and the sensation of falling, then drowning. A deep breath helped a bit, then settling my gaze on Kinara helped me more. She had a hand on my shoulder and I remembered before, focusing on how she had been jacking me off in the water. Nothing like a good sensual memory to focus on when needing to clear one’s thoughts.

      With a shudder, I said, “So… do we do this here?”

      “There’s a second reason I was going to bring you on the movie set tour,” Ahlaksiz said, shaking her head. “It’s because, to summon a monster of this power, we’re going to need to do it in the dead of night. Certain spots work best to commune with the shadows, referred to by our kind as ‘Shadowportia,’ and there happens to be one not far from that location. We go out there, wait, and then, when the time is right, see what you’re capable of.”

      Aziz had gone pale. “So you’re actually going to do it?”

      “It’s necessary.”

      He turned back to me, shaking his head with a look of worry. “I truly wish you well. But if it doesn’t work out, I’m glad I got the chance to meet you, my friend.”

      “Wait, what?” I turned back to Ahlaksiz. “I thought the crystal is supposed to protect me? Why’s he talking like I might die?”

      “Is Ferris going to die?” Milrae asked, turning on her, too.

      “Fuck that,” Kinara chimed in. “Call it all off. We’re done here. Ferris, let’s go find a hotel and make wild, passionate love for the rest of our days. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

      “It does…” I was still staring at Ahlaksiz, though, waiting for an answer.

      She eyed Aziz, then turned back to me, and held out her hands. “I don’t have all the answers. But I know this—we have an Iridant, and the chance that presents us with. You have Jalee who wants to go home, if only long enough to save her sister, and other reasons for doing this. Will you die? I hope not, but if you do, we’re all going down with you. The crystal isn’t a guarantee, but in this life, nothing is.”

      “I’ll let you stick it in my ass,” Kinara said. “You come back to the hotel with me right now and say no to all this, it goes in my ass. If that’s what you want. Or we can find something to stick in your ass.”

      “You’d let me do that anyway,” I said, putting my hand on hers, where it still rested on my arm. “But thank you for the offer.”

      She sighed, looking to the others as she said, “He’s not wrong.”

      “We came all this way.” I gave her hand a comforting squeeze, knowing she would stick with me in this, though the appeal of running off to fuck like monsters certainly pulled at me. “I’m not backing down now.”

      “Then allow me to show you around Tozeur a bit, yes?” Aziz grinned, rubbing his hands together. “We still have a couple of hours until sunset, after all.”

      “True, but we want to avoid being seen,” Ahlaksiz pointed out.

      “I know just the place.”

      Dressed and ready to go, we hiked back to the car, and soon were checking into a large building on the outskirts of the city. Aziz and Ahlaksiz decided to go into the city to find more clothing and supplies while the rest of us enjoyed the grounds and took some time to rest.

      That turned into our discovery of an old museum of sorts, with pictures of a Tunisian family from long ago. The archways, fountains, and intricate patterns etched into the walls were impressive. The few people there kept staring at us—or more specifically, our odd dress now that Jalee wore her butcher’s apron and Kinara had gotten rid of her Tunisian clothes as much as she could without her ears and wings visible. Milrae still had her concealing outfit on, at least. I had no idea how they would have reacted to seeing the real her.

      That thought made me upset one minute, while very much wanting to show her my appreciation of her body the next. Not that she needed my approval, but damn, I’d make sure she knew she had it.

      “Over here,” I said, noticing a side walkway lined with stunning, pink flowers. We ducked past the flowers, around back to the garden, then to a cove slightly hidden from view.

      “What are we doing here?” Milrae asked, though judging by the look in Kinara’s eyes, she knew exactly where my mind was at.

      I glanced over to see that Basty had taken his normal form and was eyeing me. Kneeling, I said, “Can you keep a lookout?”

      He blinked, then slid off his perch on my shoulder and went to the corner, standing there to do his job. Jalee glanced down at the little guy, then up at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Seriously, here?” she asked.

      I grinned, pulling Milrae close. “We’re waiting on them, right? I can’t stand seeing you so… covered.”

      “This world of yours would have me always like this.”

      “It’s getting to you?”

      With a deep breath, she said, “I’m not sure. By the waterfall, everything was perfect again, but here, seeing the way people look at us, especially those with… less clothing.” Her eyes went to Jalee, who frowned as Milrae finished, “It isn’t right.”

      “You know what?” Jalee undid the apron, hanging it on the flower tree behind us. “She’s right. What do I care if the world sees some leg or a nipple?”

      I pursed my lips, knowing I’d been raised in Earth’s prudish ways and that it was best not to argue the case. Where they came from, many monsters walked around nude and it wasn’t a big deal. Why should they live by our standards, when it wasn’t like they had chosen to come here?

      My only concern was that we were in Tunisia, and I was willing to bet they were more conservative than back home in California. Of course, when my eyes went to Jalee’s exposed, dark nipple, my tongue wetting my lips, I couldn’t care less about all that other stuff. Right now, it was just me and them. I pulled her close as I kissed Milrae, then turned to kiss Jalee as well, hand gently caressing the top of her breast, then fingers moving along the edge of her areola, teasing.

      Kinara was eyeing me, I noticed, so I went to her next, but she shook her head, pointing past me.

      Standing there, arms crossed, was Aziz.

      “Really?” He shook his head and held out a new outfit for Kinara. “Maybe this will help your man keep his libido in check.”

      “Maybe I don’t want his libido in check,” she countered but stepped away from me to try on the new dress. Not the type to be shy, she quickly had the tattered clothes off—I would miss those—and the new dress on. It was stunning! A green sundress with long sleeves that were loose at the end, yellow flowing patterns that started at the naval and worked their way up around the loose collar. She did a quick spin for us and put the headpiece back on, then asked, “You came alone?”

      He chuckled. “My godmother went to look for you inside, while I agreed to search out here. She had a feeling you might be… distracted.”

      “Can you blame him?” Kinara asked, slapping Jalee on the ass.

      Aziz chuckled, shaking his head. “Not at all. Or you.” He winked my way at that, leaving me unsure what he meant. Regardless, my little idea of having a hidden romp next to the museum was spoiled, so the others put on their new clothes too, and I scooped up Basty to follow Aziz inside.
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      As it turned out, we weren’t there only for the museum. In the back was a large tent with hanging lights. Torches lined the path, and I turned to Jalee at my side with a look of curiosity.

      “Back home, this would terrify me,” Kinara said.

      I turned back to her, puzzled. “What do you mean?”

      She grimaced, eyes on the tent. “This is the kind of event they’d hold after catching one of my kind. The type of event where my kind would be served as part of the feast.”

      The thought brought bile to my mouth, and I stopped, turning to face her. “If you don’t want to go, we can turn back. I get it.”

      Low music started from the direction of the tent, and she startled.

      “I hadn’t even thought of it,” Ahlaksiz admitted. “I’m sorry. He’s right, let’s go—”

      “I want to stay,” Kinara countered.

      “You’re sure?”

      “I am.” Kinara wrapped her arm through mine. “Replacing the image of this type of event with a new one isn’t a horrible idea, after all.”

      “You have us if you need an escape, or a shoulder to lean on,” Milrae said, giving her a half hug.

      Jalee wore a frown and kept back, causing me to wonder about the time she had worked for a hunter. Could she have gone to these events? Surely she had never eaten a chirop. The thought made me queasy, so I decided it was best if I never knew.

      We continued, entering the large tent that felt like a gateway to a dream. Within, tables were set with couscous covered with vegetables and lamb, circular pastries with egg and parsley inside, and other dishes of vegetables, kefta, and an interesting style of bread they called khobz taabouna.

      Kinara had to be assured that we weren’t eating bat before we sat to eat, and even then mostly relied on the raw meat Ahlaksiz had. As she snuck a bite, I had to wonder how long that would last.

      “Is this the norm?” I asked.

      Aziz laughed. “Some of this, yes. I have a local woman I’ve been seeing for a few months now, and she’s a wonderful cook. But all of this at once is mostly for big events.”

      “What event does this happen to be?” I asked as music kicked in, reminding me of a shriller version of bagpipes.

      “An acquaintance is getting married.” He grinned and pointed past me to a table that, now that I was looking, was clearly the head table. Seated there were some men and women in fancy tuxedos and dresses. They weren’t Tunisian—maybe European, though the principal couple was Asian.

      “Come, I’ll introduce you,” he said, motioning for me to follow.

      “Uh, sure.” I followed, hoping the monster ladies would find a reason to keep me with them but finding no such luck. Meeting random people had never been something I excelled at, but it wasn’t as if I was the same man I had once been. In the short amount of time since meeting Kinara, then the rest, I had changed. With this in mind, I put on a smile, and when it was time to greet the happy couple, I nodded respectfully. Shaking hands had lost favor with most people after the pandemic and continued to this day—at least, in some cultures. To my relief, that impacted these people as well.

      The man stood and bowed, saying it was nice to meet me.

      “This is Raijin-san,” Aziz said, then motioned to the woman, “and Uzume-san.”

      Raijin eyed Aziz and said something in Japanese that I didn’t catch—I knew some basics, but never could catch words when blurted out so quickly. It seemed the man was annoyed.

      “It’s okay,” Aziz said, waving off the comment. “Ferris-san is with us. He’s… practically one of us.”

      “Us?” I asked, then eyed Raijin in a new light.

      “You’re from the other side?” Raijin asked, eyeing me skeptically.

      “Er, not exactly,” I admitted.

      “Sorry, my miscommunication,” Aziz cut in. “He can summon.”

      At this, both the man and woman stared at me with new curiosity, and another man stepped up next to them as if appearing from the darkness.

      “Impossible,” the newcomer said, wearing old, samurai-style clothes and armor, complete with sword and samurai haircut, the front-middle shaved.

      “It would seem not,” Aziz replied.

      “Well,” Raijin said, interjecting before his friend could get another word in, “it is truly an honor, then, that you would grace us with your visit.”

      “Oh, thank you. The honor is all mine.”

      There was something about the way they eyed me, especially Raijin’s companion. We started for our seats, and Aziz whispered, “Don’t mind that one.”

      I glanced back to see the man still glaring at me. “He’s one, too?”

      “One?” He laughed, then lowered his voice to say, “He used to go by Momotaro.”

      “The peach boy?” I put a hand over my mouth, hoping he hadn’t heard that.

      Aziz nodded. “So many Legends would love to get their hands on him if they knew where he was hiding out. Raijin only agreed to have the ceremony here so that Momotaro could be present. He’s a wanted man in the world of Myths and Legends.”

      “For…?”

      “All the killings, of course.” Aziz turned to the bar, then eyed me. “Oh, right, you wouldn’t know. Basically, a big part of his story was that he went around slaughtering Japanese demons, or Oni, who were committing atrocities. Well, it’s deeper than that—he went throughout the world after those in Japan thought he had been killed. Was saved, nursed back to health, and spent some time with a mutual friend before continuing his quest. Of course, in the real world what that meant was finding Legends who had it out for humans. He killed them, took their ichor, and became a god almost as powerful as Raijin there.”

      I accepted a glass of wine from the bar, turning back to meet Raijin’s gaze before the man turned back to his bride-to-be. This was a whole world of insanity that was beyond my comprehension, and here I was, playing my small part in it. We took our wine back to the others, but I had a thought as we sat down.

      “Their names, they’re like yours?” I asked. “Set free?”

      “Actually, they’re different. Not all immortals are Myth or Legend, necessarily, and even they aren’t all under the same rules. It’s directly connected to what you call ‘monsters,’ or people from the Monsterverse.”

      “You can see why my head is spinning.”

      He laughed and nodded as he took his seat.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if our paths meet theirs again before this is over,” Ahlaksiz said, leaning back and eyeing me. “So I hope you made a good first impression.”

      “He did fine,” Aziz interjected. “Momotaro can be a bit rough on the edges until you have a chance to prove your worth.”

      “He hated me until someone finally told him it was me who originally saved him from his deathbed and brought him to meet the watcher.”

      “The watcher?” I laughed. “Like in the comics?”

      “It’s one title for our mutual friend. Our friend I’m hoping we don’t have to pay a visit to, but will know after tonight. For one, I don’t know how to find him.” Ashlaksiz turned to her meal, now halfway eaten. “Enjoy yourselves and the music. When it’s time, I’ll let you know. I need to finish my meal, then have a few words with our friend Momotaro-san.”

      I was fine with that; I needed time to sit back and process everything I’d just learned. Too much of the world before knowing about monsters hadn’t made sense to me, what with its politics and crazy cultures. Now there were not only monsters and at least one other world out there, but this whole other culture of Myths and Legends, prana and ichor and ways to cultivate one’s power to sort of level up or ascend to higher tiers of awesomesauce, and… what the fuck else? Oh yeah, some weird watcher-type person whose location was unknown and who had once been involved with the mass-murderer of Legends, Momotaro.

      It was a bit much.

      With a bite into my lamb, though, all of that managed to fade away, at least momentarily. The meat was so tender, so flavorful, I simply closed my eyes and enjoyed it. I chewed, listening to the music, then opened my eyes again for a sip of wine before taking another bite.

      “That good, huh?” Kinara asked, eyeing me. She had eaten her raw meat, and while the others caught up, she simply watched me.

      “Back home I’d eat a lot of chips, burritos… delicious food, but nothing like this.”

      “Welcome to a new way of living,” she replied with a grin, then scooted closer. “When you’re done, I’ve heard you humans like to dance.”

      I nearly spat out the next bite at a laugh, then finished chewing and swallowed. “Me, dance? Hmmm, not likely.”

      “Oh, come on!” She gestured to several old couples who had already taken to the dance floor while that strange, bagpipelike music played on. A band with several other instruments had joined in the music-playing, so at least now it wasn’t so alien to my ears.

      I took another bite, hoping to simply avoid the request, but now the others were eyeing me, too.

      “Don’t leave her stranded,” Jalee said, “or she might have to go find someone else to dance with.”

      Milrae laughed. “I bet Aziz knows a thing or two on the dance floor.”

      “I can cut a rug, as they used to say,” Aziz replied, but nodded at me. “Not that I’d ever dance with one of your ladies.”

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      He leaned over and around Jalee. “I will say, though, that I’ve learned one-too-many times not to leave a woman wanting. Get out there, show her a good time. More often than not, they have more fun with a goofy guy who doesn’t know how to dance than an experienced one. It’s about having fun, after all, not showing off.”

      I groaned. After words like that, how could I sit there and not dance with Kinara? I finished up then went out on the dance floor with her. To say it was embarrassing was an understatement, at first. But then I realized that Aziz had been right—Kinara really was just having fun. As naturally as she moved her body moved, she was just going with the music, not caring at all if I knew some fancy move or not. So I followed suit, and soon we were laughing and had the other ladies out there with us. Even Ahlaksiz joined in, and soon Aziz went off with his date after wishing us luck.

      Soon after, when I was quite exhausted from the dancing, I turned with a satisfied grin to see Ahlaksiz giving me a nod.

      “It’s time,” she said, eyes moving to the streaks of red and orange on the clouds above.

      As much as I hated to say farewell to this evening of relaxation and cultural eye-opening, I looked forward to our next destination. We all made our way to the car, and soon were out of there, flying over sand dunes, arriving at a spot in the desert that had small buildings on the horizon.

      “There it is,” Ahlaksiz said. “I believe it’s the city where they found little Anakin.”

      I sat back, heart pounding, a smile on my face. Even if it were the prequels, this was all hitting more than I had anticipated.

      As far as I was concerned, this was my heaven.
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      Having visited the Galaxy’s Edge part of Disneyland and touching their version of the Millennium Falcon was one thing, but being on an actual set was another entirely. As soon as we were out of the car, I was practically jumping with each step.

      “Holy shit,” I said, then spun, repeating myself. “Holy shit!”

      “We get it, you’re happy,” Ahlaksiz said with a sly grin, the others looking confused.

      “It’s a bunch of old, run-down houses,” Jalee pointed out. “And small ones at that.”

      “What you’re looking at is a bit of history,” I countered. “Also, a glimpse into the imagination of a genius—the man who created Star Wars! I mean, some were better than others, but the universe, everything that came out of that man’s head… Kaboom! Am I right?”

      Judging by the confused looks they were giving me, I had lost them in my nerdfest, but I didn’t care. Nothing was going to pop my bubble.

      “Take a pictu…” I started, only then wondering if we even had a phone anymore.

      “One step ahead of you,” Ahlaksiz said, pulling out the cell from before. “I even had the foresight to set up international calling before we left, should we need it. Let’s hope we won’t.”

      I held out my hands wide, standing in front of the old set, and grinned. She snapped a few of just me, then we did a group one while resting the camera on the car with a ten-second timer.

      “Cheese,” I said, and the others looked at me with confusion as the camera snapped.

      “That’ll be a fun one,” I said with a laugh.

      “You’re still hungry?” Milrae asked.

      “Um, no. When you say ‘cheese,’ it makes the corners of your lips go up, like a smile.”

      “Why not just smile?”

      “Like this.” Kinara smiled wide. “All I had to do was imagine you with your head between my legs, and there it is—a smile as natural as can be.”

      “One more time, then,” Ahlaksiz said. “This time, everyone imagine Ferris with his face buried between your legs.”

      Of course they were smiling, while I was blushing for that one. It was the best.

      “It doesn’t have to be in your imagination,” I said, eyeing them, then one of the small huts.

      “We don’t have time for that,” Ahlaksiz said, “and you’re going to need your concentration.”

      “Way to ruin the fun,” Kinara said with a pout.

      “Do you really want to risk all this sand getting into the wrong places?” Jalee asked, shaking her head with a laugh. “Not I.”

      “Good point.”

      “With that image in mind, do we at least have a minute or two to look around?” I asked.

      Ahlaksiz eyed the sky, darkening with silver lining the clouds, and nodded. “Quickly, though.”

      I got my tour of the domed beige buildings that had been made as the foundation of the spaceport of Mos Espa. It was almost like I was seeing the town where Anakin had once lived, not some leftover movie set that had required a lot of CGI to make it work.

      I paused at one of them, looking past to the myriad stars showing through an opening in the clouds, and lost myself in wonder. While Star Wars had been fiction, I was quickly learning fact was at least as strange as fiction. What really lay out there, waiting for me to discover it? Judging by the way my new life was going, it wouldn’t be too long before I found out.

      “Do you mind if I lose myself in nerdom for a moment?” I asked, eyeing Kinara and Milrae, who were closest. Jalee was walking around the buildings halfway between us and Ahlaksiz, who had stayed near the car, on the lookout.

      “Have at it,” Kinara said, eyebrow raised with curiosity.

      “Just… stand back.”

      Hand out, I summoned the sword and held it up as I made a lightsaber sound—anyone would’ve done the same! To my surprise and utter delight, it lit exactly like a lightsaber. I turned, slicing down, then turned again with an upward block; it even made the sounds.

      “How…?” I started, when suddenly all around me the town came to life, all of the extra CGI bits as real as the rest of it. The various aliens even appeared, walking about. Two got into a fight nearby, and I stood, dumbstruck.

      “You okay?” Milrae asked.

      “I… I’m in heaven.”

      “Good?” a small purr of a voice asked, and I startled, turning then to look around for the source of the voice. For a second I was confused, then Basty popped up in his furball form and slid down my arm before hopping to the ground. “Good?”

      I laughed. Of course, it had been Basty! He must’ve seen into my mind and figured it would be nice for me if he recreated the images there.

      “Very good,” I said, then knelt, petting him on the top of his head. “You speak?”

      He cocked his head, then said, “No good.”

      “Not good?” I grinned, holding out my hand for him to jump into, then lifted him back to my shoulder. “Not good, yet.”

      The little guy curled up and took the scarf form again, and I could have sworn I heard actual purring.

      I turned back to the ladies, Jalee now there with the other two, and wiped a tear that had formed at the corner of my eye.

      “This place means that much to you?” Jalee asked in utter bewilderment. “It’s from a movie, no?”

      In answer, I laughed. “Movies can be as meaningful as anything else. For me, it was sitting down to watch Star Wars when I first saw that my dad could have an emotional side. He showed me the first movie—episode four—when I was seven, and I still remember the way he would jump up and shout at the television in excitement, or the way he held me close and tried to explain how the force worked. No, there were no Midichlorians back then.”

      “Medi-whats?” Milrae asked.

      I pointed at her and winked. “Exactly.”

      “And he took you here?” Jalee asked next.

      “Boy, do I wish. He never cared for the prequels much, but since they were part of the franchise, he still watched them like ten times at least. If I could take him somewhere like this, I think he might explode with joy.”

      “We mustn’t do that then,” Ahlaksiz said, and I turned, not realizing she’d joined us. With a grin to show she knew it wasn’t literal, she gestured to the sky, eyes on the sliver of a moon barely visible behind thick clouds. “Let’s get to it. We have a summoning to attempt.”

      She kept checking the stars when they were visible between the clouds, leading us to a spot in the open desert where the movie set could no longer be seen, hidden from view by one of many sand dunes. Then, eyes closed, she waited. I frowned, eyeing the other ladies in confusion, and was relieved to see none seemed to know what was going on, either.

      With three deep breaths, Ahlaksiz finally opened her eyes, then nodded. “Take out the Iridant, hold it to your heart, and focus.”

      Doing so, I felt a chill in the desert night, but wondered if it was the air or a connection to that other world. With my eyes closed, the connection to Basty was strong, and through it, I could sense the four monster ladies around me. I could almost hear each of their breaths, feel their heartbeats.

      I tried relaxing myself, putting all of my energy into that Iridant, but so far nothing was happening.

      “Deep breaths in through the nose,” Ahlaksiz said, voice gentle, calming. “Let it bring in the positive energy, then breathe out and feel it move to your core, where you will harness it for the summoning.”

      “Not pushing out the negative?” I asked, allowing one eye to peek open. She was facing me but with her eyes still closed, so I closed mine again as well.

      “Waste no energy. Push it all into that core, an inner part of you that you have to learn to be in touch with. Channel it through the Alexandrite—it’ll help you.”

      Again I tried, and while the stone did seem to give me some sort of deeper connection to myself, it just wasn’t happening.

      Basty, can you help me out here? I asked, mentally. I don’t know. Clear my mind or something?

      Good, came the response.

      At first, I wasn’t sure what that meant, then my mind was overcome with a calming warmth, and I could see myself in every sense. I was looking through my body, watching the blood flow, seeing the energy and where it needed to go. There was that ichor from before, along with unused prana, and I pushed it into the glowing, gold ball of energy in my gut.

      I could see the prana there, feel it move in my body as I manipulated the green energy. Morphing it into strength, it was like it resisted slightly to make sure, but I pushed it and grinned as my muscles took on the extra power. That made sense to me, if I was going to be summoning a more powerful monster girl. The ones I already had could rip me apart, though they wouldn’t. This new one, though? I had no idea what to expect.

      Since I was already there, I moved to the red ichor energy next, and found that Basty was giving me images of the powers I could use and adapt to. Since I’d chosen to go the route of the druid, I decided to move the ichor in that direction, to what seemed an image of me reaching out to a tree. It responding by moving and lifting me into the air. Maybe it wasn’t the most powerful option, but one thing I knew about druids was their connection to nature, and I’d always believed in starting with a solid foundation. That’s why, when creating my stories, I always started with a sketch and an outline, and never moved past the first chapter until I had it exactly where I wanted it to be. Sometimes even the ending.

      That done, I took advantage of this ability to look into myself, and focused on drawing energy from the nature around me. I felt the wind respond, even the moisture in the air, but nothing happened. Despite the Iridant calling on the monster and my Alexandrite protecting me, it wasn’t working.

      “Try again,” Ahlaksiz said, and closed her eyes.

      As spent as I felt, all of this was riding on me. Shutting my eyes, I reached into myself again, focusing on breathing in and manipulating the energy within.

      If I couldn’t do this, maybe they were wrong about me? Maybe I was nothing more than a pervert who brought monster girls over from the other world, fucked them, and would be destined to watch others play the hero role?

      Who was I kidding? Me, Mr. Dorito-eating-visual-novel-writing-nobody, a hero? I wanted to laugh. Part of me wanted to cry.

      “Focus,” a voice said from within, and I realized it was me. My stronger side, this new me that was going to fight, to not give up. I took in another breath, and kept at it, this time very much aware of the doubts, using that energy and pushing it into my core. I would give it my all, and never give up.
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      Again and again, I attempted to use this Iridant to summon the creature that it would call upon from the other side. My free hand gripped the Alexandrite, ready to use it for my defense if needed. Each time I felt closer, and at one point even imagined I was at the base of a set of stairs, flowing mist all around me, a being at the top turning as if about to look my way.

      Only, before she could set her eyes on me, it was gone, and I was collapsing onto my knees in the sand.

      “He’s not ready,” Jalee said.

      “One more time.” I held up a hand to keep them from helping me, then pushed myself up. “I know it was close.”

      “She’s right, though,” Ahlaksiz countered. “Wanting it isn’t enough. Having the item, too, isn’t enough.”

      “I need to try again. If I can just—”

      Pain shot through my mind, eyes staring at me, bright light taking over my vision, and I shouted, “Basty!”

      In a flash, the light was gone and I was lying on the sand, staring up at the clouds and patches of the starry sky. Basty transformed, padding up to my chest, and stared at me with what looked like worry in those large eyes.

      “Good?” he asked.

      I reached up to pet him, muttering, “You did good. Thank you.”

      Kinara and Milrae knelt at my side, hands on me. The latter turned her focus to Ahlaksiz, frantic. “What was that?”

      “He might have been closer than we realized,” she replied.

      “But not in a good way,” Jalee added. “What sort of monster, exactly, do we think this Iridant will summon? Because from what I just saw, I’m not sure it’s worth it.”

      “We go against Tooth and those others guarding the mansion, we fail,” Ahlaksiz replied. “Without help, that is. What other options do you see?”

      Silence followed, during which I wanted to curl up into a ball, or simply disappear. This was my fault, because I wasn’t strong enough. I needed more power, more advancing in terms of this inner focus they spoke of. To be fair, though, I really hadn’t been at it very long. I tried to remind myself what the characters in my stories went through before completing their quests and finding that special item, winning over a loved one, or defeating the ultimate enemy. It always included training, learning from their failures, and striving to step up their game.

      If that was what it would take, I was determined to do so. Lying around in the Tunisian desert certainly wasn’t proving fruitful, so I pushed myself up and said, “What’s next?”

      “Are you okay?” Kinara asked, hand on my cheek and staring into my eyes.

      I nodded, taking her hand and guiding Basty back to my shoulder. “Not only am I okay, I’m seeing clearly that she’s right. This isn’t going to work, not without help.”

      “I’m glad you came to your senses,” a harsh voice said, deep and guttural.

      “You decided to show yourself,” Ahlaksiz replied.

      To my complete bewilderment, I turned to see a figure in black stepping out from what seemed a tear in the night, as if he emerged from the darkness then folded it back into place behind him.

      It was the man from the wedding, Momotaro.

      “To what do you owe the pleasure?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “I came only to ensure that you made no mistakes. Clearly you wanted to, but were unable.” His eyes came to rest on me, then on Basty, who quickly curled up into a scarf to avoid the man’s gaze. If this guy could scare Basty, that said something.

      Deciding to stand my ground, and kind of annoyed that he’d made Basty react that way, I stood tall and faced him. “And what would you have done if we’d succeeded?”

      Momotaro’s face was like steel, not revealing a single flinch or emotion. “Depending on what you brought through, I was prepared to do whatever was necessary.”

      I hadn’t noticed his hand going to his sword, but it was there, gripping the sheath while his thumb slid the sword out slightly. The implication was clear, along with the threat.

      “And these monsters here?” I gestured to Kinara, Jalee, and Milrae. “If you have a problem with them, you have a problem with me.”

      I was about to be shaking in my shoes and could feel it. This man was a Myth, and a cold-hard killer at that. From what the ladies had told me, he had taken down way more than his fair share of Legends.

      “A problem… with you.” The man stepped forward but paused. Suddenly, he laughed.

      “That’s funny?” I asked.

      He eyed me, going serious, then laughed again.

      I turned to Ahlaksiz, and she was smiling wide.

      “It kind of is,” she said. “Funny, but also hot. You’re standing in front of a volcano and shouting threats at it as it spews forth lava. No offense, I mean—you’re badass. Momotaro could easily slaughter every one of us, and I doubt we’d give him a scratch.”

      “He steps at Ferris like that again, we’ll find out,” Kinara said through clenched teeth. Judging by her stance and the way she was glaring, she was putting her all into not lunging for the man.

      “You travel with simpletons,” Momotaro said to Ahlaksiz, laughter and smile gone. “Are they so eager to meet Death?”

      “They’re simply strong-willed,” she replied. “And we will summon this monster, unless you want to lend your sword to our cause?”

      “Not likely.”

      “As I thought.”

      He looked at me again, then slowly shook his head. “What makes you think he’s able? You saw just now the way he was almost conquered.”

      Ahlaksiz took a deep breath, sized me up, then said, “He’s not.”

      “Hey,” I protested, even though I knew she was right.

      “Not yet,” she added, with a finger my way. “But you will be.”

      “I will?”

      She nodded, then turned back to Momotaro. “Would you be so opposed if you knew he was properly trained? That he was ready to handle whatever came through because he’d been shown how to harness his inner core by a true master?”

      “I teach no one.”

      “Not you. The one who taught you—our mutual friend.”

      Momotaro went rigid. Clearly, this had touched a nerve. “He does not involve himself in such affairs.”

      “For me, he might.” She stepped over to my side. “For what I see in this man, in Ferris, I believe he will.”

      “You’ve heard there’s a new protector about? Even for him, it didn’t happen.” He turned to me. “You, boy, your name is Ferris?”

      I nodded.

      “Ferris, do you have any idea what you’re stepping into? What sort of commitment this is?”

      As much as I wanted to turn to Ahlaksiz for guidance, I faced forward. “No, but I’m willing to do it anyway.”

      He arched an eyebrow, then turned, his hand leaving his sword. “It is his place to decide, not mine. But even I don’t know where he is.”

      “Last I heard, he had taken residence in Sicily—”

      “No. That was long ago.” Momotaro turned to me, slowly. “You’re familiar with Ra?”

      “The Egyptian god?” I asked, caught off guard by the question. “I’m familiar. This man we’re going to meet is Ra?!”

      “No. But the eye of Ra is the key to finding him. Last I heard, it was known to have been taken to the Land of the Rising Sun. It doesn’t surprise me, really. My mentor always had an affinity for that place.”

      I turned to Ahlaksiz, hoping she would be able to fill me in when this was over. At least I knew he was referring to Japan, but what was the eye? Some expensive gem that held magical qualities?

      As it turned out, I didn’t have to wait long, because she asked, “Ra is dead?”

      “The Protector and his Myths destroyed Ra. His ichor lives on, entrusted only to our mutual friend, my mentor. The watcher of many names, though most recently he went on a journey through the Americas by the name of Dallas. Of course, recent is relative, isn’t it?”

      “I admit, I’ve lost track of it all,” Ahlaksiz said, hand to her chest. “This is news to me.”

      Momotaro nodded. “The balance of power has shifted, thanks to this Protector. A friend of his has infiltrated the Witches, and their journey will be interesting to follow. I watch, too, now. Should my mentor take you under his wing, perhaps I will also find a reason to ally myself with you in the future. But only if you prove yourself.”

      “I hope that day comes,” I said, uncertain what I was agreeing to but liking the idea of this man on my side.

      “And lastly, boy.” He didn’t turn this time but simply added, “Do try to kill some Legends while you’re at it. The world could do with less of them.”

      Then he had stepped into his dark tear, closing it behind him so only the night air remained unbroken. I stared at that empty spot, mind overflowing with confusion and excitement.
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      “To be clear,” I said, finally snapping out of my stupor, “we’re going to Japan to seek out some ancient mentor, a man who taught Momotaro, and somehow the eye of a now-dead Egyptian god is involved? Scratch that, I mean the main Egyptian god.”

      Ahlaksiz had a distant look in her eyes, clearly taken aback by this news as well.

      “Sicily will have to wait,” she said, blinking as she snapped out of it, meeting my gaze. “Yes, we’re going to Japan. You… you’re going to love it.”

      “What’s the problem, then?”

      “It throws everything for a loop. If we’d been able to simply summon the creature now, go about our business, that’s one thing. But this? Our journey just went from being a sprint to…”

      “A marathon?”

      “No. More like a series of sprints interrupted by slow soaks in the onsen—hot springs.”

      “Are we going to do that?”

      Everyone was staring at me, I realized. Not in their normal way, but as if they were wondering why I was acting all bubbly.

      “Most likely,” she replied. “Because here’s the thing—we don’t know how to find him. There is a certain someone we can ask for guidance, a regional guardian, in a sense. Most likely we’ll find him in or around the Nikko region, based on past experience.”

      “So you’ve been? You’ve been to Japan?”

      “Many times. I… I don’t want to get into it right now.”

      “Why’s he acting like a giddy schoolboy?” Jalee asked. “Is this Japan a house of candy?”

      “Or sex toys?” Kinara added.

      “It’s a country,” I replied, chuckling at their assumptions. “Just… somewhere I’ve wanted to go for a long time. You know those visual novels I’ve been working on?” As I said it and noticed how Kinara looked slightly aware, but the others not at all, I realized that no, I had been falling behind on those. Damn, I’d have to find time to get back there, somehow. How long could my new life continue without me making any sort of actual living? What would happen if all this monster stuff ended one day, and I was left to go back to my old life, without any source of income and no recently published products?

      “Anyway, my point was a lot of my influence has come from Japan. I think you’ll see what I mean.”

      “So, we’re going?” Milrae asked. “I mean, for sure?”

      “We want Ferris to reach his full potential,” Ahlaksiz replied, “and to do that, this is necessary.”

      “To be clear,” I said, starting to feel a bit dizzy at the prospect of what was actually about to happen, “we’re actually going to be able to see the place, too? Not just arrive, try some voodoo, then move on?”

      “I have my lead, but not much else. Unless the man we seek happens to be hanging out in the onsen, then yes, we’ll have no choice but to see some of the country as we search him out.”

      “And our previous idea of building up a small army?” Jalee looked confused, her eyes darting between us. “That’s abandoned for this?”

      “No…” Ahlaksiz frowned, clearly uncertain. “But I believe this takes precedence, first. And, second, I think we might have an opportunity to build up the army, at least a bit, while in Japan.”

      “So what the hell did we come to this desert for?” Milrae asked. “All this sand. Blah.”

      “It wasn’t a waste. Ferris had fun, we picked up the Iridant and protective stones, and the information we need that leads us to Japan.”

      “And a potential ally in Momotaro,” I reminded them.

      Ahlaksiz looked doubtful on that but nodded. “Our journey offers many opportunities.” She turned to Jalee. “Your sister…”

      Jalee held up a hand. “Better to get to her when we can, and be of use, than to try too soon and die in the process.”

      “I had a thought,” I said. “Before we go, I realized I’ve accidentally said your real names in the past. Now that we all know each other, that’s great, but… maybe I should stick to referring to you and calling you by false names? Especially since we’ll be around others, meeting new people and all that?”

      “You need to refer to us?” Jalee asked.

      “Where you’re from, maybe it’s the norm. But I’m sorry, I’m not used to not saying someone’s name. I’ve been trying, and I think getting better at it, but don’t want to risk letting a name slip when it shouldn’t.”

      “He’s right,” Ahlaksiz said. “You have names for some of us. Remember, Fatima for me. Since none of you ever use it, I thought I’d say it again.”

      I nodded, looking at Kinara as I said, “Chirop,” then Milrae as I said, “Milkshake.”

      Milrae grinned at that. “I actually prefer Milkshake. It’s funny.”

      She wasn’t wrong, and eyeing her round breasts momentarily, I was reminded of an old song about milkshakes; I couldn’t help but imagine her riding me, those breasts shaking.

      “I like my name,” Jalee said, flatly. She took a deep breath, then sighed. “But it’s been associated with the hunters and carries a stigma. What would you all call me?”

      “Thundercat?” I said with a grin.

      “Thunderpussy,” Kinara said with a laugh, though I was pretty sure she didn’t get the reference I’d been making to the old cartoon show.

      “Um, no.” Jalee glared. “Vetoed.”

      “Sparky?” Milrae suggested.

      “She’s not a dog or a cat,” Ahlaksiz cut in, looking exasperated with our attempts. “How about… Penelope.”

      “What? Why?” I blurted out. “What’s fun about that?”

      She had a knowing smile, looking like she might not tell us, then nodded and said, “There was a show in the sixties called Thunderbirds, and if I remember correctly, Penelope was the name of the main secret agent.”

      “Ooh, that sounds badass,” Kinara said, then ran her tongue along her lips before eyeing Jalee. “Penelope. Mmmm, I like it.”

      It didn’t do much for me, but I shrugged. “If you’re fine with it, that can be what we at least use in public.”

      “No arguments here,” she said, then added, “In bed, you call me by my name, so I know you’re not imagining some other woman.”

      I held up my right hand. “I swear it will be so.”

      The humor for me was that, at this point, the four of them were sharing my bed. How did that leave room for potential jealousy? Then again, maybe because there were four, that could lead to more jealousy? I also had to wonder how that would work with more monsters joining the team, but for now, I simply put my hands into my pockets, turned back to Ahlaksiz, and waited anxiously.

      After a moment of silence, during which we all eyed each other and took one last look at the Tunisian night, she said, “Let’s take a trip to Japan, ladies and gentleman.”

      I wanted to whoop, so I decided, fuck it—and whooped. Not a little one, either. Hell, these ladies got me, and it wasn’t like we were at risk of being heard out there in the middle of nowhere. So I leaned back and whooped into the night air, then turned that into a howl at the moon as it emerged because—why not?

      The others were laughing with me as we made our way to the car after, then it was on. We were flying, leaving Tunisia behind, and going to Japan.
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      It had never occurred to me that I might have been able to visit Japan anytime in my younger, pre-wealthy years. One could imagine my adrenaline when I woke from a nap to see water beneath us as we approached land. The sun was visible on the horizon, though most of the land was still in shadows.

      “Is that…?” I asked groggily, pushing myself up and leaning forward to take a look. When no answer came, I turned to see that they were all asleep, the car on auto with its destination set. Basty was the only one awake, and he sat on the dash watching our arrival with me.

      “Japan,” I muttered, and reached up to pet his head. He pressed against my hand, clearly enjoying it, then turned to face me. With a tilt of his furry head, images flashed around us. It was like I was no longer in the car, but in an old Japanese building with tatami-mat floors and sliding screen doors. Several geisha women sang, moving around us in some sort of performance, and I briefly caught a scent like incense that I couldn’t quite place.

      As quickly as the image had come, it faded, and I was back in the car, Basty staring at me.

      “You’ve been here before?” I asked but already had my answer. “Long ago. I would have liked to see those days.”

      The vision started to return, but I waved my hand. “No, no. Not right now. I meant in real life… although, maybe later we can try this way?” Hell, I wasn’t about to completely dismiss the most realistic virtual reality experience imaginable.

      “Good?” he muttered.

      “Very good,” I replied, and watched as our speed slowed slightly and we moved over land. We were cloaked, so I didn’t have to worry about anyone spotting us. Judging by our approach and what I knew of Japan, we were likely coming in over the westernmost island of the four main ones that made up the country.

      I couldn’t believe we had traveled over so much land, including China. There were so many places I would have liked to see in my lifetime, and hoped to still be able to. The thought made my head hurt because it brought the realization that yes, I had so much of this world left to explore—and now this other world, too.

      For now, though, Japan would certainly suffice.

      Ahlaksiz moaned softly, stretching first, then opening her eyes. She noticed me watching her, smiled, then leaned forward to kiss me on the cheek.

      “Good morning, handsome.”

      “We’re here,” I replied, as giddy as I’d ever been.

      She grinned, nodded, then sat up with a glance at the others in the back. “Let them sleep until we land.”

      “And where will that be, first?”

      With a yawn, she pulled up the holo-map on the car’s display and indicated a small town south of Fukuoka, on the southeast side. Zooming in on the map, she came to a stop just between Beppu and Oita.

      “I have a friend here. We don’t need to go there, but it’s too early for my associate in Nikko. And this way, we’ll be able to enjoy an early breakfast, along with a change of wardrobe.”

      “The person in Nikko, why is it that you think… he?”

      “She.”

      “Ah. Why would she be able to help us find the watcher we’re looking for?”

      “Aside from what I’d said about being a guardian and therefore having kept watch of the region? Nothing.” She offered a shrug. “But it’s our best bet as far as I can tell.”

      As we lowered ourselves toward the ground, I was amazed at all the trees out there, juxtaposed against the way the cities seemed so packed together. Then we were coming down on one of the hills that looked like it was all forest, and I glanced over at Ahlaksiz in confusion.

      Her smile was pleasant, her knowing look frustrating. It didn’t hit me until we had touched down on a road that started to appear that this place could be concealed in a similar way to the La Canada monster mansions.

      We drove along a winding road that led up to the top of the hill, where an especially large tree stood by itself. No houses appeared, and no party of monsters.

      “There are many monsters in Japan, but also fairy tales,” Ahlaksiz explained, coming to a stop about twenty feet from the tree. “Our recruiting isn’t quite over yet, as discussed.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Go, see what you can see.”

      I was completely baffled, but took Basty with me to exit the car, careful to silently close the door to avoid waking the others. The morning air was cool, almost chilly, and I was glad for Basty’s warmth as he pulled snug around me. Another confused glance back at the car showed Ahlaksiz leaning back, eyes closed again. What exactly did she think I would see here that would give her time to drift off to sleep?

      Each step came slower than the last, as curiosity began to mix with anxiety. What was I doing here? She wouldn’t leave me to wander into some cave for a life-or-death test, would she? I glanced back, considering that thought, and decided that yes, she certainly would. What better way to bring one to the brink, to force them to truly push their abilities, than to throw them up against the wall of death?

      At least I had Basty with me. Petting him in his scarf form, reminding myself of his warmth, I took the last step that would give me a view over the other side of the ridge. There was nothing except for the massive tree. But from there I could see how it grew into the side of the hill, the roots twisting down like thick ropes, holding the whole hillside together. I took another step, then another so I could see down to what appeared to be a steaming pool of water below. A natural hot spring? I frowned, then laughed. So this wasn’t about a cave that would test me, but a cleansing pool that would help me meditate?

      That actually sounded quite appealing. There was the voice inside my head, or in my pants, that said going to the hot spring with the ladies would be nice, but another part of me looked forward to not feeling the pressure of that situation. As much as I loved their attention, sometimes a man just wants to be able to not worry about someone eyeing his package or his gut. A man wants to sit out on a hillside and bathe nude in the early morning light without any other thoughts in his head than, “Damn, it feels good to be alive.”

      So I took a few steps, then climbed my way down with the help of the roots. When I reached the steaming water, I quickly glanced around, then stripped. The cool air was a bit much on my bare skin, but the anticipation of the warm water helped. A glance down made me chuckle—even with the way I had been growing lately, the cold still did its thing. Basty, to my surprise, remained as a scarf, curled up there with the rest of my clothes. Maybe the little guy was tired.

      I leaned and, while holding onto a massive root for balance, dipped my toe into the water. Fuck, that wasn’t warm—it was near scalding! For a second I considered saying forget it and heading back to the car, but what would that say about me? I was here for a reason, after all. With that in mind, I took a deep breath, then stepped in.

      “Oohoooohooo!” I let out, but pushed on. My foot was red, and I had to slowly let my body get used to the heat.

      With a deep breath, I lowered the goods in, worried that such heat might kill my sperm count. Was that a legitimate worry? I had no clue, and soon wasn’t thinking of it at all as the heat stopped being painful, and began taking me to a Zen-like state. Steam rose around me, and I found a smooth rock to sit on. The heat combined with the cool air was the perfect combination.

      Leaning back and closing my eyes, I tried to focus on my inner core as I assumed Ahlaksiz had sent me here to do. My insides started to tingle, my mind opening as a vision of my energy flowing over and through me became clear. This was different from any time before, and I knew Ahlaksiz had made the right call in sending me here.

      Something made a splash, so I opened my eyes, fully expecting to see one of the monster ladies joining me, or maybe Basty. As far as I could tell, though, neither was true. Basty, however, took his furball form as I glanced over, pushing himself up and shivering.

      Why the shiver? He wasn’t likely cold.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw movement. My head swiveled, but… nothing. I gulped, wondering if my mind was playing tricks on me. Maybe I was too hot, and this was the effect? Thinking I’d better get out for a bit, maybe go for some drinking water in the car, I started to stand when I saw it again—white, moving through the water, with patches of yellow and pink. Like a koi fish, but that didn’t make sense. There was no way koi fish could survive in water that hot… right?

      I leaned forward, upper body out of the water, trying to see. The steam had gotten much thicker—alarmingly so—and I noticed long white fishtails. Not one, but three of them. Too big to be koi, and moving my way.

      “Shit,” I muttered, stumbling back, then turning and pulling myself out of the water. But something had my left ankle, and before I knew what was happening, I was yanked back, hands reaching at thin air. The water engulfed me, scalding-hot on my face, but I was moving too fast, too confused to fully grasp what was happening.

      My head hit something hard, my body going limp for a split-second, then I was back. That was all it took for my survival instincts to take over, for me to remember that I had some abilities when it came to water. I used my power to push away, turning and twisting as I did so, breaking free from the grip. And at that moment, I saw a hand reaching for me. A white, pale, human hand!

      I pushed back, managing to surface and gasp for air, but whatever was in that water had me again, this time with claws digging into my calf, and I was back under the water. For a brief instant, I caught a view of a head of hair—pink and orange, then those white hands again, and briefly a similarly pale face. I could barely see it, other than the white blur of its shape, moving through the water. The creature was pulling me down, and at first, I thought it was simply trying to drown me; then I noticed the water was swirling, glowing at a point below. No way was I going to let it take me down there, so I used my power to push harder than I had before.

      At the same time, I summoned the sword so it sliced into the creature. Red tainted the water and an ear-piercing shriek sounded as if one with the water, but I was focused on escape. Pushing myself toward the land, I wondered if I needed my wrist device to call on the drones with the car—probably, but like an idiot, I’d taken it off with the clothes.

      Something struck me, or so I thought, then I realized it wasn’t an object at all, but the water around me. It was shocking me, striking, and slowing my retreat. The heat of the water had my head spinning, and I could barely make out the surface, but it was there, almost within reach.

      I tried pushing back with the water power, then did something else I hadn’t known I’d be able to do. Reaching into myself and finding that connection to the druid path I’d chosen, I felt a connection with the large tree nearby. Managing to make a connection with the nearby rocks, a wave of energy went out and must have called upon the tree, because next thing I knew, massive roots were shooting past me, defending me and providing me with a means of escape. They opened up the ground and I entered a dark air pocket, climbing out onto the dirt and clinging to the roots for dear life.

      As wet as I was, the surrounding dirt had become mud, but I didn’t care. My attention was focused on the water at the edge of my little refuge. It was boiling, steam filling my hideaway, while the surrounding soil and roots shook.

      What the hell was happening? My mind tried to process this, to put together how Ahlaksiz could have knowingly sent me in here. Then it hit me—she had mentioned recruiting. Was this creature something I was supposed to be making friends with?

      I laughed at the thought, though it was more of a laugh of desperation, a crazed laugh. I was lying there in a hole in the ground, naked and covered in mud, barely any light except for an odd glow from the water. A click of my tongue didn’t help much but made me feel slightly more at ease. The monster ladies weren’t far away. If I was in serious trouble, surely they’d come to help? Basty was there, too. Would he alert them, or come for me?

      The real question was how I was going to get out of there. And if this creature that had attacked me was supposed to be on our side, how would I manage to convince it of that, after the damage I’d done with the sword? I finally dismissed the blade, hoping that the creature wasn’t following me. Whether that was from it being injured, or maybe blocked off by the roots I’d controlled, I couldn’t tell.

      The roots… I’d controlled? Considering what had happened, I shook my head in disbelief. I had caused the roots to effectively come alive. They had done my bidding, defending me.

      If I’d managed that, was it possible I could do it again? I turned to my little room, put a hand to one of the walls, and focused. “Get me out of here,” I said, almost begging. Energy flowed through the roots and vibrations shook the dirt, but nothing happened. Clicking my tongue again to get a sense of what was where, I closed my eyes and could almost feel myself becoming one with the roots and soil. From there, I could see a route up and envisioned it. Roots gave way, pushing apart dirt, and I had my escape path.

      Crawling my way out, I emerged covered in mud and fresh scrapes to find myself at the edge of the pool. The scene was quite different from what I had seen when first arriving. Instead of the peaceful serenity, the whole pool of water was bubbling, spots of it red with blood, and the steam was whipping about, thick so the branches of the tree above couldn’t be seen.

      “I’m not here to fight you,” I said, then shouted, “This wasn’t what I wanted.”

      As if in answer, the steam pulled back like a curtain, the waters calmed, and I had a brief chance to see Basty staring at me with worry before the white form from the water caught my attention. Briefly at first, in a blur. Then a tail, followed by another, and a third. Three creatures, then?

      In a splash like an explosion, a figure emerged that was not at all what I had been expecting. As I’d noticed before, her body was pure white—though now tainted with blood from a wound that seemed to be just above her left hip. She had long, slender arms and full breasts, the kind you’d see with a mother who was breastfeeding. Along her mostly pale body were areas of orange and yellow, similar to what you’d see on a koi fish, and her nipples were that same shade of beautiful pink. As I watched, her scales shifted to cover her in different ways, clearly moving in a magical way.

      But it was her face that really caught my attention. While she was unquestionably beautiful, I couldn’t help but notice what appeared to be a beak on her face. Not complete Howard the Duck style, as it was more subtle and the same shade as her skin, but it certainly was a beak.

      For a long moment, we stood there, staring at each other. However, as she advanced, I realized she wasn’t standing at all. She moved forward until she was at the edge of the pool, and I could see that her hips became scaley, moving down into a fishtail. Was she some sort of mermaid? I had my answer when another tail emerged, then a third, and I could see that they were all part of her.

      This was no mermaid. Not in the traditional sense. Somewhere in my studies, I had come across her, though none of the writing or images even began to represent her like this.

      “Amabie,” I said, recalling the name. Japanese companies had started referencing her during the most recent pandemic, as she was a mythical Japanese spirit that was believed to ward off plagues.

      “You know of me, and yet… you attack.” Her voice was soft, comforting—to hear it was the same sensation as relaxing in the hot spring.

      I shook my head, bowing it in shame. “Truly, I hadn’t meant to harm you. I didn’t even know…” My words stuck in my throat at the realization that, this whole time, I was standing there before her, completely nude. She was bare-chested, making it slightly less awkward, I supposed, but still. I knelt to better hide myself, bowing slightly in the process. “I wasn’t aware of your presence.”

      Or of her being a reality, but I didn’t need to add that part.

      “You found me in this remote location,” she said, pushing herself up on those tails until two transformed into legs, and she was standing over me looking like a completely normal nude woman—aside from the fishtail that emerged from her backside. “And you have powers, so I can assume you’re in the know, in some sort of way. That being the case, how am I supposed to believe that you finding me is pure coincidence?”

      She towered over me, and that I was forced to keep my head bowed or stare straight at her completely smooth pussy. Yes, she had one, and it was very hard not to notice.

      “Not a coincidence,” I countered. “Simply, I had no idea. A friend of mine brought me here and, for whatever reason, didn’t explain what would happen or that I would even find anyone.” Panic flared and I remembered the sword strike. Looking up to check on her, I was caught off guard at what I saw—the wound had now completely healed, only a thin, red scratch remaining.

      The fun bonus of having decided to check on her was that now I was staring straight at her hips and pussy, and it was a pleasant sight.

      She cleared her throat. “You must be wondering, so I’ll tell you. Water helps me heal. Had you cut me when I wasn’t in the water, I might not have survived the blow.”

      I frowned, wanting to point out that a strike across the hip was surely painful, but not likely lethal. Instead, I decided to push myself up to standing, and folded my hands in front of myself to do my best to hide my arousal. She, of course, noticed.

      “No need to be bashful, I am a creature of stunning beauty. You would have to be truly broken to not be aroused in my presence.”

      “Lucky me, I’m not broken,” I replied with a chuckle, then quickly grimaced and met her gaze. “Listen, my friend brought me here, and I imagine for a reason. She had to have known you were here, I guess. Which means… she sees something in you.”

      “And your friend is?”

      I frowned, then shifted uncomfortably and cast a glance at Basty, who stared back with interest.

      “She’s a monster, so I’m not sure I should say her name,” I explained.

      “Then how would I know if I’m supposed to like this friend of yours, or decide to kill you for being associated with him or her?”

      “It’s a her. An older monster, one that has ears and a tail like a cougar, or of a cougar, I guess. And she can shift. She—”

      “Ahlaksiz,” Amabie interrupted, frowning but with a look of curiosity. She glanced around, then raised her voice to say, “Come on out, Ahlaksiz. Show yourself.”

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to—” I started, but was interrupted by the running form of Ahlaksiz. She came to a stop at the base of the tree to catch her breath, ears and tail no longer concealed.

      “You told her it was me?” Ahlaksiz asked, eyeing me.

      I shook my head. “Not by name.”

      “Doesn’t matter. She knows my name.”

      “How…?” I asked.

      “We have a history.” Amabie eyed Ahlaksiz, though the look in her eyes didn’t give anything away.

      It took my mind a second to process that, then to realize that the emotion I was feeling was no longer terror or confusion, but anger.

      “You set me up for an ambush,” I said, glaring at Ahlaksiz. “And what if I’d really lost it and, instead of slicing her hip open, gone for the chest or head?”

      “I have protections,” Amabie countered. “I doubt you could have landed a fatal blow. But I still don’t like it.” She eyed Ahlaksiz as well. “Explain.”

      “I’d rather not…”

      “And yet, I seem to be able to still manipulate your name. At least, when you’re close by. You wouldn’t believe the number of times I cursed it when we were apart, hoping you would somehow taste my wrath. Tell me, were there nights that you’d wake up puking your guts out, or maybe bleeding from the eyeballs?”

      “No.”

      “Well, that’s too bad.” Amabie glared at her, waiting.

      Finally, Ahlaksiz turned back to me and said, “In part, I wasn’t sure she would be here, but… also had it on good authority that this was a place she might have returned to. We used to spend many evenings relaxing here, shortly after the Great War. I have fond memories of those evenings, and even fonder memories of the good Amabie did for the world.”

      “That was a long time ago. I don’t get invol—”

      “You weren’t involved in recent history?” Ahlaksiz stood tall, clearly feeling strongly about this. “All of Japan called upon you, and here you are.”

      “I’m not saying I did nothing.” Amabie eyed me, eyes moving along my mud-covered body, and she grunted. “Who’s the boy?”

      “Man,” I corrected.

      She scoffed. “Boy, I’ve been on this Earth longer than most anyone I know. Longer than Ahlaksiz here, you can be sure of that. So when I call you boy, you can be sure I mean it.”

      I was about to let it slide, but shook my head. “Say what you want, but I’m a man. I’ve proven that, much more than many men alive.”

      As far as I could tell, she was impressed. Her eyes met mine and she nodded, then turned back to Ahlaksiz. “Who’s the man?”

      “We’re traveling with three others,” Ahlaksiz replied. “He summoned them from the monsterverse.”

      That caused Amabie to blink as she looked at me. Her eyes were curious, her beak seeming to smile, if beaks could smile.

      “What strange times we live in. Is it true what they say, about the new Protector?”

      “From what we’ve heard,” Ahlaksiz replied. “We haven’t met him, yet.”

      “I should like to. My little friends of the oceans tell me he even managed to bring the Big Bag Wolf back to the side of the Myths, and has fought a great war. That he even went up against Ra.”

      I licked my lips, considering what Momotaro had told us about the eye of Ra being used to find this watcher we were after. Could Amabie have known about that, and be mentioning it now as a test of sorts?

      “Why didn’t you get involved?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      Amabie’s eyes fell to the ground and she shook her head. “The world of humans is not for me. I stick to my ways, find solace in the comfort of Mother Nature’s embrace.”

      “Mother Nature being…?” I asked.

      Both looked at me like I was an idiot, but Ahlaksiz then smiled and said, “Actually, once she did take form, but that was before our time.”

      “I meant it simply,” Amabie explained, “as enjoying this Earth and all it has to offer.”

      “Not all. Humans are part of the package.”

      “It was not my fight. In the end, did they need me?”

      Ahlaksiz nodded. “I wasn’t there, either, to be honest. But now? I’m starting to wonder if that was the right call. Ferris has me thinking again. Feeling.”

      “Is that so?” Amabie clicked her beak, turned to me, and put her hands on her hips. After a few seconds of silence, she said, “I have to admit, you put up quite a fight. Not everyone can find me,” she glared at Ahlaksiz, then back to me again, “let alone manage to draw blood.”

      “He didn’t…” Ahlaksiz looked aghast. “I was hoping you would get her attention, maybe find some way to demonstrate your skills so that she could help you reach your potential. First thing you do when meeting a new Myth is to stab her?”

      “I… she…” I clenched my jaw, motioning at Amabie and forgetting to cover myself. “She tried to kill me!”

      “Not exactly,” Amabie countered.

      “Bullshit. You were dragging me down to some swirling vortex, I don’t know what that was, but it didn’t look pleasant.”

      “It’s how I and my sisters travel,” she explained. “I was surprised to find someone here, as it’s protected by enchantments. My instinct was to get you out of here as quickly as possible, before you exposed it to enemy eyes, and to take you to a place where I could properly question you. Find out what you wanted.”

      “Oh.” I scratched my chin, then sheepishly covered my groin again. “Sisters?”

      She cocked her head, then turned back to Ahlaksiz. “You told him nothing about me?”

      “I wanted him going in with a clear head, not intimidated or pre-infatuated.”

      “Very well.” She gave us each a glance, then said, “Fill him in, if you like. I need to get back into the water. All this air is drying me out.”

      She turned, giving me a view of that strange fishtail that emerged from just over her ass. It was almost like a lizard-man’s tail, except it ended in the wavy part of a fish’s and had the colorful koi patterns. As she reached the water, her other legs transformed back into fishtails, so she was once again the three-tailed version of Amabie from the cartoons and Japanese ads… more or less.

      There she submerged herself to chest level, where white scales rippled across her body, up to her chest, and I wondered if that was some form of armor she could activate. When it faded again, she relaxed, waiting.

      “Ah, right,” Ahlaksiz said, clearly caught in the same spell I was, or maybe some old memory the two of them shared. “You might have heard of at least one of her sisters—she goes by Nivian, the Lady of the Lake. Also, in pop culture, the stories refer to her as a little mermaid.”

      “‘The,’” I corrected her, trying to hide my surprise and amazement. “You mean ‘the,’ not ‘a,’ right?”

      “Correct.”

      Taking this in, I had to laugh. “Wait, you mean she’s the same as from the stories of Arthur? That Lady of the Lake?”

      Ahlaksiz nodded. “Your stories have changed up much of the reality, which makes sense. We wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “At times,” Amabie interjected, “some of our kind have even written the stories, to throw humanity off our trail.”

      I was impressed. Amabie was most certainly out of this world, but to think that her sister actually existed and had inspired such stories, was all a bit overwhelming. And the two had a travel system in the water. Very interesting, but how did it help us?

      “Wait,” I said, eyeing Ahlaksiz. I was about to ask if this was connected to our mission in Nikko, but she gave me a subtle shake of her head, so I didn’t continue. If it was, she didn’t want Amabie to know. So instead, I simply said, “Where do we go from here?”

      “We don’t go anywhere,” Amabie cut in. “You will leave now.”

      With that, she vanished, leaving us to share looks of frustration. Whatever Ahlaksiz had hoped to come to pass here clearly hadn’t, and I couldn’t help but feel it was my fault.
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      “What happened here?” I asked Ahlaksiz as I finished using the hot water to rinse mud from my body. It was, of course, at that exact moment that the other ladies appeared on the crest of the hill. What a sight that must have been, my body bent at the side of a steaming pool as I washed mud away, naked.

      “I’m sure we’d all like to know the answer to that question,” Kinara said with a giggle.

      “Did we miss something?” Milrae added, wings bursting out and stretching in a way that caused the rising sun to shine through and cast a warm, red glow.

      “I’ll fill you all in on the way to my friend’s house,” Ahlaksiz said. “And as for you,” she glared at me, “we need to step up your game.”

      “Maybe next time tell me we’re in a stadium?” I started dressing, though I was still wet.

      “Deal.”

      I picked up Basty and guided him to my shoulder, then started up toward them. Using the roots and rocks to climb, I paused halfway up to stare at one of the massive roots under my hand. For a moment I considered it, then attempted what I had done before. It moved, shifting to my arm and wrapping slightly like a snake before returning to its spot.

      “Seriously,” Jalee said in awe, “what did we miss?”

      On our way to the car and as Ahlaksiz drove, I filled them in with my part of the story. When it was over, they all turned to her, completely baffled.

      “What the fuck?” Kinara said. “You’re setting him up to get killed, throwing him in like that.”

      What I hadn’t told them about was the way Ahlaksiz and Amabie shared some sort of history. I watched Ahlaksiz, waiting to see if she’d expound on that, but she simply shook her head and said, “If we can get Amabie on our side, that’s a huge plus. In fact, I’ve been thinking more and more we shouldn’t rely on strictly monsters. Any Myths, even Legends, that we can bring to our side—great.”

      “I thought Legends were the bad guys.”

      “Were, and not exactly.” She turned down a dirt road, driving slowly and looking about. “They are the ones who care less about humans, more about their own kind. They were mostly at war with humans, but with Ra’s downfall and what happened with the new Protector, I imagine there are plenty without a place in this world. If we play our cards right, we might just be able to win them over.”

      “Whoa…” I had only just started to come to grips with the idea of summoning monsters and building an army. Actual fairytales as well? This was so out there.

      “Ah, this way.” Ahlaksiz returned her attention to the road as we passed a house on a hill, then found ourselves on a cement road, passing several small houses and a shop with Japanese writing out front. I thought it said something like hospital or pharmacy.

      As she drove and I glanced around, wondering what we were doing in this rural part of Japan, Kinara leaned forward and put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Were you scared?” she asked.

      I shrugged, distracted.

      “I would have been,” Jalee admitted. “Then again, even the slightest contact with water freaks me out. Being pulled under like that? No thank you!”

      “Well, I hope it was worth it,” Milrae said, clear agitation in her voice. They weren’t happy with Ahlaksiz about this, but I had a different perspective.

      “You know, I think it was,” I admitted. “You saw what I did with that root back there? It was so much more, when it mattered. I made a whole tunnel for myself to crawl through. That doesn’t sound like much, but with a simple touch, the roots moved dirt out of the way and created an escape for me. Imagine how else I could use that in the heat of battle? If I hadn’t been put in that situation, I wouldn’t have known, or been able to reach into that place to make it possible.”

      “So you’re okay with Ahlaksiz throwing you to the wolves?”

      “More like the piranhas,” I countered, trying to be funny. Since nobody laughed aside from the half-chuckle from Ahlaksiz, I shook my head. “No, not okay. But also… it worked. So let’s shrug it off as a one-time thing, and see where this takes us?”

      “And this next friend we’re visiting?” Kinara asked.

      Ahlaksiz glanced back, pursed her lips, then pulled the car to a stop. We were near train tracks alongside an open field, another row of buildings along the hill a bit ahead and to the right. She glanced around to likely ensure no cars were coming, then slowly started for those other buildings.

      “It’s been a while,” she said. “Honestly, I wasn’t certain Amabie would be there, but took the gamble. This friend—let’s call her Yuki—she’s no threat. I only know she was in this area lately because she married a human, and he posts on social media about his backyard barbecues.”

      “Oh?” That had my attention, but mostly because a backyard barbecue in Japan sounded heavenly. “How do you know her?”

      “During the years I spent here, I made a few friends. You’ll see—she’s a low-level monster, but tries not to let it show. Was summoned by a Shinto priest, and actually played a large part in getting many people to safety before the bomb hit Nagasaki.”

      All I could think was, Fuck. Anyone who lived here and went by the name Yuki and who had lived through the bombing had to hate Americans. Right? I’d find out soon enough. The house we had stopped at was on the outskirts of the line of buildings I’d noticed when we’d stopped by the tracks. The house was made of dark wood but was surprisingly modern. With a block shape, it had floor-to-ceiling windows and thick beams running vertically and horizontally to emphasize the recessed front walls versus the side walls. I didn’t understand the design. Was it supposed to be art?

      With a glance at the others, I could tell Ahlaksiz was humored by my expression, but the three monsters I’d summoned didn’t know the difference between this and my apartment, or any other house. By comparison, other houses at least had more of what I thought of as a Japanese style, with their roofs of curved tiles and little gardens.

      It made sense, then—this house was chosen by the Yuki character because she was trying to be a bit outside the box, in a way that wouldn’t make her monster side stand out. If people thought she was different because she was married to an American and had artistic tastes or something like that, other eccentricities might go unquestioned.

      “Let’s see if they’re home,” Ahlaksiz said, exiting the car without another word of explanation or prep. We all hesitated, then I led the way.

      Coming to a stop next to her, I was able to see through the glass walls that a man had just entered the living room carrying a baby, and stood there eyeing us with confusion. Ahlaksiz waved, then knocked gently on the door.

      He called out behind him, then approached and opened the door. The man had dark hair and wore glasses. The stubble on his face made sense, considering the baby in his arms. He seemed friendly enough, especially with the Japanese yukata. Maybe it was just my head, but the bathrobe style had always humored me on men.

      “Greg?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      He looked surprised. “Do I know you?”

      “No, but your wife and I go way back. She’s told me all about you.”

      “Is that so?” He eyed her with uncertainty, then glanced over his shoulder. After a second, he looked at us again and said, “Maybe you should go.”

      “I’d like to see my old friend.”

      “Friend?” a female voice asked. Greg grimaced, then stepped back to open the door further. Standing there was a small, unassuming Japanese woman with a shotgun at the ready. Other than the shotgun, she looked like many young Japanese women—short, petite, with sleek, black hair that fell to her shoulders. Unlike her husband with his yukata, she wore a light outfit with a floral design that I assumed to be pajamas. “What makes you think we’re friends?”

      “Are shotguns legal in Japan?” Ahlaksiz asked, hand held out behind her to tell us not to worry.

      “I imagine the government wouldn’t like a group of monsters entering their country unannounced either, and yet... here you are.”

      “Good point. May we come in?”

      “Fucking irashaimase.” The term was used in stores and whatnot when welcoming a customer, but in this case, the woman didn’t bow in the slightest. Instead, she lifted the shotgun to better aim at us. “But first, tell me what you want.”

      “Honey, the language,” Greg said, stepping back with the baby. “Also, what the hell?”

      “Go put the baby to sleep,” she told him.

      He looked incredulous, possibly about to argue, but gave me a “Women, what can you do?” look then went to it, disappearing into the hallway beyond.

      “Yuki-san, how’ve you been?” Ahlaksiz asked, and walked right in, ignoring the shotgun. The rest of us stood in place, as I wasn’t about to tempt this lady, and the others were behind me.

      “Living my life,” Yuki replied, “until now, uninterrupted.”

      “Congratulations on the family.”

      Yuki acknowledged this with a nod, then finally lowered the shotgun as she eyed me. “You all might as well enter, too.”

      I bowed and introduced myself with my best Japanese, saying, “Ferris desu. Dozo yoroshiku.”

      “Dozo,” she replied; a bit curt, but considering the shotgun, I couldn’t complain.

      Once we were all settled, seated around the living room floor, Yuki joined us and stared at Ahlaksiz, waiting.

      “No tea? No asking if we’ve eaten?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “No.”

      “Let’s get to it then. Did you know Amabie was nearby?”

      This question caused Yuki’s face to drain of color, her guard dropping. “I… did not.”

      “We found her at the tree, and need her help. It’s more than that, though. We’re going to Nikko.”

      “Whatever this is, I don’t want any part in it.”

      Ahlaksiz bowed slightly, saying, “We'll leave you out of it, I promise. All we want right now is some hospitality, clothing to help us fit in, and… for you to help me win over Amabie.”

      “It’s been too long,” Yuki protested.

      “And yet, she remains close to you. For a reason, no doubt.”

      “Have I missed something?” Milrae cut in. I’d been wanting to ask the same question, but wasn’t quite so blunt as my red-panda-demon lover.

      “The three of us used to be quite close,” Yuki admitted, eyes moving over to a vase with a flower in it, sitting near the window. “Your friend here hasn’t told you?”

      “They all know my name,” Ahlaksiz said, “so feel free to use it here, behind closed doors. I’ve told them enough.”

      Yuki grunted. “Did you tell them how you betrayed us? How you sold us out to join the Legends?”

      That caught me by surprise, and I turned to Ahlaksiz, waiting for an explanation. At least this clarified why she believed we could get Legends over to our side.

      “A time and mindset long gone,” Ahlaksiz said, shaking her head. “And I have apologized many times over.”

      “And it’ll never be enough.”

      “So you won’t help us?”

      Yuki took a deep breath, considered the question, then grunted. “Tell me everything, then I will decide.”

      Ahlaksiz nodded, then turned to us and said, “You’ll be familiar with this story, and most likely bored. I have catching up to do with Yuki-san as well, so… rest, if you will.”

      “Actually, I was on my way to grab some groceries,” Greg said, appearing in the doorway, the baby seemingly down for a nap. “If anyone wants to join me.”

      I was up instantly—the chance to explore a Japanese town? Count me in! While the ladies were happy to rest, and Ahlaksiz was occupied with her old friend-enemy, I grinned and introduced myself to the guy before following him out. All the monster stuff was starting to wear on me, and having a chance to just hang out with someone sounded perfect.
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      “What’s up with the wet clothes?” Greg said as he led me to the boxy blue car on the curb outside his house.

      I glanced down, having forgotten that I’d dressed without drying off. “Oh, right. Just… went for a swim before coming here.”

      He laughed. “Don’t get me started on morning swims. Whether you’re serious or not, that brought back memories of Carlsbad beach, going out for a surf before breakfast. That kind of wakeup, who needs coffee?”

      I grinned as if I knew what he was talking about, but had never actually tried surfing. In fact, this guy and I would have never gotten along back home. Out here, though? In the countryside of Japan, we were two, normal Americans. More or less.

      Riding shotgun, I looked around with excitement as he got the car going and soon had us headed for the nearest city.

      “No local shops?” I asked.

      “There are, but we’re not just going for groceries. You know the last time I got away with another American? It’s been too long.”

      “Wait, so where are we going?”

      “A beer garden, man.”

      I laughed. “This early?”

      He eyed me, then shrugged. “Just a sec.” He quickly called someone on his car phone, blurted out Japanese too fast for me to understand, then ended the call and gave me a thumbs up. “Taken care of—my buddy owns this place, and he’s going to open a few hours early, only for us.”

      “No shit?”

      “He’s done it once or twice, including for my shitty excuse of a bachelor party. Judging by the company you arrived with, I’m guessing you need a good beer and seared meat.”

      “Right. Sure…”

      He pulled onto a road that had several cars already on it, maybe commuting to work in the city. We were in the city in no time, where we first grabbed groceries; I marveled at Cocoa Puffs in Japanese and other brands I knew from back home but hadn’t seen in forever.

      When we were done, we headed out to a large factory-looking building, where an older Japanese man bowed and greeted us, leading us in and to a table.

      The two exchanged more Japanese, then the man went to the back to prepare some food.

      “Ferris, right?” Greg said. “You don’t speak Japanese?”

      “Chotto dake,” I replied. “Only a little.”

      “Nice. When you live in the country, you learn it real fast. Everyone supposedly learns it here, but it’s so test-based, actual conversations end up being a bit more difficult to have in English.”

      The man brought us a pitcher of Ebisu beer and two frosted glasses, then went back to the kitchen. Greg poured me a glass, and though it was morning, I figured what the hell. My body was likely still on another schedule, and if not, it was evening back home anyway. I clinked glasses with him and repeated, “Kanpai!” then took a nice, long swig.

      “Damn, that’s good,” I admitted.

      “Better believe it.” He grinned, then leaned in and asked, “Dude, what are you doing arriving at my house early on a Saturday morning with four gorgeous women?”

      I grinned and took another swig of the beer as I debated how to answer. “Selling magazines?”

      He nearly spat out the gulp of beer he’d just taken in but managed to restrain himself. “That, or you’re Mormons, I figured. One man with several wives, coming to convert me? I’d make a joke about being ready, if it gives me wives like that, but honestly? One woman is one-hundred percent more than enough for me. Shit, I can’t keep up with her. It’s a miracle we only have one baby!”

      “Dude.” Too much information was my first thought, but I remembered how Alex and Arturo were back home, and that some guys were just like that.

      “My bad, man. Seriously though, what’s up?”

      “I imagine you overheard some of it.”

      He nodded.

      “And you know… about…” I wasn’t sure how to raise the subject of his wife being a monster. If he didn’t know, he would likely take whatever I said as an insult. Judging by the look of confusion, he didn’t have the slightest idea. “You know about their history?”

      At this, the confusion went away and he grinned. “You mean how they used to dike out?”

      “Huh?”

      “Bush-munching.” He finished off the first beer and poured more, including topping off my glass. “Yeah, man. She told me all about her experimental phase, and how things had gotten crazy, even involving the Yakuza. Hence the shotgun, which she managed to smuggle back on our last trip to the U.S. My uncle will miss that bad boy, but whatever.”

      “You’re saying those two were lovers?”

      “Your lady and my wife?” He laughed, then nodded. “Imagine that, huh? And a third, I think. It’s crazy to imagine that shit.” Leaning forward, his eyes narrowed. “If they want to hook up again, and want us involved… what should we do?”

      I leaned back, setting down my beer. “I don’t think that’d happen.”

      “Come on, man. I’m just asking. Bro to bro. You’d be down, right? No sword crossing or anything like that. Hell, I wouldn’t even look at you. But… it’s cool, right?”

      “It is not.” I hadn’t meant to cut him off like that, but the idea of him fantasizing about getting Ahlaksiz in the bed with his wife… and me… was simply too much.

      He frowned, then laughed and went for the beer again. “Cool, man, I was just checking. You know, to be ready in case that comes up. Now I know.”

      The fact that he’d brought this up so soon after meeting me left a sour taste in my mouth, but that was quickly taken care of by the amazing food his friend brought out. First came the smell of charred meat, then the tray of meat on skewers—and not only meat, either, but some deep-fried veggies and other goodies.

      Greg invited his friend to join, and soon the three of us were quite tipsy, if not drunk, with bellies sticking out from all the amazing food. To my relief, the question of an orgy or lady-swapping didn’t come up again, and soon the two guys were sharing stories with me about drunken nights out on the town.

      “Are you going to Tokyo while you’re in the country?” his friend, whose name was Kazu, asked.

      “I hope so,” I replied.

      Greg grinned, pointing at me. “Watch out, man. That city’s amazing, but there are parts of Shinjuku where you’ll be wandering around and suddenly end up surrounded by little shops with pictures of the ladies willing to do bad things for money.”

      “Careful?” Kazu laughed. “Nothing wrong with having fun.”

      “Believe me,” Greg nudged his buddy, “Ferris here has no lack of the puntang pie. I bet he gets his fill many times a day.”

      “Sou da?”

      I shrugged, not liking the idea of kissing and telling, but also feeling quite the buzz from the beer and proud to hold the title of “The Man” for the first time in my life. A smile formed on my lips, and that was enough to get them raising their glasses and clapping me on the back.

      One question I couldn’t push aside, though, was my curiosity regarding this guy Greg and his potentially not knowing he was married to a monster. He had to know, right? If not, was there some spell she had him on that kept him from noticing the monster characteristics of my group?

      “Kazu here is a bit of a player,” Greg said, grinning and motioning to his buddy.

      The Japanese guy winked, then held up three fingers. “Never more than three, never less. That’s the rule.”

      “Never less?” I asked.

      “If I break up with one, I find another. Just like that. But not three at once, no, no. That would be too confusing. Where to put the hands?”

      “Where, indeed.” I chuckled into my beer, then took a drink and swished it around in my mouth, remembering the first time when both Kinara and Jalee had been involved. It was true that the more of them that got involved, the more I had to worry about pleasing all of them, but it wasn’t as difficult as he made it out to be. For one, I’d always considered myself good at delegation or letting a team run on its own, once you got it going. In a way it was like that—the other ladies knew how to take care of each other. And if not, they would find a way to get involved with me or please themselves.

      “You’re crazy,” I told him, and laughed.

      Soon we moved the fun out to the patio, which was set up with tables, heaters, and folded umbrellas. Scattered here and there on the patio were potted trees, large enough to provide shade and add to the ambiance. The best part was that it looked out over the surrounding hills, a train track visible coming out from between two of them so we could sit here and enjoy our beer while watching nature and the occasional train pass by. I told them about my place in California, and Greg was excited to tell me he had family about an hour and a half south, depending on traffic. Down by Legoland, I noted, then had to explain to Kazu what Legoland was, and he got excited about the new Mario stuff in Tokyo.

      “Someday, I’ll take my kids to all these places,” he said.

      “You have children?”

      He grinned and shrugged. “I might!”

      More laughs sounded, though at that point I was starting to think of him as more of a sketchball than anything else. My head was starting to spin; when Greg offered me another beer, I finally had to call it.

      “One too many already,” I said, leaning back to watch the tracks in the distance. “How about you, taking the kid to see Mario?”

      Greg grinned. “First I need to get to Tokyo Disneyland. Still haven’t been.”

      “Ever? But you live in Japan.”

      He laughed. “It’s a bit of a ways from here, and it’s not like we have a lot of time, especially now.”

      “I guess not.” As of that moment, I decided I needed to get to Tokyo Disneyland one of these days.

      “Where are you from?” I asked.

      “Here,” Kazu replied.

      “Austin, Texas,” Greg answered. “It’s been a while though. Came out here for an exchange program, and managed to finagle my way into staying. Then I met Yuki, and the rest was history.”

      “That’s awesome. I think Austin is great, too, but compared to living in Japan?”

      He laughed. “Nothing beats living out here. Although, it gets tiring.”

      “Tiring?” Kazu guffawed. “He thinks it’s hard being the gaijin who gets all the attention.”

      Greg shook his head. “It’s great when you’re single, but now it’s about fitting in, making friends. My Japanese is okay, not great. Nobody wants to be the one to invite the non-Japanese-speaking American to a party.”

      “You have the dark hair,” I pointed out, “skin’s kinda tanned…”

      “Are you trying to argue I could fit in here? Not a chance, man. They see me coming a kilometer away.”

      I nodded, conceding, and leaned back to stare at the tops of the trees waving to and fro, enjoying the wind on my warm cheeks. A low rumbling sounded, which I interpreted to mean another train incoming.

      “Maybe we should get back?”

      “I have my cell.” Greg patted his pocket. “If they want us back, they’ll call.”

      When the umbrellas and heaters started rattling, then swaying along with the ground beneath me, I realized I’d been wrong about it being a train.

      “Earthquake,” Greg shouted, bracing himself.

      Kazu, on the other hand, simply laughed, trying to chug his beer before the ground stopped moving. He mostly succeeded, except that almost all of it ended up spilled on his shirt and pants.

      “Look at that,” he said when the shaking stopped. “I better get changed.”

      As he walked inside, I frowned and asked, “He’s leaving?”

      “Nope, he sleeps here half the time so has extra clothes.” Greg checked his cell, then groaned. “That earthquake seems to have ruined our fun. The ladies want us back.”

      “Probably to check on us,” I replied. “Call ’em?”

      “If I know Yuki, she’s freaking out. Every time there’s an earthquake, she gets insane, mumbling about outside forces trying to find her or something. I know, it’s batshit.”

      He eyed me at that and winked.

      “You know?” I asked.

      “Not exactly, but I’ve figured things out. My child is half—eyes glowing sometimes, and you think I’d live with Yuki this long without overhearing her conversations? She tries to hide it, and I let her, but I have a secret of my own.”

      “Oh?”

      He leaned in, setting his glass down. “People are trying to find her, but not to take her in. It’s for her friend. Maybe you know her? One they call… Amabie. They’re waiting for her to give away Amabie’s position, then strike.”

      I didn’t like his tone one bit, or the way he seemed suddenly sober.

      Leaning back and trying to clear my head, I attempted to analyze him, hand going to my scarf in case there was trouble. “How do you know this?”

      Greg shrugged. “A monster like her doesn’t randomly meet someone like me. I love her to death, but no, our meeting was very much arranged. The people I work for, they don’t know about you yet, but if they did? When they find out? Everything’s different, isn’t it? You can summon them—you can help us capture Amabie.”

      “Fuck… me.” I was rigid, ready to leap into action.

      “Think about it,” he said, standing now. He wasn’t tall but seemed to loom over me. “No more pandemics, maybe even no more sickness! That creature keeping her powers from the world is a crime, and we have to ensure humanity benefits from this opportunity. Ferris, I need to know you’re with me.”

      Ahlaksiz had introduced me to Amabie for very different reasons than this guy had for wanting to meet the strange three-tailed mermaid. Out of the two of them, I had every reason to trust Ahlaksiz, none to trust Greg.

      “Not gonna happen,” I muttered.

      “What was that?”

      “I said it’s not going to happen.” Pushing myself up, I clicked my tongue and became instantly aware of a figure standing behind me. Likely Kazu—in on it, too? My mind was going through the options, and I hoped Basty would be useful here. The last thing I wanted was to have to summon the sword and cut these two open. While I’d fought monsters and killing them had felt wrong to some degree, killing two humans on my first visit to Japan wasn’t likely to get me invited back anytime soon.

      The shadows of their movement told me they were coming, but I wasn’t sure how to counter, so I hesitated. They managed to get ahold of me, and it was then that I decided no matter what, I wasn’t going to be their puppet. I certainly wasn’t going to be taken in or whatever they had in mind.

      I fell, struggling to break free, and had to decide between the sword or other options. One of the potted trees had fallen over during the earthquake, and that gave me an idea. Rolling halfway, I was able to reach out and grab it—then used my druid power. It instantly sprang into action, twisting and grabbing hold of Kazu despite the man’s protestations. As it wrapped around his arms and legs, I managed to push myself up and turned in time to see Greg watching this in awe. No shock or horror, only fascination.

      “Cool trick,” he said, then had a pistol in his hands, aiming it at me. I wasn’t sure if he’d gotten it somewhere at the restaurant or had it with him, but that didn’t matter. The point was that this had suddenly gotten much worse. At least no shadow movement showed, so it didn’t seem he was about to shoot me.

      “Basty,” I muttered.

      “What?” Greg glanced around to make sure he was the only person I could have been talking to. “I don’t underst—”

      Before he could finish the word, his eyes went wide and he ducked, letting out a shriek like a little girl. The pistol wasn’t aimed at me, and I knew this was my chance. Basty must have given him some sort of vision. I plowed into the man, knocking him back, and managed to get my foot to touch the soil and roots of another tree. While I’d meant to repeat the same action I’d used to hold Kazu in place—he was now shouting at me, cursing in Japanese—the tree swung instead and, as Greg tried to turn on me, it hit him in the face.

      The man fell back, whacking his head on the ground, pistol clattering across the patio. I rolled, grabbing it and accidentally firing a shot off that hit one of the restaurant windows. That caught me off guard. I cursed and turned with the pistol at my side, pulling on the hunter sword with my other hand.

      Greg was on his side, starting to push himself up, and shouted for Kazu to shut his mouth. Slowly turning to me, Greg held out a hand.

      “Give me the pistol. It doesn’t have to be this way.” He started to stand, but I lifted the pistol, careful to keep my finger away from the trigger this time.

      “No. Stay where you are.”

      “What’s the move, hotshot?” Greg held out his hands, showing that he was unarmed. “I’m not the bad guy here. I’m a husband, a father, and simply a man trying to leverage a tool that will help humanity stay safe in the future. Would you deny us that? Deny your own parents the chance to live?”

      “You’re making a big leap.”

      “Am I?” He scoffed. “Say another virus comes in a few years. They’re getting older, I imagine. More susceptible to this virus, but we don’t have Amabie helping us. Their chances aren’t looking so hot—but with her? Nothing to worry about. It’s resting on your shoulders right now.”

      I stared at him, horrified that he could try to make me out to be the villain. It bothered me more and more, until finally, I shouted, “FUCK YOU!” That rage wasn’t me, but right then, I was pissed. I stepped up to him, sword held up with the point at his throat, and said, “Tell me that shit again, I fucking dare you.”

      He gulped, and for the first time, worry showed in his eyes.

      “Your… move…” He said, voice low, unchallenging.

      “It is my move. So here’s what is going to happen. You’re going to give me your car keys. Then you’re going to sit. Understand?”

      He looked like he might argue, but his eyes went to the sword and he seemed mesmerized by it. Eyes not leaving the blade, he reached into his pocket, handed me a key fob, then sat.

      “Good.” I knelt at the tree by his side, and this time instead of attacking him, it wrapped around his torso to hold him in place. It wasn’t a thick tree and he would likely find a way out before long—but not before I was out of there.

      “You’re drunk,” Greg said. “You sure you want to drive?”

      “Not at all. But I also didn’t want you to turn out to be an assface, and here we are.” I turned then, clicking my tongue to be sure I was ready if they tried something, and made for the car. The added benefit of having my bat sense was that, even if I was drunk, or very tipsy, my balance and sense of awareness was heightened to the point that I almost felt sober.

      Once I was in the car, though, that was a different story. My senses simply couldn’t keep up with my surroundings, even with the windows down, so I was swerving around roads I barely knew, trying to figure out which way the house was. To my relief, at least there weren’t many other cars on the road at this hour. By my guess, with our arrival time and then the meat and beers, it was maybe eleven in the morning.

      Another pang of worry wrenched my gut as I drove. What if the monster ladies weren’t safe? Greg had certainly made it sound like Yuki wasn’t involved, that he had been lying even to her, but I had no reason to believe a word he said. As far as I knew, that could have been one more part of the story to lead me off the correct path.

      “Basty, you got any way of leading me back there?” I asked.

      “No good,” came his soft voice from around my neck.

      “Don’t worry about it, I’m sure we’ll be fine.” To my credit, it wasn’t like there were that many roads out here. When I saw a small temple on a hillside, I was worried I’d gotten us lost. Then I realized it wouldn’t have been viewable coming the other way, because a tall evergreen stood out in contrast with the other trees nearby, and I was fairly certain we’d turned out of that direction.

      I went for the turn, overdid it with the wheel, then overcompensated with the other direction, so we went spinning back the other way only to go off-road, clip a tree, and end up slamming into another.

      The impact jolted me, slamming my head into the window, but not hard enough to cause any real damage.

      “Good?” I muttered, holding my head and reaching to ensure Basty was there.

      “Good.”

      I nodded, noticed the car was off, and tried turning it on again. No luck. Rubbing my eyes, I got out and saw that it wasn’t going to happen. From that point, though, I could see the edge of a curved roof, one I thought might not have been so far from Yuki and Greg’s place.

      “We’re running for it,” I said, and started at a jog at first. As the alcohol seemed to wear off, I started running faster. At least, that’s what I thought was happening until I looked down and realized my arms were out behind me as I ran, like in that anime. So… apparently I was drunker than I had realized.

      It took me a few steps to get my arms pumping, then I was running normally, though it was more of a jog than a sprint. Odd thoughts started going through my head. What was the name of the character who controlled trees in Darkwing Duck? And, Was I more like him, or was I a Poison Ivy type? I didn’t quite have the physique of the latter. Coming to the point where I could see the house, I first jumped with joy, then thought, Dr. Reginald Bushroot! That’s his name! At the time, I wasn’t sure if I was more excited about remembering that or finding the house, but two steps later all thoughts of the nineties cartoon had faded, and I was sprinting to the house.

      I was panting when I reached the door and started pounding on it.

      “Dammit,” a voice said, and the door went flying open to the sound of the baby crying. Yuki was rocking it, staring into her child’s face as she said, “You woke the baby!”

      She looked up, surprised to see only me, then looked around me and up and down the street. “What’s… going on? Where’s Greg?”

      “Is everyone okay?” I didn’t answer, instead walking past her to find an empty living room. “Ladies?” I opened my mouth, almost calling out for Milrae, but corrected myself and said, “Milkshake?”

      “Tell me where my husband is,” Yuki demanded, though I had to guess half of it over the baby crying.

      “First tell me what you did with them,” I countered, hand out, ready to draw my sword. It was only then that I realized I’d somehow managed to keep the pistol and it was still in my other hand.

      Yuki eyed it, then me, and glared.

      “Ferris?” a voice said, and I spun to see Milrae at a backdoor through the kitchen.

      I didn’t waste a second, running over and kissing her as I took her in a hug. Next, I looked past her to see the others had been lounging about on the small backyard patio, now standing to see what was happening.

      “Why do you have a gun?” Ahlaksiz, the next in, asked, eyes going from me to Yuki, then holding her hands up. “No!”

      I spun again, this time to see Yuki had turned away from us to clutch her baby close. That wasn’t what caught my attention, but what was going on with the back of her head—it was moving as if it had a life of its own, and a mouth with sharp teeth had formed there, snarling my way. At least the baby had stopped crying.

      “This is not the time!” Ahlaksiz said, taking a step toward her old friend, growing cougar ears and tail as she advanced.

      Yuki turned her head halfway, so her normal mouth could speak. “He shot my husband, didn’t he? Tell me!”

      “I did not,” I protested. “He tried to shoot me, and—”

      “Why? Why would he try that?”

      I bit back the words, not wanting to be the one to bring such a wedge into their marriage.

      “Ferris,” Ahlaksiz said, and she was looking at me with eyes that demanded I spill the beans.

      “He wants us to lead him to Amabie,” I blurted out. To my relief, Yuki turned to face us, hair falling back into place.

      “What?”

      “Amabie. He’s with the government, or some private group, maybe, and wants us to lead him to her so that they can use her to ensure they’re protected against future plagues and whatnot.”

      “My Greg?” Yuki asked.

      “That’s what he told me. He got me a bit drunk, then sprung it on me. And his buddy, too. They basically ambushed me when I argued.”

      “I don’t… I don’t understand,” Yuki protested, looking to Ahlaksiz with desperation.

      “He knows,” she replied. “It’s as simple as that. They’ve always wanted her, and we knew it. Somehow, Greg knows.”

      Yuki shook her head, then her eyes suddenly went wide. “You all came from there—you mentioned the tree, while he was here.”

      “Yeah?” I wasn’t following.

      “Oh, no,” Ahlaksiz said, and was already moving for the door.

      “What’s happening?” Kinara asked as Ahlaksiz reached the door, pausing to ensure we were following.

      “I sensed it, that it wasn’t an earthquake,” Ahlaksiz replied. “That’s why I had Yuki call you back. But I didn’t understand what it was—only that it was trouble. Now you arrive saying there’s a group aware of us, even telling you to help them bring in Amabie. My guess is they’ve already been able to track our journey back to the tree. This can’t wait.”

      It didn’t all make sense to me, but enough of it did that I was already on the move, joining her to exit the house with the others close on our tails.

      “Wait,” Yuki said, calling after us from the door. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      Ahlaksiz looked truly pained as she turned and said, “I’m sorry. If you can make it work, make it work. If you can’t… you can always count on me.”

      Yuki simply clutched her child close and nodded, watching as we left.

      “This is so fucked up,” Jalee said, climbing in the back seat. “What just happened?”

      “The question I’ll be asking myself until my head stops spinning, I imagine,” I replied, really wishing I’d stopped at one beer. Ahlaksiz took control, not bothering with the road this time, but bringing us into the sky and cloaking before she sent us careening off in the direction of the tree where we’d met Amabie.
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      Smoke billowed from the hillside, where seconds before there had been no smoke and no hillside. We had crossed through whatever magical barrier there had been to keep the place hidden before, and now stared down at the massive tree in flames. Not only that, but four vehicles were at the base, and men in tactical gear were searching the area. One was pinned to the tree that was on fire, now merely a charred corpse.

      Whatever we had missed had clearly been bad. The question was, which side had it been worse for?

      “What’re we doing here?” I asked, watching as two of the men turned to look up at us, one touching a hand to his ear, likely reporting our arrival. “They might be government, I mean… right?”

      “You think their lives are more important than ours?” Jalee growled.

      “What? No, I’m saying—”

      “She knows what you’re saying,” Ahlaksiz interrupted. “You’re saying that you have a problem fighting humans, when we’ve seen you have no problem fighting our kind. Monsters.”

      I bit back my retort, because of course, she was right. How could I not feel that way? Yet, they had a point. Fuck. It wasn’t about some real world versus a fake one, not anymore at least. It never had been, but in my mind, that was exactly what had been going on. I was human, from Earth, where monsters didn’t truly exist. To cut down one of them, in a sense, didn’t feel real.

      “This sounds like a conversation for another time,” Milrae interjected, leaning forward and pointing. Three men on the hill were now aiming rifles at us, though that wasn’t concerning. I was fairly certain the car could take it, and I could send out the drones to deal with them.

      What did concern me, however, was the man who wore a different type of clothing—white, fluttering around him as the wind picked up.

      “He’s a… I mean,” I started, wanting to ask if he was a monster, but now feeling unsure about how to discuss the topic.

      “Not a monster, not even a Myth or Legend,” Ahlaksiz said, suddenly turning the car around for a retreat. “But I’ve come across him before.”

      “And?”

      She didn’t have time to respond as the car lurched forward, going as fast as it could. More than that, she seemed to have taken over the drones because she sent two of them off, while two more remained as turrets that started firing.

      “What the hell is happening right now?” Kinara shouted, bracing herself.

      We all were, but Ahlaksiz seemed to be panicking, swerving the car about, muttering to herself, and clutching one of her protective stones.

      “Ahlaksiz?” I protested.

      Her wild eyes turned to me and she said, “Stone! Hold it, now, before—”

      A green burst of light went off in front of us and she swerved as tentacles shot out in our direction. As we narrowly missed them, explosions sounded nearby, and a burst of fire shot across our windshield.

      I leaned back, clutching the Alexandrite and bracing myself against the dash, fearing for my life. There was more swerving, then flight into the clouds of a storm, and finally, we came to a stop. Sitting there, with lightning flashing and clouds swirling around us, Ahlaksiz seemed to relax.

      She finally turned to us, took a deep breath, and said, “As Ferris here is a summoner, that man… he’s like the opposite side of a coin. An Expulsor, some say. Inquisitor is another title. Essentially, he has the power to send our kind back, but in doing so steals part of our essence. Like killing one and taking their ichor, except it’s more complicated, as I understand it, he maintains some control over those he sends back, like he owns them.”

      “What the fuck?” I said, shaking my head. “And he’s here… why?”

      “My guess is we’ve stumbled into something bigger than we realized,” she replied. She sat there for a second in thought, then shook her head. “This is so not good.”

      “Greg!”

      “What?”

      I was shaking my head. “Fucking hell. That guy Greg, he answers to someone—probably this Expulsor, right? He said they want to use her powers to stop illnesses or something, but what if it was in this take-control way?”

      “That would explain why they were at the tree,” Ahlaksiz said. “Shit, if they’d managed to catch her because of us, I’d never have been able to forgive myself.”

      “And… Amabie?” I asked. “You think she got away?”

      “She wasn’t there. I would have sensed her.”

      I turned to the other ladies, and I think they were all realizing it as I was. Still, I put it out there to be sure. “This isn’t just about us anymore. Everything’s still in play, our mission hasn’t changed, but it’s bigger now. Right? We have to find a way to set his captives free, to stop him. You implied that I put more value on the lives of humans over monsters? Not anymore.”

      “You’re sure?” Kinara asked.

      “I don’t want to hurt, or kill, anyone on either side. But we’ll do what we need to do.”

      They all stared at me, but one by one they nodded.

      “Where to, next?” I asked Ahlaksiz.

      She finally released her protective stone, pulled up the holo-map, and indicated a spot north of Tokyo. “I’d hoped we would have help when we went to Nikko, as we’re going to need it. But as Yuki and Amabie are both unavailable, we’re going to have to go on our own.”

      With that, she set the destination, and we were on our way to Nikko, a part of Japan I’d often dreamed of visiting. In my dreams, it had always been a place I would wander around, looking at temples and enjoying myself. In reality, I had a feeling it would be quite the opposite.

      To my relief, we were able to fly over Japan low and slow. Ahlaksiz said it was the best way to stay undetected, as the mercs back there would likely have other tracking abilities than most civilians. I was able to see Osaka from a birds-eye view, both the city and some of the temples. It was no sight-seeing tour, but I got a nice glimpse of the large Buddha statue, and when we passed Kyoto, the golden temple, Kinkakuji.

      “When this is over, mind if we come back this way?” I asked.

      “Over?” Ahlaksiz grunted. “When will that be, exactly? I’ve been at this for far too long to ever think it’ll be over.”

      “Fine, then. When it’s far from over but we have a chance to catch our breaths.”

      She chuckled at that. “Deal.”

      “What is it about these islands you like?” Kinara asked.

      “Japan.” I leaned back, watching as the city gave way to green countryside. “Aside from it being where so much of my inspiration comes from? Something about the culture, how it’s so based on honor and loyalty. Or… respect? Back home is great, and I’d never dream of being anything other than American, but I think that allows me to appreciate this place even more.”

      “Well, then,” she leaned forward with a hand on my shoulder. “I can’t wait for that chance to breathe.”

      I put my hand on hers and gave it a little squeeze. In all my dreams of visiting Japan, I’d imagined it would be me walking around, lost and by myself. Having a blast, but kind of lonely. Maybe not having anyone to go with, or friends over there, was why I hadn’t taken the leap? To be able to explore with these monster ladies was beyond a dream come true.

      “We have a place back home,” Milrae said, “that reminds me of this.”

      “Rindara,” Jalee said, and I turned to see her looking out the window wistfully. Kinara clearly had no idea, as she looked at me and shrugged.

      “It’s still around?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “Those temples will never fall,” Milrae replied. “They aren’t as well kept as the ones here seem to be, but yes, it’s very much still there.

      “You have gods?” I asked.

      “Had, long ago,” Ahlaksiz said. “Some think they died off. Others think they were the same beings who have come here and became Earth’s gods of long ago. The stories are quite different, of course, but if you look close enough you can find the connections.”

      I knew Ahlaksiz, and therefore others, had come over long ago. But the thought that gods from our stories might have either been monsters from their world, or beings from some other world who had passed through both theirs and ours, was mind-blowing. And if that were the case, what had become of them?

      The thought sent a chill up my spine, but a series of rice paddies below caught my attention, then a bullet train.

      “I’m taking the controls,” I said, swiping my hand over the dash. Eyeing Ahlaksiz, though, I had to wonder if we were safe.

      She gave me a nod. “Go for it. We’re far enough away, they’ll have lost us. Plus, there’s no reason they’d have the slightest idea what our plan is.”

      “Right.” I racked my brain, trying to remember if I’d told that Greg guy anything. Nothing came to mind.

      “Wait,” Kinara frowned. “What’s going to happen to Yuki and Greg now?”

      I lowered the car a bit, speeding up alongside the bullet train. They wouldn’t be able to see us, as we were cloaked, but it was fun speeding alongside the train, watching the passengers within. When I’d first started following Japan, I think the trains could reach a max speed of like one-hundred and fifty miles per hour, but of late, they had improved on that by quite a lot. This one, by my guess and from the sleek design and red stripe on it, made me assume it was one of the two-fifty models.

      “Greg?” Kinara nudged me.

      “What?”

      “We were talking, and you sort of spaced out there.”

      “About Yuki and Greg, right?”

      They laughed.

      “We had, but now we were asking Ahlaksiz about Japan.”

      “And I’d just asked you if you knew much about the Second World War,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Oh. I mean, enough…”

      She gave me a knowing smile. Clearly, “enough” didn’t include what she was about to tell me. “You’re aware of the fact that the Emperor was considered a god before he surrendered?”

      I nodded, remembering something like that from history class. “Must’ve been crazy for the people who believed it back then.”

      “Even harder for those who knew he was a god,” she replied.

      “What?”

      “Or, at least a very powerful being. Not from the monster world, but a Myth, basically. Powerful, but not more so than the nukes. When he saw that Earth technology had progressed past his own ability, he had to surrender. And many of the others on Earth convinced him to proclaim that he was no god, to keep that secret from the world.”

      “The nukes weren’t magic or anything then?”

      She scoffed. “No. And considering what we saw back at the tree, with those mercs, this is a relevant discussion. They’re going to have tech that we’re not used to. I wouldn’t be surprised if Greg comes into play again, even if he was a minor player.”

      I frowned, not sure what to think about all of that. Then again, as long as they didn’t nuke us, I couldn’t see what they’d have that we should find intimidating.

      “Seriously, if a few months ago someone had told me any of this would be possible, I would have laughed in their face.” I watched a flock of pigeons take off from a school building, almost a blur as we passed them, then leaned back to let my stomach settle. “Maybe I’ll wake up tomorrow and find all of this was in my imagination, and then I’ll write it down. Make a bestseller out of it…”

      Ahlaksiz laughed. “Be sure to describe me as much younger.”

      “Are you kidding?” I shifted in my seat to face her. “You’re stunning. I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      “You’re too kind.”

      “He’s right, though,” Jalee said. “When I’m your age, I hope to be half as well kept together as you are.”

      “My age…” Ahlaksiz frowned. “How about everyone just moves on from this subject?”

      We laughed, but it faded into silence for a bit, until Jalee said, “The story of the emperor god… it reminds me of back home. In the Lirandal area, with the goddess Troissan.”

      “Her.” Ahlaksiz shuddered. “She played a big part in me leaving that world behind long ago. Though, when I was there, she was still an empress, not up to the goddess label yet.”

      “She was a goddess for some time,” Jalee said. “But no, she’s long gone.”

      “How…?”

      “It sounds similar to what happened here, in some ways. The lands of Lirandal and Rindara went to war. Neither side conceded until Rindara unleashed such destruction that Lirandal was utterly humbled, and the goddess had to step down, declaring herself no longer a deity.”

      “Much has changed since I left,” Ahlaksiz said. “And… what became of her?”

      “I don’t actually know.” Jalee looked to the others, but they shook their heads. Basty formed on my shoulder and turned into a ball, rolling down my chest to land on my lap.

      “You know something?” I asked him.

      He looked at me with his wide eyes, then held open his mouth.

      “I think he’s just hungry,” Kinara said. “We have any more of that meat?”

      “We don’t,” Ahlaksiz said. “But I imagine we’ll be able to find something here. We’ve arrived.”

      I hadn’t even realized that she’d taken back over or that we’d slowed, let alone that we were descending into a parking lot of a building that looked out at a nearby waterfall. We had reached Nikko, and were going to meet more of Ahlaksiz’s friends, I assumed, not even pretending to have any idea of whether that would be a good or a bad thing.
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      “Why here?” I asked as we piled out of the car outside of what appeared to be a convenience store.

      “Bait,” Ahlaksiz explained, nodding to Basty. “Easier to catch him some food if we have bait, right?”

      “Good thinking.” Kinara started for the shop, but Ahlaksiz put a hand on her arm.

      “How about you all wait out here, while Ferris and I grab supplies?” she said. “He can pick out some snacks for the rest of us while you all… keep an eye on the waterfall.”

      “Why would we need to watch the waterfall?” Jalee asked with skepticism.

      “I have several goals here,” Ahlaksiz replied. “One is to see if we can get in contact with a ghost who haunts these falls.”

      At that, she entered the store, and stood waiting for me to follow. The other monster ladies looked to the falls with anticipation, while I went to the door.

      “Ghost?” I asked, my mind going to Patrick Swayze and Demi Moore. Of course, she didn’t mean like that, but what could I say? My parents used to watch that movie entirely too often.

      “These lands are very mysterious,” she answered as I followed her in, to find an old Japanese lady looking at us.

      We both gave her head nods, like slight bows, then moved through the shelves.

      “And ghosts are real?”

      She shrugged. “Depending on the definition. For regular people, no. Not exactly. But there are ways to attach your soul, relating to ichor, or even to kill a creature who has ichor and use that to sort of immortalize yourself. Those people might live on, in a sense, until they find a way to restore themselves to a new body. It’s complicated, and very often goes quite wrong. Hence, hauntings.”

      “Damn.”

      I paused in front of a row of chips that took my mind away from all of that. Doritos. Not like the Doritos back home, but all kinds of fancy ones I’d never seen—Doritos Royal, Teriyaki and Wasabi flavored, and so many more. This was like heaven for me, so I started grabbing them off the shelf until my arms were full.

      Ahlaksiz had gone to the counter, using fluent Japanese, and when I reached her she had several packages in a bag. She eyed me with a raised eyebrow.

      “That’s what you’re getting?”

      I placed the Doritos bags on the counter and grinned. “Why not?”

      “Try to pick out some more nutritious options as well.”

      “You have yen?” I asked.

      She patted her purse. “Yuki and I made an arrangement. Don’t worry about it.”

      Soon we were out of there with our Doritos, along with some fried chicken, tempura, and some seaweed-rice triangles called onigiri. We all dug in as I tested the various chips and told the ladies how each flavor related to those I was used to. Spicy was always a plus for me, but I wasn’t fully on board with the wasabi-flavored chips.

      “Any sightings?” Ahlaksiz asked as we settled into the car.

      None of them had seen anything.

      “That’s not surprising,” she admitted. “Though I was hopeful. We’ll make our way to the top, and then to the hot springs, where I hope we find the man we came to see.”

      “All these old contacts of yours are to find this one person Momotaro mentioned?” I asked.

      “If any of them have a clue, it’ll help,” she replied. “But the ghost… I seek out for another reason entirely.”

      “Which is?”

      “To convince him to listen. She was, long ago, his dearest friend. They might have been more, had he chosen another path. Instead, he vowed not to get involved. I’ll let her tell the rest, if we succeed.”

      We all shared looks of interest, then drove along up the hill toward the waterfall, gorging on our food. First things first, though. We found a spot along the rocks, and laid out some carrots from the pack. Kinara took the lead on the hunt, and soon had a couple of small hares for her and Basty. The rest of us moved over to the river to look out for any signs of Ahlaksiz’s ghost friend, in part because I wanted to be away from the site of the other two going to town on their bloody messes.

      “You used bait for the rabbits…” I eyed the water, watching the morning sunlight sparkle on it. The waterfall portion roared in the distance. “Maybe you need bait for this, too?”

      Ahlaksiz rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Maybe. It’s not like I really expected to just find her lying about, but hoped she might see me and come out of hiding.”

      “Are you sure she’s even still around here?”

      Ahlaksiz frowned. “No. But I’ve heard rumors, and hoped they’re true.”

      “I know nothing about… er, ghosts. So, what would be good bait?”

      She looked at me, slowly, and grimaced. When her eyes didn’t leave mine, I groaned. “You’re not serious.”

      “It’s something about the state they’re in, where they crave human connection, flesh. I wouldn’t have suggested it, but since you asked.”

      “Fine. What do I do?”

      “Nothing, right now. But if we come back at night, leave you on your own…”

      A shudder ran through me at the thought of being there alone in the dark, but I nodded. “And until then?”

      “We have our other contacts, the ones who guard the area.”

      If it could get me away from the haunted waterfall area, that sounded good to me. A giggle sounded from nearby and I turned to see Kinara sitting upstream, feet in the water while Jalee massaged her back. Milrae had taken off her disguise and was starting to strip the rest of the way, when Ahlaksiz said, “No time for that.”

      “No?” Milrae pouted, then turned my way. “Ferris?”

      “My libido says to let you do your thing, but it’s not exactly in charge here.” I shrugged, nodding to Ahlaksiz.

      “Agreed,” Jalee said. “Just let me…” She reached up from Kinara’s back, giving the other monster a quick caress of the ear.

      Kinara grunted, slumped down, and let out a low moan.

      “Gets her every time,” Jalee said with a laugh, then eyed Milrae. “We just need to find your spot one of these days.”

      “Find it in the car,” Milrae said with a wink, and Jalee laughed, holding up a finger that lit up with sparks.

      “Ladies…” Ahlaksiz started, then shook her head. “Whatever. Not that it matters to me one way or the other what you do in the backseat.”

      I was all grins when we got back in the car; as we made our short trip into the hills nearby, I wasn’t ashamed to turn around and watch as Jalee slid her finger into Milrae’s panties, sparks lighting up. Milrae shuddered as she clutched her breasts and closed her eyes.

      “So fast,” I said with a chuckle.

      “When the job needs to be,” Jalee replied with a wink. “Want me to get you, too?”

      “He needs to focus,” Ahlaksiz snapped, and she pulled the car up to a parking lot with a line of trees and temples visible past it. “There’s a time and place for all that, and you know I love it, but right now isn’t either.”

      “Wouldn’t it help me to relax?” I countered.

      She gave me a stern look, then exited the car.

      “I guess that’s a no,” I said with a laugh, giving the others a wistful glance before following.

      “To be fair,” Jalee said, catching up to me, “I’m the one who should be complaining. I just helped out both of them and got nothing in return.”

      “With a flick of your wrist,” I countered, teasing her.

      “Hey, how one does the job isn’t as important as actually getting the job done.”

      “Maybe. Sometimes that can be cheating.” I nudged her, earning me a frown. “I’m messing with you. Joking.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get you back,” Kinara said, walking past Jalee and running a hand through her blue hair sensually. It seemed she’d been listening in.

      “And when we do, you won’t be able to stop moaning,” Milrae added.

      I was blushing at the thought of it, then stepped into the main walkway of the temples and looked up to the area, amazed.

      “You think they’ll be here?” I asked, seeing Ahlaksiz waiting ahead.

      “No, but this will help with your ability to focus your energy,” she replied. “To find your inner core. And our chances of finding them are best around midday or midnight, so I’d say we have a good thirty minutes to kill.”

      “Oh?”

      She nodded, then started strolling. “It won’t be enough time to fully see the temples, but… at least it’s something.”

      While I didn’t find myself able to channel new energy or anything like that, she was right that something about being there put me at ease and made me feel a connection to some power source I couldn’t otherwise tap into. We paused at the image of the three monkeys doing their thing, with hear no evil, speak no evil, and see no evil. Then we went into one of the temples, where the only occupants were two Japanese men and a tourist. Finding a spot in one of the gardens, we rested and I meditated, closing my eyes and focusing on my breathing.

      After that, we passed a couple of crazy Oni statues—Japanese demons that were there to protect the place—and I got a picture posing like one of them.

      When it was time to move on to, we hoped, meet her friends, I certainly hadn’t seen enough of the temples and looked forward to coming back someday. Luckily, our destination wasn’t far at all. On the side of one of the mountains, we pulled over and hiked about thirty minutes until we came to a spot where I froze, hand to my mouth.

      “Are those…?”

      “Monkeys,” Ahlaksiz finished the thought and nodded.

      Several monkeys were hanging out in two hot spring pools. One noticed us, perking up, and stared with its beady, black eyes. Its face was red, its fur gray and white.

      “Tell me these are your friends,” Kinara said with a grin. “Otherwise I might end up eating them.”

      “Please don’t,” Milrae protested. “They’re so cute!”

      “The hare wasn’t?” I put my hands up, not having meant to blurt that out. “Which is fine, and all. Just saying, when did cuteness start playing a factor?”

      “Trust me, it doesn’t,” Kinara said.

      “There’ll be no eating monkeys,” Ahlaksiz said, settling the matter. “Not here, not today, at least. For one, these little guys are going to be our friends—they’ll lead us to my contacts, or them to us.”

      She led the way, advancing even as several of the monkeys exited the water and approached. Two of the monkeys picked up sticks and started waving them around, but Ahlaksiz didn’t balk. As she continued past them, they faced me instead.

      My heart pounded. Feeling fear facing these monkeys, considering what I’d gone up against, was humorous. But that didn’t stop me from feeling very unnerved.

      “Do monkeys have rabies?” I asked.

      “I just know they look delicious,” Kinara replied.

      “They’re like little hairy people,” I countered in disgust.

      She winked. “I know.”

      My gut clenched, and I wasn’t sure if she was serious or not.

      “No dawdling,” Ahlaksiz called back, already at the edge of one of the hot springs, where a large monkey stood staring at her.

      Only Jalee and Milrae had yet to pass me, and I wasn’t about to be the last one to go, so I strolled forward, right past the monkeys. But as soon as I was one step past them, they moved for me, sticks waving. I yelped, running to join Ahlaksiz, not liking the laughter that sounded one bit.

      “Hey,” I shouted, turning on the monkeys, realizing the laughter sound had come from them, “back off!”

      They screeched as monkeys do, waving their sticks again. I didn’t back off this time, balling my hands into fists.

      “What is this?” I asked. “A test of my willingness to stand up to mountain monkeys?”

      “Join me,” Ahlaksiz said.

      I was about to turn when Kinara came up behind one of the monkeys, looking about to strike.

      “No,” I told her.

      “But—”

      She held out her hands in protest as the monkey squeaked and ran to join the other.

      Turning to Ahlaksiz and doing my best to ignore the monkeys, I advanced again. When I stood next to her, she grinned and turned to the monkey in the water. “Now, my soon-to-be friend, we’ve come to see the Monkey Princess.”

      “Wait.” I blinked, wishing I could play that back again. “Did you say…?”

      “Monkey Princess,” Ahlaksiz repeated. “Yes. As in, one of the daughters of the Monkey King.”

      I frowned, wondering why a daughter of the Monkey King would be hanging out in Nikko. From what I knew, the Monkey King was a character from Chinese mythology. Then again, several notable Japanese stories had based their characters off of him, including the character Goku, so maybe there were some ties here?

      Either way, the monkey exited the water, leading us to the seemingly simple tree line nearby. He paused there, glaring at me, then turned to Ahlaksiz before moving a tall fern. As it moved, the view beyond shimmered, and we could hear sounds. Laughter and splashing.

      My mind was already racing with ideas for what we might find.
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      We followed the monkey, only to be stopped by a woman with a long wooden staff. No, not exactly a woman, or human one anyway. She had a winding tail, not unlike our guide.

      This was a monkey woman. While she wore extravagant armor of white and pink, with lines of blue, those behind her who bathed were nude. There were more hot springs, several of them along the mountain in pools like steps, and at the top, two figures were bathing another, a woman who seemed twice as large as the others. Not fat, but in actual size—like a giant.

      Below, the others played, splashed, even caressed each other. Not all were women, as one stood and pointed at us, and his dangling cock gave him away. It would have been hard to tell otherwise, considering how slender he was, body smooth, but with hair on his head and long forearms.

      “What is this?” he demanded.

      “Ask him,” the guard replied, and indicated the monkey who was leading us. The monkey shrieked at her, then moved along to swing his way up to the large one at the top—the one I now assumed was the Monkey Princess.

      “We have a problem here?” Kinara asked, craning her neck to see past us and the guard. “Because this looks like the type of fun I’d like to get in on.”

      I gave her a sideways, scolding glance.

      “Not sexually, of course,” she added with a frown. “The hot springs look relaxing is all.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You…” the guard said, eyeing Ahlaksiz. “I seem to remember you saying you’d never return this way.”

      “I had no intention of it,” Ahlaksiz admitted. “But times have changed.”

      “So we’ve heard.” She glanced over her shoulder at the man who still stood, looking furious, but all eyes were on the monkey, who was now speaking with the Princess. “If she refuses to see you, I’ll gladly show you the way out.”

      “Was I rude to you?”

      The guard scoffed. “If you don’t remember, I’d say that makes it worse.”

      “I apologize, then. That was a different time. A different me.”

      “I should hope so.” The guard’s eyes moved over me, then the others. “Isn’t this a motley crew you’ve brought to see the princess.”

      “For good reason,” Ahlaksiz said. “We seek a meeting with the one called Vaper.”

      “You found your way here because you know where to look, and who to ask for help from.” She glanced back up at the monkey; the princess had him on her shoulder, leaning forward to look at us. The guard bowed her head before turning back our way. “Even so, Vaper doesn’t come out of hiding. He doesn’t get involved.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Why?” came another voice, and we all turned in a start. The Monkey Princess was no longer in the bath, but floating on a cloud with her staff of metal held in defense, that monkey still on her shoulder. “Speak quickly, because I don’t take kindly to unwanted guests these days.”

      “They’re trying to get to Amabie,” Ahlaksiz said.

      I did my best not to show my surprise. We were doing this for much more than anything related to those mercs and their obsession with Amabie. So why was she playing that card, and not telling the princess the full truth?

      The princess knelt on her cloud, not bashful in the slightest as her monstrous breasts hung, and she beckoned to me.

      I gulped, stepping forward. “Yes?”

      “You’re human, but I sense something about you. A connection…” She leaned forward slightly, then sniffed. “You summoned them?”

      “All but her,” I said with a nod to Ahlaksiz.

      The Monkey Princess nodded, her golden eyes moving to Ahlaksiz, then she stood as her cloud swept her back to her pool of steaming water. “Come, bathe with us and tell all.”

      “We…” Ahlaksiz seemed about to argue, but at a glance from the guard, and a subtle nod, she said, “Will be glad to join you.”

      I wanted to protest, but the water looked damn welcoming.

      “Promise me there are no… creatures… hiding under the surface,” I hissed to Milrae as we approached, and she gave me a confused look.

      “Oh, like Amabie was?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Fingers crossed—but you never know where those monkey tails might be.”

      She seemed to think that was funny, but not me. I was having a bit of PTSD, but as we started to climb the rocks that led to the pool of the princess, I glanced over to see the terror on Jalee’s face. It was easy to forget about her and water.

      “Oh, shit.” I put an arm around her. “What do we do?”

      “Maybe I… sit at the edge?”

      “We’ll cover for you. Don’t worry.”

      She leaned into me. I enjoyed it, but her vulnerability was disconcerting. Climbing up, I did my best to ignore the curious glances from the dozen or so nude monkey people, and attempted to not look at them in their nudity. More than once it was inevitable, and by the time we reached the top and Ahlaksiz and Kinara had started to strip, I was beyond the point of being aroused. Don’t judge me—it wasn’t like I was imagining anything happening with the monkey people. Maybe you can walk past a bunch of beautifully-shaped naked women, or men, and be completely unfazed, but not me. Throw me into a nudist colony for a year and I doubted I’d ever really get used to it. Plus, there was a huge difference that most nudist beaches and colonies had people of all shapes and sizes, while here pretty much every one of them was to my exact preference.

      Hesitating, I noticed that Milrae had stripped now, too, and Jalee was starting. What would be worse, I wondered—making up an excuse, or stripping while fully erect?

      “Shouldn’t we shower first?” I asked, glancing around, more as a stalling tactic than anything else. As I did, I tried to think of anything that would make my boner go away, but I couldn’t. My mind flashed with thoughts of my monster ladies, nude, then remembering the way Jalee had made Milrae and Kinara orgasm on the way over here, and I felt a tingle that caused me to shiver.

      “That might be the custom at most onsen,” Ahlaksiz said, “but they don’t exactly have showers here.”

      “I know, but…” An idea hit me. Turning and undoing my pants with one hand, my other reached up and touched Basty as I whispered, “Help me out. Don’t ask why or hesitate, just… fucking terrify me.”

      The response was instant. Instead of standing there on that mountainside surrounded by nude beauties, I was in a pile of blood, corpses dangling from trees in all manner of dismemberment, and a terrifying creature rose out of the blood. It slightly resembled Basty, but with the skin of its victims hanging over it like a coat, wearing the skull of that crocodile woman from Turkey.

      I buckled over, gut clenching and bile rising into my mouth, and caught myself there on the side of the hot springs. I was back; my boner was definitely gone, and it was all I could do to stop from vomiting right into the water.

      “What…?” Jalee asked, at my side and catching me with a spark that went through me, bringing me out of it. It worked like an Alka-Seltzer, and I sat back, breathing heavily. Everyone was looking at me.

      “Sorry, I felt… off, for a second.” I pushed myself up, nodded to Jalee that I’d be okay, and took off my clothes. Nothing to worry about, aside from being unable able to push that horrible thought of the blood and strange creatures from my head. I’d have to chat with Basty later, and let him know what was too much.

      For now, though, the others were glad to see me entering, and I found my spot next to Ahlaksiz, the large princess on the other side of her. Kinara took the spot next to me, Milrae opposite, and the two monkey women who had been bathing the princess were next. I looked up to see Jalee’s stunning body with speckles of shadow and sunlight. Her nervous eyes met mine, and I had an idea.

      “Come on, I’ll give you a foot massage,” I said, patting the stone next to me—but at the same time, making sure to dry my hand on my clothes there. I wasn’t sure how much water affected her. After all, she did drink water, right? My guess was she just couldn’t be submerged in it, but otherwise was fine.

      “Thank you,” she said, sitting there and letting me guide her so her calves were on my right shoulder, feet out in front. It wasn’t exactly natural but got the job done. Best of all, nobody looked offended or suspicious.

      “Now we’re all comfortable,” the Monkey Princess said, turning to look down at Ahlaksiz. She was huge—maybe one of her parents was a giant or something? Some legendary Japanese one, and that would explain her presence here?

      She seemed to be waiting for one of us to speak up, so I said, “Thank you for having us.”

      The Monkey Princess laughed. “As if it was a true invitation. Did your friend here,” she nodded to Ahlaksiz, “tell you that last time we spoke, she never planned on seeing me again?”

      “You seem to be doing well enough without me, after all,” Ahlaksiz said, gesturing at those gathered.

      “I’ve found like-minded friends.”

      “And I’ve found purpose again.” Ahlaksiz took a deep breath, before adding, “You know why we’re here?”

      “I have eyes and ears about, but they didn’t say who exactly it was who had entered my land. Only that there were intruders of a lower tier.”

      Ignoring that, Ahlaksiz leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “We need your help.”

      “To what, exactly? Help you find the lost island of Avalon? Sorry, the Protector seems to have already done so. Arthur returned, they defeated the—”

      “I’m well aware of what transpired between the Myths and Legends,” Ahlaksiz cut her off, not bothering to hide her annoyance.

      “You still don’t see that as your fight.”

      “I still don’t.”

      “What, then, do you want my help with?”

      Ahlaksiz glanced my way before saying, “We need to find Vaper. We need his help in training this man, Ferris.”

      “Vaper,” she said, then eyed me with curiosity. “And Ferris is somehow worthy? He’s one you think Vaper will break his oath for?”

      “Oath?” I asked.

      They all ignored me for a second, while the Monkey Princess waited for an answer to her question.

      “We don’t know,” Ahlaksiz replied, “but… we hope.”

      The Monkey Princess sighed. “I guard Japan, along with the others. We are aware, at times, of what happens here. But Vaper is a mystery. I cannot find him for you.”

      “You have a way.”

      “No.” Ahlaksiz stared at this Monkey Princess, then leaned in, lowering her voice. “The Eye of Ra.”

      “How… dare you?”

      In a spray of water, the Monkey Princess had stood and reached one of her massive monkey-paws out to grab Ahlaksiz by the face. A snarl followed, then Ahlaksiz was gone, transforming into her full cougar shape in the water. She came pouncing out to land on the woman before turning back to herself, but with ears and tail. Instead of attacking, as I expected, she had her arms around the woman’s neck and said, “I’ll take the risk! Let it be me.”

      Watching this, I was quite taken aback. It was a sight—the woman with her cougar tail swaying, pressed there with one knee in the other’s large breast to hold herself in place. The Monkey Princess had her paws on Ahlaksiz’s head as if she might try to squish it, but instead, suddenly pulled her in for a kiss. Was I supposed to be jealous or something here? One of my lovers was kissing another woman—a giant, fairytale spinoff of a woman, but still. Mostly, I was confused.

      A quick glance around showed the other monkey people were confused as well. Some of them had run up from below, including the guard in her armor, and two more guards had joined us, standing on tree branches and aiming blow darts our way.

      “Stand down,” the Monkey Princess said, not even looking their way, lips still an inch from Ahlaksiz’s. “We need to talk.” When none of them moved, she said, “ALONE!”

      All the monkey people scattered to the wind, vanishing into the trees, even the monkey guide who’d shown us the way. Only the guard woman from the entrance stayed, though she seemed to blush at a glance my way. Turning, she took up a guard stance at a distance that was close enough to be there if needed, but far enough to not be listening in.

      I glanced down and realized I had stood in the commotion, and while I wasn’t aroused, the hot water had certainly done me proud. No wonder the guard had blushed.

      Jalee was crouched nearby on the rocks, while Kinara and Milrae were both standing at the ready.

      “It’s okay,” Ahlaksiz said, motioning to all of us. She then told the princess, “They stay.”

      The Monkey Princess frowned, but nodded. Both of them relaxed into the water, separating, though Ahlaksiz moved toward the middle, giving her room.

      “I am with Ferris, now,” she said.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. And for good reason. He might not be here to save the world, or to protect fairy tales against humans… but he has power, and a means to open a way to the monsterverse.”

      “I don’t see how that’s my issue.”

      “It isn’t, but like I said, I’ll take the risk.”

      “Risk?” I asked.

      Ahlaksiz eyed me, clearly frustrated that I had asked, but explained, “She has the Eye of Ra. I know this, because I have my sources as well, and some of us… sense it. The Eye calls to us, looking for a new host, a new body it can corrupt, to bring Ra back. For him to be reborn.”

      A shudder ran through me. “You’re saying that somehow this eye can turn you, or anyone who succumbs to it, into the god Ra?”

      “It carries a shadow,” she replied. “A curse, if you prefer. But also a strength—using it, we could find Vaper. He has that special connection, as did Ra. Very few do, but if we train you right, so too will you.”

      “Meaning the Ra eye could be used to find me, too?” I certainly didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Yes,” she replied. “But at that point, you’d be powerful enough to not have to worry about it. And as long as the Eye of Ra is here, once we go into the monsterverse, it won’t be able to follow you or see you there.”

      “I’m not seeing the full picture here,” the Monkey Princess admitted. “How exactly would you be able to open a portal?”

      “We have the sun-disk,” Ahlaksiz explained.

      She didn’t add the part about us only having half, and that the other half was back in the La Canada mansion. But that was enough for the Monkey Princess, because she was suddenly looking at me in a new light, almost in awe.

      “Ferris,” she said, as if testing the name on her tongue, “you’re committed to this?”

      What a fucking question. Hell, I’d come this far. “Yes.”

      She nodded. “And you have faith in Ahlaksiz? That she’s doing this for the right reasons? Because if not, if the Eye of Ra corrupts her, you’re going to either have to be the one to end her, or a great force will come to end you all. Is that understood?”

      Fuckity fuck. “Yes.”

      Again, she nodded. “Well then, let’s retire to my palace, so that you might have yourself a gaze into the Eye of Ra. As fucked up as that is.”

      A yelp sounded, and behind me, Jalee was standing, scrambling for clothes and holding them over her head.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Rain!” she protested.

      I felt the next drop, then more, and a second later a deluge of a downpour was upon us. I and mine were soon out of the water, helping to hold clothes over her to keep off the rain.

      “What’s wrong with your friend?” the Monkey King asked. “Afraid to get wet?”

      “She’s a thunderbird,” Ahlaksiz replied, “so yes.”

      With a humored smirk, the Monkey Princess waved her hand and her cloud appeared over Ahlaksiz, spreading out like a blanket that blocked out the rain in that one spot.

      “That’ll do until we’ve arrived at my palace.”

      “Thank you,” Jalee and I blurted out together, and the Monkey Princess was out of the water, guiding us toward the trees. She whistled and the other monkey people appeared in the branches.

      One came with armor for the princess, and I noticed that the rest were dressed now, too. I gathered up my wet clothes and dressed—as uncomfortable as that was—then watched as the princess leaped into the trees.

      “Try to keep up,” she called back, swinging away.
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      The first image that came to my head as the monkeys swung away was how much I couldn’t stand that scene from the fourth Indiana Jones movie, where they were swinging on vines. That wasn’t about to be me.

      Still, we had to keep up, so I started running, working my way through the trees along the ground as best I could. Without a doubt, though, this wasn’t going to work. I kept getting caught on branches or stumbling over jagged rocks. Basty groaned from my shoulder to show his distaste. Jalee and Kinara took to the skies, while Ahlaksiz went into cougar form, pouncing from tree to tree. A glance back showed Milrae was having an even harder time than I, her skeletal wings catching on the trees. She growled, drew her sword, and cut off the nearest branches.

      “No!” a voice said, and suddenly that guard from before was there, hanging from a nearby tree with her staff pointed at Milrae. “You do not harm our trees.”

      “I can’t get through this place!” Milrae protested.

      “Stay or figure something out, but you don’t keep the princess waiting.”

      This was a different guard from before, one with almost blond hair, dark eyes, and wearing red and gold armor—where she wore armor. A lot of her skin was exposed, her breasts covered by gold cloth, gold strands along her cleavage. Her monkey tail even had a red and gold ornamental design at the tip. She noticed me looking, grunted, and said, “Get to it, before you lose your chance.”

      In a flurry of quick movements, she was on her way.

      “Fucking great,” Milrae said, glaring at me. “We’re in trouble here, and you’re busy checking out the new chick.”

      “Hey!” I protested, but… she caught me. I gave her a regretful grimace, then said, “Wait, my druid power!”

      Her face lit up, her annoyance gone. “Think you can make it work?”

      “Oh, I’ll get us up.”

      She seemed to have not gotten my stupid attempt at a joke, which was fine by me because we needed to be on the move.

      “Hold on to me,” I said, holding out my hand and pulling her close. Once her arms were around me, I reached in deep to pull on those powers within, then stretched out for the nearest tree. Its response was instant, a small vibration telling me it was ready.

      As it bent, I knew what we needed to do. Together, we ran up its side, teetering as we went, and it sprang up, tossing us into the air and to the tops of the trees. Branches moved out of our way, others catching us and propelling us forward. As we started to fall, more branches helped, so in a matter of seconds the two of us were up at the top, running along while the monkey people swung beneath.

      God, this was almost worse than that vine-swinging shit from the movie! At least, if I’d been watching it in a theater. But running along treetops and having branches toss me when needed was one of the greatest thrills of my life. Milrae let out more than one giggle and whoop of excitement, and at one moment time seemed to slow as I turned to smile at her. My perverted mind reminded of that old “women jumping on trampolines” bit Jimmy Kimmel used to do, as she fell and was propelled back up alongside me, her milkshake-breasts bouncing in a way that made me want to bury my face between them. Maybe it was the adrenaline of the moment, or maybe I really was a major hornball—probably both, but either way, I was having a blast, and she was fucking hot.

      The guard from before came swinging up next to us, eyeing what was happening with complete confusion, then fell back below to swing on more branches. Before we knew it, the journey was coming to an end, because the trees gave way to a temple atop a large rock that jutted up from the mountainside. Even if this place hadn’t been protected by the same magic that had kept the large Amabie tree and other places hidden, it was so secluded and hidden by the tall trees, and inaccessible any way other than flying or using the trees, it was no wonder people likely had no idea it was here.

      To my surprise, though, one big push by the trees to propel me into the sky showed me a view of the Nikko temples we’d visited earlier. We weren’t so far from them; in fact, this building we were converging on might have once been considered part of the others. I fell, noticing three large statues at the entrance—the hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil monkeys again. I had to laugh, then shouted as I realized there was no tree to catch my fall.

      “Hold on!” Milrae said, clearly sensing the same, and she spread her skeletal wings. As before, energy flowed and the tissue that had once made her wings seemed to momentarily return, forming just enough to give us a gliding descent before fading to leave us rolling across the stone entrance.

      The Monkey Princess was already there, standing at the entrance and watching as we rolled past her. Two guards landed, their staffs halting my roll—not without pain—and I looked up to see the one with the golden bra, and the other with the colorful armor.

      “Koharu, Mizuki, is that any way to treat our guest?” the princess scolded.

      “Only helping him out,” the one with the colorful armor said, kneeling to help me up. The other helped Milrae, though that didn’t soften the glare she received.

      At that moment, more monkey men and women swung up, landing around us, followed by the rest of my monster team.

      “Stand guard,” the princess said to her people, then nodded at Ahlaksiz. “You are ready for this? For the shadow that might consume you?”

      “I am.”

      “Then enter. You, alone.”

      Ahlaksiz hesitated, then shook her head. “I’ll need him—he’s the one with the summoning power, and he’ll serve to ground me.”

      My mind went to an image of her holding onto me as lightning shot through her, like I was a grounding rod. Was that a thing? I glanced around at the others, nervously, then nodded as I stepped over to Ahlaksiz.

      “Why do they need to stand guard?” I asked.

      “Using the eye is incredibly dangerous,” the Monkey Princess said. “We need to be ready in case it draws the attention of any nearby enemies. Spirits, monsters… Legends.”

      I gulped. All of this to find some guy? If he was my best chance of being able to learn to cultivate my powers, though, and therefore challenge the lamia and obtain the other half of the sun disk so we might open the way to the other world, so be it. Then there was the issue with that organization Greg worked for, and the whole Amabie thing. With so much going on, my head was starting to spin, but one thing was clear—I needed as much power as I could get.

      “I’m ready,” I said.

      “Be careful,” Kinara called after me as I followed Ahlaksiz and the princess.

      “You all, too,” I replied over my shoulder.

      We entered through massive doors—as made sense considering the size of the princess. Inside, the temple was much plainer than the touristy ones we had briefly stopped by, with old, warped wooden floors and beams and several statues clearly related to more monkey gods. Along one wall was an old ink painting that seemed to depict the Monkey King’s journeys across all of Asia.

      “Your father, right?” I asked.

      The princess nodded. “His travels took him to many places, and luckily for me, one was here—where he met my mother, daughter of one of the famed Daidarabotchi, giants who built much of Japan.”

      I blinked at the legend, one I actually hadn’t heard of before. That was somewhat rare for me, especially in regards to Japan, but I imagined it wouldn’t be the first to catch me off guard.

      “But we’re not here to discuss my past or birth,” she continued, leading us to the side of the painting, where she pushed one wall so it slid back behind the other, creating an opening.

      We entered the back room to find a staircase that led down. I was about to head for it when a massive hand from the princess stopped me. She gave me a warning look, then knelt and folded her hands together, speaking rapidly in what I assumed to be Chinese, as it certainly was too melodic for Japanese; I didn’t recognize a single word. When she clapped her hands together, a shimmer of light moved over the staircase opening, and she nodded.

      “Hai, dozo.”  She stood, motioning for me and Ahlaksiz.

      “She won’t be joining us down there,” Ahlaksiz said at my curious glance.

      “I would hardly fit,” the princess said with a laugh that made her large breasts shake. I tried not to look, but she caught me, then laughed harder. “Mortals! Always so uncomfortable around nudity.”

      “It really is quite humorous,” Ahlaksiz admitted, but then nudged me. “Ferris here is getting better, though.”

      “Better?” I tried to play along, defending myself. “Isn’t it special when one can appreciate the body? I’d hate to find the day when I see breasts like that and don’t find myself impressed.”

      The princess gave me a humored, tight-lipped nod, then said, “Get on with you.”

      I nodded, heading for the stairs. To my credit, I couldn’t think of a man alive who wouldn’t have at least wanted to stare at those breasts for a minute or two—gay or straight. They were simply incredible; so large and yet fitting, with areola about the size of my head, nipples that stuck out as far as my nose. Not that I was into breasts like that, considering my tastes ranged from the smaller side to at the largest maybe being what Milrae had. But these things were a piece of art to be admired.

      Making my way down the stairs, I paused to put my hand on Basty in his scarf form around my neck. Ahlaksiz put a hand on my shoulder from behind me, whispering, “You’ll do fine.”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe that,” I replied, glad to have the surge of confidence. It hit me then that I had come a long way in a short time. Maybe? Part of me wondered if this side of me had been there all along, and I simply hadn’t had the chance to test my courage.

      Each stair creaked with our descent in a way that threatened to give way, to send us tumbling down into the darkness below. A click of my tongue helped me navigate the darkness, almost like I could see each step and the widening room beneath. Soon, I came to realize it wasn’t only a room down there, but the inside of the hillside, complete with roots. Their presence gave me comfort, knowing I could call on them if needed. The bottom of the room gave me a strange response, though, like it wasn’t quite there.

      I petted Basty and whispered, “Are they doing okay out there?”

      In response, he sent me an image of Kinara flirting with one of the female guards while Milrae watched with a frown. There was no jealousy from me, though, because I knew Kinara—she was having her fun, nothing more. And from what I’d seen, anything she managed to snag, she’d share with the rest of us. To my relief, no signs of trouble yet. That would probably wait to start until we were at this weird eye thing.

      Finally, another click of my tongue confirmed we were at the last step, and there was a small, stone platform. The strange response from my echolocation seemed to be water, and the smell of the cold room had that old, damp sense to it.

      “Well?” I asked, stepping onto the stone and turning to see the glimmer of Ahlaksiz’s eyes.

      She stepped up to me, took my face in her hands, and kissed me, deep and passionately.

      I blinked, caught off guard. “What was that for?”

      “In my shop, I wasn’t sure I’d ever truly find excitement again, adventure like this. Then you came along. Even then, I simply thought I’d arm you, point you in the right direction. Instead, I ended up as part of your group, in your bed, and… loving life. Thank you.”

      “And thank you,” I replied with a nervous chuckle.

      She kissed me again. “And that one was in case we don’t get the chance again.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “I’m only being practical. This is a gamble, as much of life is. I choose to take on life with you, but if I die in the process? Don’t mourn me—have fun, find Vaper, and do your best.”

      “Fuck. Stop.”

      “Language. And no.” She gave my package a gentle caress, then said, “Game time.”

      “I think the game-time thing is usually more like a slap on the ass,” I pointed out, but it was more of a nervous reaction than anything else. She ignored the comment, already turning and kneeling at the water’s edge.

      Three little hairy creatures emerged from the water to stare at us. They almost resembled monkeys, but had sharp fangs and long claws on their hands. Red, beady eyes glared at us,

      “Gangi Kozo,” Ahlaksiz said to me as she knelt there, then said something in that language the princess had used, clapping her hands. When she looked up, they muttered something in response, then ducked back into the water, vanishing. In explanation, she looked back at me and said, “Like water spirits, they are the spiritual foundation of this temple. Lucky us, they aren’t giving us trouble.”

      “Yay,” I replied, completely unnerved by the exchange.

      “Stand tall, Ferris, we’re about to be tested.”

      I gulped, took a deep breath, and pushed my chest out. Fuck, I had no idea what to expect. This was like watching the Lord of the Rings and knowing Pippin or the other one, Merry, was about to look into the Palantir, while having the power to stop it. Only, in our case, we had no choice. We could have stopped, given up on this whole idea of me reaching my full potential, using the Iridant to summon some crazy new monster, and even said fuck it to the idea of using the sun disk to open a way to the monsterverse. But we weren’t about to do that, were we?

      Nope.

      So I stood proudly, a bit nervous, ignoring the urge to scratch my crotch because my clothes were still wet and it was uncomfortable. More so in this dark, cold place.

      Ahlaksiz seemed to know what she was doing, because she had her hands out, a glowing light moving toward her in the water. It emerged and burst with light so the stone walls and roots all lit up, and blinked at us as if it were truly an eye—though by the look of it, the thing was more like a glowing ball of orange light.

      “Here’s where I imagine it gets fun,” Ahlaksiz said, tensing up. “Ra, guide me to Vaper.”

      In a flash, the ball of light flew at her. She balked, looking as if she might leap out of the way, but instead stood her ground, bracing herself like a fighter about to take on a bull. It struck, entering her, and another flash of light surrounded us. Only, this time it wasn’t just light. It was a vision.

      We were out of there, flying over Nikko and soaring through clouds, then down, moving along the ground, searching, advancing on some presence that fluttered in and out of focus. Then light started to fade, the sight of Ra meeting resistance, and the image vanished. But not before one last image came to us, and the vision was clearly done—Mt. Fuji, a forest at its base. A quick search as the light faded, but that was as much detail as we were going to get.

      The light was gone, the eye exiting Ahlaksiz as we were returned to the chamber. It floated there in front of her, highlighting her features as she turned to face me.

      “We know the general location,” she said, “but it won’t be enough.”

      “Meaning?”

      “We’re going to have to take the eye with us.”

      I gulped, not liking the sound of that. The talk of the shadow came back to me along with thoughts of losing Ahlaksiz to it, whatever that might mean.

      “I’m not sure it’s worth the risk.”

      She eyed me, then slowly shook her head. “Be certain, Ferris. Because I know it is. I know this, and believe it enough for the both of us.”

      Basty was still around my neck, and suddenly he bristled.

      “What is it?” I asked him, and he gave me another glimpse of the group outside, waiting at the temple—this time, though, they were braced, alert, watching something moving for them. It looked at first like a wave of silver and purple, but only partially there, as if made of heavy gasses.

      “Spirits,” Ahlaksiz said. “Ghosts, and Shades… coming. Let’s move quickly.”

      She snatched at the Eye of Ra, pulled it into herself, then grimaced as the light moved into her and vanished. Her left eye lit up and she seemed to lose twenty years of age. Of course, that was ridiculous—she was incredibly old, so twenty years would have meant nothing to her. But where she had maybe looked to be in her fifties one minute, the next she seemed maybe to be in her mid-twenties. The light from her left eye faded, but the eye remained completely golden, including the white part. When she looked at me, it was with a new understanding, as if she could see into my soul.

      “You… are beautiful,” she said, then shook as a wave of shadow passed over her. It faded, and I knew it was still her within. “Go! We have to get to the others. We need to get out of here, lead them away from the temples.”

      I was so unsure of what she had just done, taking the Eye of Ra like that, but it wasn’t like that could be changed. So I ran, charging up the stairs, her feet pounding along as she followed. We emerged to the temple above as a screeching sounded from all directions.

      We were definitely under attack.
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      The wave hadn’t hit us yet, and as we emerged, I was relieved to see that it was more of an energy with the enemy here and there, as compared to the millions of enemies I first thought it to be.

      “What did you do?” the princess was saying, storming out alongside Ahlaksiz. “Taking the eye wasn’t part of the deal!”

      “I only need to borrow it,” Ahlaksiz countered. “Until we’re close enough for the eye to pinpoint his location. That’s all.”

      “That’s all?” The Monkey Princess let out a loud hoot. “You’ve damned us for this quest, you realize that, don’t you?”

      Ahlaksiz frowned, reaching the ledge to look out at the approaching wave of energy. “I don’t think so. Not if we can misdirect them.”

      “How…?”

      “The temples are protected, right?” Ahlaksiz pointed in the direction of where the Nikko temples were. “Oni guard the temples from evil spirits. If my team can make it there, flare the energy of the eye at the right time—”

      “All of their focus would go to you…” The Monkey Princess was still frowning, but she nodded. “Only problem is, I was entrusted with the eye. I can’t exactly let you off the hook like that.”

      “What’d you have in mind?”

      “Two of my guards will accompany you to ensure you stick to your word.”

      Ahlaksiz grunted. “You mean, to end me if the shadow takes hold.”

      “And that. We can’t have Ra returning, and if destroying you is the price to ensure that, I’m sorry to say it will be the price we pay.”

      “We don’t have time to discuss,” the guard in pink and blue armor said. “I volunteer.”

      “Koharu, perfect. You and Mizuki.”

      “Me?” Mizuki looked horrified. “I’ve sworn to protect you. To leave your side—”

      “To see that the Eye of Ra is not abused,” the princess interrupted, “is part of protecting me. There’s no time for debate. My word is spoken.”

      Mizuki glared at me but bowed to her princess.

      “Thank you,” Ahlaksiz said, then to us and the two guards, “follow me to Nikko temple. We’ll fortify our position there, and see what they might throw at us.”

      She didn’t even wait to see if we were following, but simply ran and leaped, transforming as she went and making it to the nearest tree. The rest of us followed, with Kinara giving us a very confused look.

      As I ran at her side toward the edge, I said, “We have the Eye of Ra. She took it, and now we have to make sure it doesn’t consume her.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Kinara laughed, then leaped and spread out her arms, wind catching her wings so she could glide over to the trees and follow our fearless cougar. Jalee went next, leaping up in a burst of electricity, then me and Milrae. Her energy gave her wings enough to get us to the first tree, and I was able to use my druid power again to send us along. The wave of energy was growing close, but Ahlaksiz had been right—it wasn’t going toward the princess’s temple anymore, but converging on our position, fast.

      We needed to move faster as a group but I was starting to feel drained.

      “What can we do?” I shouted.

      “Keep going!” Jalee shouted, suddenly shooting up into the sky. “I’ll slow them down.”

      She flew off toward the direction of the incoming energy, shooting blasts of lightning down at the enemies. I wasn’t sure it would work, but it had to. Then, to my surprise, a burst of water shot out from the distance, where I assumed the river, or maybe a lake I hadn’t known about, was causing part of the energy wave to be washed away.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      Milrae let out a whoop. “Seems Amabie hasn’t abandoned us!”

      I couldn’t spend time on the thought, but as the next tree threw us forward, I managed a smile. If she was nearby, and willing to help, we might actually have a shot at this.

      “Over here!” Ahlaksiz shouted, and she leaped from a branch onto the curved roof of one of the outer temples. I hadn’t realized we were so close and was filled with relief at the sight of that building. My next jump didn’t require the assistance of any trees, and soon I was on the temple, scrambling to avoid falling—but that didn’t work out so well, and I went rolling over the side to land on my shoulder with a flare of pain.

      “FUCK!” I shouted, turning and pushing myself up with my other arm, the hurt one limp.

      Milrae landed at my side, grabbing me and pulling me into the temple, then pointing to a series of other temples nearby. “We need to get to those ones. They have the Oni.”

      “I… I’ll try.”

      She eyed me, only then realizing I was injured, and ran her hand over my shoulder. “Out of its socket, we just need to…” She gripped me firmly, slammed me into the wall, and adjusted my shoulder to pop it back in place.

      I growled in pain, but it was back in its socket and the pain was fading fast. “Go,” I muttered, and was right behind her, head spinning and light spots blinking in and out. I stumbled along, vaguely aware of Kinara landing at my side and running with me, then Ahlaksiz pouncing down, transforming to her human form as she reached the temple.

      A woman shouted, then ran off with a man stumbling along behind her. I laughed, seeing that Ahlaksiz was nude—of course she had to be, if she’d transformed to make it here.

      “If this is what sent them running,” she said, indicating her body, “they’re lucky. Let’s hope they keep running and make it out of here before the real terror arrives.”

      I couldn’t help but notice her skin was tighter, breasts perkier. Somehow merging with the eye had truly made her more youthful. As sexy as she was, I didn’t know if I preferred one version over the other. There was something kind of hot about making it with an older woman—but even in this form, I knew she was much older. Not that any of that mattered at the moment.

      Milrae had her layers from before, which she’d managed to hold onto, and at least offered up a cloth to Ahlaksiz. She wrapped it around her breasts and hips, tucking it in and tying it off. The cloth wouldn’t allow her to walk along the Tokyo streets without getting attention, but it’d do for now. I had to assume she’d be able to get those wings in and out as she willed.

      “Everyone here?” she asked, and I turned to see the two monkey-women guards land just outside the door to the temple.

      “All but Jalee,” I said, looking out to the sky. Just then, a burst of light shot down like lightning, striking the ground. When the dust cleared, I could see the dark form of Jalee, trying to push herself up. “I got her.”

      I ran out and found the guard, Koharu, joining me; together we pulled Jalee to the safety of the temple. As soon as we were in, Ahlaksiz let her new eye flash, a signal of some sort going out clearly, and the wave of energy converged on us.

      At that same moment, shadow creatures that I presumed were the so-called Shades stormed the temples, along with other creatures. Screams tore through the air, wind blowing doors and wooden windows open.

      I felt pain at my side and looked down to see dark eyes staring at me from a translucent body, its hand reaching into me.

      “Ahhhh!” was all I could manage, drawing the sword and swinging, to no avail. It went right through the being.

      A different kind of shout came from nearby—a warrior’s battle cry, as two glowing red Oni charged through, swinging blades on the ends of long sticks, cutting through this spirit and the two Shades that followed.

      As predicted, the Oni were on the warpath. I thought I recognized one from the statues before, with its red skin, golden robe, and weird crown sticking up from its head. It had a small handle that, when thrust out, became a spear of glowing gold energy. The Oni tore into Shades and spirits alike, the gold light seemingly vaporizing them.

      Turning to escape the scene, I came face to face with what I assumed to be a Shade. It had every aspect of a shadow, but instead of being flat on a surface, it stood in front of me, blurring the view of the temple door and pathway beyond. My sword ready, I sliced, but the Shade evaded and hit me with a strike that sent a cold chill through my torso. I wanted to curl up and beg for mercy but knew that wouldn’t do me any good.

      Instead, I stepped back and saw Milrae coming at it from the side, so I nodded and pretended to strike before releasing the blade. The Shade fell for it, and then Milrae was there, summoning the sword as she attacked. It lit up with blue light, so it cut right through and lit up as it was in the Shade’s body. The Shade let out a gasping sound, then vanished like a puff of smoke. It seemed she had some sort of special way of working the sword.

      “Nice work,” I said, taking a deep breath and clicking my tongue, hoping that would help me avoid such close calls again.

      It didn’t do much, though. While my echolocation and blur powers worked great on living things and physical objects, with the spirits and Shades all I got were a series of strange dizzying sensations. If anything, activating the power made it worse—like I was under the surface of a pool of water, trying to surface as waves were hitting me from all directions. When I called out for Basty in hopes of him being able to help, nothing happened. He made a discouraged sound from around my neck, leading me to assume his power of vision didn’t do a damn thing against this kind of enemy.

      Kinara let out a yelp and fell, and I managed to clear my head long enough to see two Shades on her. Even with my head spinning, I charged them—not that it did any good. I passed right through one, was hit by another, and fell right next to Kinara. She lunged for me so at least we were together in our cold suffering. The two monkey women guards came to our rescue, chanting and keeping them at bay long enough for one of the Oni to charge through, tearing into the Shades and giving us a clear path of escape.

      Ahlaksiz leaped over, growling and waiting for Jalee to blast a line of spirits with electricity before charging into the nearest temple. It seemed Jalee’s skill was the most useful against this type of enemy. When we came across more, she blasted them, then turned and blasted another group.

      “I can’t keep this up forever,” Jalee noted. “I’ll need a recharge.”

      “You won’t have to,” one of the monkey women noted, indicating through the window where three new Oni landed, forming a line against the onslaught.

      We ran, ducking through temple halls and making our way past a long, lying down Buddha statue, then into a room with what looked like a large sake barrel—we were moving so fast, it was kind of a blur. From there, we descended stairs and made our way back to the main exit of one of the temples, where we regrouped and hesitantly approached the doorway.

      “Now’s our chance,” Ahlaksiz said, leaning against one of the beams, watching as the Oni had the enemy on the retreat off to the right, in the distance. “We break from here, get into hiding, and be on our way.”

      “Get to the car, then straight to Mt. Fuji, I hope?”

      She eyed me, then shook her head. “You’re forgetting about my friend, the ghost.”

      I scrunched my nose, really not wanting anything more to do with spirits. On their side or ours, it didn’t matter.

      “But the Shades and all that, won’t they be back?”

      “Not here.” She indicated the Oni, making their way back to their posts. “Not with them on duty. Others on the enemy side might come after us, might investigate the area, but that’s why we need to lay low. They’ll expect us to be on the move, so we wait—at least until tomorrow.”

      I took a deep breath, then nodded. It looked like we were going to find ourselves a ghost, then hang out in this place overnight. Fucking wonderful.
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      We had retrieved the car and found our way to an old ryokan that Ahlaksiz swore by. To my relief, the monkeys had returned her clothes to the car, along with the money and whatnot from her pockets. My clothes were finally drying out, but we still paid the front desk lady to grab us some clothes from anywhere nearby she could find. She had insisted that wasn’t her job, but when Ahlaksiz offered her enough yen, she agreed.

      We made our way up to the room, casting nervous glances between ourselves and back to the two monkey women with us.

      “Shouldn’t they get their own room?” Milrae asked.

      “We’re not leaving her side,” Koharu said, indicating Ahlaksiz. “Not while she has the eye.”

      Ahlaksiz went to check in for us, the rest keeping our distance. I had a feeling that if they were alone with her, they’d find a way to take the eye back, so I stood tall and said, “We all share the same room. Stick together.”

      Considering the company, that earned me an annoyed—or maybe suspicious—glare from Milrae. She had to use the bathroom, though, so as soon as we were checked in and she went for it, I followed her in.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, undressing and going for the squat.

      “I wanted to make sure you’re not getting the wrong idea. They’re here for protection, nothing more.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Her tinkling started, so I turned to the door, feeling weird about the idea of looking at her while she pissed. “I don’t understand what’s going on here. The dynamics of our… relationship.”

      “Me neither,” she admitted.

      “So…? I might have looked, but nothing more.”

      “Even if there had been more, why should I care?” She was done, the toilet flushed, and I saw her at the sink washing her hands. “It’s not like you’re my property to control.”

      “I mean, we have something special, though. If you looked at another man, I’d one hundred percent be jealous.”

      “Interesting. Then,” she turned to me, helping me out of my clothes. “Don’t look.”

      “What’re you doing?”

      “These clothes are damp. You need to change.”

      “But…” I protested at the fact that there were no clothes for me to change into, but she already had a white yukata from the shelf, setting it next to me as she pulled off my boxer briefs.

      “As long as I know you’re mine, you get to enjoy this…” She knelt, sliding one hand up my thigh, the other taking my cock and stroking it. I’d already started to get hard, but now went fully erect. When she took me in her mouth, I had to brace myself on the wall to keep from falling over. It made a loud thump, and a second later the door burst open, Koharu there with staff at the ready, Mizuki behind her.

      “Is there trouble?” Koharu asked, then her eyes lowered to see Milrae with my cock buried in her throat.

      “We heard a noise,” Mizuki said, frowning and staring at us as Koharu stepped aside, lowering her staff. “It was only this?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Do you mind?” Milrae added, voice muffled.

      “Actually, I do. We’re here on a mission, danger all around, and the first thing you do is put his chinko in your mouth?”

      That part was easy enough to translate for those who didn’t know the Japanese.

      Milrae pulled my cock from her mouth, then used it to point at the monkey ladies. “Or maybe you’re jealous because you want a lick of this magic stick?”

      Both of them blushed, but while Koharu looked slightly amused, Mizuki’s eyes narrowed with anger.

      “Put on your clothes. We don’t have time for this.”

      I started to move, even opened my mouth to apologize, when Milrae pulled me by the cock, licking my balls as she started stroking me. “Actually,” she said between licks, “you’re not in charge here.”

      “Ladies,” I said, bracing myself on the wall again, very confused by the whole exchange.

      “Actually, they’re right,” Ahlaksiz said, and the two monkey ladies cleared the path for her. “This isn’t the time.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the hint of a smile showing on Koharu’s lips as she continued to watch Milrae in action. Meanwhile, I was starting to feel like a piece of meat, being used to make a point.

      “What’ya mean?” Milrae asked, turning to rest her head against my cock, as if that was completely normal.

      “He’s going to meet the ghost soon, and will need training first. I’ve brought in changes of clothes, and the ryokan will provide dinner. After we eat, it’s time to go.”

      I frowned, taking the yukata and covering myself, then brushing past them and into the main room. Indeed, the sun was already setting. While I turned to ask how that was possible, I was instead silenced by the incredulous looks Kanara and Jalee were giving me, which I only forgot about when pausing to take in the beauty of the room.

      I’d only ever dreamed of staying in a place like this. Full tatami-mat floors, shoji-screen doors, and a view of a garden outside. A low table had two legless chairs with cushions, which might have been confusing if I’d not seen the setup in anime and manga. It was like I’d stepped into one of those stories, except more surreal because I had my amazingly hot monster ladies, plus the two monkey women, all crammed into this room with me.

      Considering how stunning they were, and my new milieu, I found my next breath strained. My throat went dry, my body rigid. It was like my body had decided this couldn’t be real, so it simply quit on me.

      “Ferris,” Kinara said, coming over and tearing me out of my stupor as she adjusted my yukata. It seemed I’d let it loose and was showing off the goods a bit. Why they would care, considering their ways, was beyond me. Milrae was there next with a glass of water, and Jalee approached, looking into my eyes.

      “Is he okay?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “This place is amazing,” I muttered, ignoring all that other stuff. “I’m great. Perfect.”

      “You are,” Kinara said as she turned to face the guards, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      Apparently, Ahlaksiz had been saying something before my little moment, because she looked at me expectantly.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      “I wanted to stay at a ryokan because I hoped it would help you relax. I chose this specific one because it’s not far from the river—in fact, there’s a private onsen that lets you look down upon the water. Why don’t you and I go down there to focus your mind? Train you, then we’ll return for dinner.”

      “What about the… Shades and all that?”

      “They won’t be a problem. As long as I don’t activate the eye, they won’t be able to get a lock on us.”

      “We’ve also set up wards,” Koharu said, “similar to those that protect the location of the princess, when the eye hasn’t been activated anyway.”

      I nodded, then had another thought. “And other guests? I mean, won’t it be weird seeing us trying to reach into my core, or… training, whatever form that might take?”

      She grinned. “This is the off-season, and this ryokan is very exclusive. We happen to be the only guests here.”

      Although I went along with it, I had doubted it was luck that we were there alone. What sort of strings had she pulled to make it so? Or was the owner somehow connected to the monster or fairy tale world?

      Not that it mattered to me. All I needed to do was figure out how to find this strength within that Ahlaksiz insisted I could find. Somewhere out there was this Protector who had managed to prove himself, to fight some big war… and I found myself curious about him. Was he the destined one, like in stories where a hero comes along once every decade or something? And if so, what was I doing here?

      The ladies got settled, some deciding to wash up in the room’s shower, others deciding to go to the onsen as well, though they would take a different bath to let me focus. While I walked with Ahlaksiz, I picked her brain.

      “This Protector, who was he?” I glanced back, noticing a figure with a tail on a rooftop, watching us. Probably one of the monkey guards, keeping an eye on Ahlaksiz while she had the eye.

      “Just a normal guy like you,” she replied, opening a door for me that led to a walkway to the onsen. As we entered and found the dressing area, she eyed me. “Although, that’s misleading. Clearly, neither of you are normal. I should say he appeared to be a normal guy, as you appeared to be.”

      I chuckled, watching her undress, not shying away from watching the way she bent to pull off her panties, or the way her tail—not hidden from me here—moved around as if to say, “Caught you.” Indeed, she looked back at me, still bent over, and said, “Focus.”

      “Sorry.” I turned and undressed, then joined her at the little stools to sit and rinse. I hesitated, seeing her in the mirror as she washed with the little bucket. This new, younger look was definitely her, but I had to flip a switch in my mind to make sure I knew it. Her eyes rose to meet mine, the one now golden that carried the Eye of Ra creeping me out slightly.

      “It’s still me, you know,” she said, grinning. “This eye, this younger version of myself. And no, when I do this,” she pointedly turned, staring at my nude form, though I was sitting so she couldn’t very well see much, “it’s me looking at you, not some ancient god.”

      I grinned nervously, then followed her lead on cleaning myself. The place had dark charcoal soap, which intrigued me, and I distracted myself for a bit with it.

      “The Protector, though…”

      She sighed. “Jack, I believe. I don’t know everything about him, only what I’ve been able to pick up here and there. What is it you want to know, exactly? He actually didn’t live far from you, by my understanding. The Myths discovered him at a convention in Anaheim, which is where Morganna summoned the vampire King Arthur and—”

      “The what?”

      She frowned, eyeing me. “I often forget how your history books and fairy tales forget such simple facts. Or maybe the historians never knew. Arthur was, in fact, a vampire. Still is, I suppose? I’m not sure where he is now, or what happened to him after the battle.”

      I poured more water over myself, rinsing off the soap, and processed this. “So this guy is like Neo, kind of? From The Matrix? He learns the world around him isn’t what he thought, and that he’s the chosen one.”

      She frowned, then shrugged before standing and walking past me toward the steaming water. I simply turned, glad for the view of her ass as she went. I could never get bored of that view. And to all the people thinking my mind is always in the gutter—try being surrounded by beautiful, nude women, and see if your mind ever leaves the gutter. If it does… something’s wrong with you, not me. Imagine the person who could live in Rome surrounded by such history and architecture, and one day stop noticing it? Not me.

      “Coming?” she asked, lowering herself into the water.

      I hesitated, flashing back to Amabie pulling me under, but nodded and stood, then walked over. She sat with her breasts semi-floating atop the water, surrounded by large rocks that I assumed had been brought in to make the experience feel more authentic. On each side of us were walls made of woven reeds; the other wall was open, leading down to the river.

      From nearby, I heard the low murmur of women talking—the other ladies at their onsen.

      “I think Neo isn’t a great comparison,” Ahlaksiz said, watching me with a pleasant smile. “He was the chosen one for humans, working against the machine, in a way. The Protector’s role is to keep fairy tales safe from humans, really, and that is supposed to include Legends—the ones working against humans. Whether Jack has changed the role, I don’t know, but that’s the idea.”

      “Ah, so more like where I thought Game of Thrones was going with the Night King. Like he was created by the Children of the Forest to protect them against the new men, or something like that. Only, and sorry if this is a spoiler—”

      “Oh, I’ve read all the books,” she interjected, stirring the water in front of her with her tail that stuck out slightly from the water. “The show though, not for me.”

      “Don’t bother with it, at least after the sixth season. And you can skip season five. Anyway, I think he ended up not being what the Children of the Forest wanted, doing his own thing, right? But the basic idea of it is the same.”

      “Jack has free will. Who knows—maybe he’ll go that way too, and it’ll be up to you to step in and stop him, help proclaim a new Protector?”

      I laughed, hoping she was joking. When she didn’t laugh, I said, “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “Let’s hope.” With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and said, “Are you ready?”

      I bit my lip, eyeing her there and the way her nipples barely poked out of the water, the steam moving around them like ghostly tongues wanting a taste. Trying to push those thoughts aside for the point of focusing, I closed my eyes, too.

      “Yes.” My mind went to thoughts of the Protector again, though, and I cleared my throat before opening my eyes. She was staring at me, clearly a bit annoyed.

      “What?”

      “Can we meet him?”

      “Who?”

      “The Night King,” I joked, then cringed as her eyes narrowed. “The Protector, of course. Jack.”

      She sighed. “Why?”

      “If there’s any chance of him going bad, or I don’t know, maybe even turning against humans in favor of the fairy tales, shouldn’t we be ready? Or at least get a good sense of where he stands in all this?”

      “You’d be a sort of policing force in all this?” She laughed. “Sure, why the hell not. It’s not like we don’t have enough going on otherwise.”

      “Hey, we’re sort of fighting the same fight, aren’t we? I’m working with you all, he’s working with the fairy tales—”

      “And there’s clearly a strong crossover.”

      “Sure. Exactly. So?”

      “I’ll see what we can arrange—as it fits into the schedule. What do you say we first make sure you’ve advanced enough that you actually have some say in all this? I’d hate to make plans only to see you killed tomorrow because you were too busy fantasizing about hanging out with the Protector or… ogling my breasts.”

      My eyes had moved down again; I couldn’t help it. Quickly looking up to meet her gaze, I put on a serious face, nodded, and closed my eyes again. Why a stunning woman thought it would be a good idea to bring a young man to a nude bathing experience for focus was beyond me, but I decided to do my best.

      “Walk me through it.”

      “Just like before. You’ve already done it to a degree, with the ichor you used to make yourself more in touch with the druid-like powers. Now we’re trying to open you up so you’re adaptable. Turn your body into, in terms you would understand, a T-1000 of the soul.”

      As much as that almost made me laugh, it also somehow put it all together for me. As my mind took hold of the thought, I could almost feel my energy as it flowed through me, as if I could see it as I did objects with my echolocation.

      “Think of it in terms of colors, with blue at the bottom, gold near the top, but red the most. Tiers that you can associate with your ability to summon, but are really so much more.”

      Even as she said it, I could see the tiers forming like stages in front of me to ascend. I could sense it was so much more complicated than that, but for now, it was enough.

      “For now, I think that will be enough,” Ahlaksiz agreed.

      Her voice seemed so close, so I opened my eyes. Indeed, she was right there in front of me, leaning in, hands on either side of me. “Now… I like to reward good behavior.”

      “Oh? Have I been good?”

      She laughed, and I felt something brush along the inside of my thigh. I nearly jumped, but saw her grin and realized it was her tail.

      “And the others?” I asked.

      “I’m sure they’ve been good, too. But come on, you don’t want some alone time with each of us now and again? I think it would be smart, actually. Good for forming more direct bonds. Maybe make it official, if it doesn’t happen naturally.”

      As she spoke, she leaned in and pressed her breasts against my chest and her lips to my neck, kissing it, then moving up to nibble on my ear.

      “I could see how that might be smart,” I replied, breathing heavily.

      “Come,” she said, running her hand along my chest, into the water, and nearly to my cock, but pulling away as the side of her hand barely grazed it. “Not here.”

      “Where then?” I asked.

      She pointed to the trees outside, then exited the water. As she did, though, I pulled her back to me, one leg on each side, and scooted up so that I was sitting with my face at pussy level. Her yelp showed I had surprised her when I ran my tongue along her thigh, stopping at the edge of her mound and lingering there to tease her. She lifted one leg up to a higher rock so I had better access.

      “Before we go there,” I said, nodding to the trees, “I want to show you my appreciation.”

      She laughed, then bit her lip and shut up as I tasted her. My hands went to her thighs and ass, then I was fingering her while licking her clit. She ran her hands through my hair, holding my head and pressing her pussy forward, so that I knew to go harder. It was amazing. Going down on her, as compared to the others, I started to realize how each pussy wasn’t an exact replica of another. I don’t know why, but growing up it had always seemed to me that cocks were different shapes and sizes, but pussies were all the same. Not so! Clearly some had a bit more meat to them, some had pronounced clits while others were more of a challenge to find, and even the shapes varied slightly. Of course, there had been that super racist bullshit rumor about Asian pussies being sideways—probably something to do with how Asian eyes were more slanted?—but I’d never been stupid enough to buy into that idea.

      They tasted differently, too. Not like any foods or anything I could quite place, but Ahlaksiz had more of a fine wine, savory taste, versus the more sweet, intense moistness of Kinara. Neither was better than the other, just… different. I wanted to know more, to explore Ahlaksiz in every way I could with my tongue and lips, to see what she liked and what didn’t work. As far as I could tell, it all fucking worked.

      As she started to moan, she pulled me away, saying, “Not yet,” before leading me out to the trees. She grabbed towels along the way, which she placed on the ground and grinned. What followed was magical—a night under the stars making love, while somewhere in the distance, ancient Japanese music played. Was it my imagination? Had Basty, who was back in the room, sensed my pleasure and decided to add a little something extra? For all I knew, it could have been real, but it seemed too perfect to be true.

      She rolled me onto one of the towels, kissing me and grinding on my cock, then let me flip her over so that I could be in charge. I slid in slowly, loving the feeling of her pussy as it clenched onto me, then slowly came out until only the tip remained, then back in. I did this several times, letting her feel the full length of my hard cock, then started going faster, increasing the tempo until I was banging away and she was clawing my shoulders.

      But we were in nature, so I wanted to be more, I don’t know… one with nature. I turned her around, brought her up to her hands and knees, and took her from behind, grabbing her tail as I did so.

      “Fuck!” she hissed, then swatted my hand away from the tail. “Excuse me, but… that’s a no.”

      I mouthed, “Sorry,” then slowly started back at it, unsure if I had ruined the mood. When she looked back at me like “What’re you doing?” I started going at it again, slapping her ass and feeling my balls against her thighs, but careful not to get carried away and grab that tail again.

      When I wanted to see her face again, I turned her around and we were clinging to each other, slippery with sweat. I tasted the salt on her breast, taking her hard nipple into my mouth and swirling my tongue around it. She grabbed my head and pulled me tight, nearly smothering me with her breasts, then pushed me aside to grab my cock and stroke it as she licked my inner thigh and balls.

      “Finish inside of me,” she said, pulling me on top of her and staring into my eyes with a ferocity that left no room for argument. She guided me in, then gripped my ass and hooked her legs into mine so I could get better traction. My knees weren’t super into the idea of the ground, but I pushed through, and within seconds she had climaxed. Then, as her tail managed to tickle my balls, I fell into her and let loose. When it was over, I rolled to the side of her, letting my cock slide out and rest against her thigh. She didn’t seem to mind, as she lay panting, staring into my eyes, and ran a hand along my chest, up to brush lightly along my neck.

      We laid there like that for what seemed like an eternity, simply watching each other breathe, enjoying the warmth of our nude bodies pressed together.

      “You sell yourself short, you know that?”

      I bristled. “What?”

      “It’s in your eyes. You don’t think highly enough of yourself. Yet. Maybe that’s a good thing, because when you realize what you really are, your ego might be hard to control. I should appreciate you like this while I can.”

      I grinned. “Any time you want to appreciate me, go right ahead.”

      That earned a laugh, and she was kissing me again, briefly, before pushing herself up and motioning for me to follow.

      “Hungry?” she asked. “We need to restore your energy, get you ready for the ghost.”

      “This ghost… does she have a name?”

      “Oh…” She frowned. “Had I not mentioned that?”

      “You keep calling her ‘ghost,’ is all. So… no.”

      “Odd. Odder still, I don’t seem to recall her name right now. It’s like these memories are there, but… partially not.”

      Clearly, I had struck some sort of nerve, because she was staring off at the river in the distance, arms wrapped around her torso.

      “We’ll ask her,” I said, wrapping my arms around her. “It’ll all come back.”

      “Yes…” She shook her head, suddenly snapping out of it. “What’s that?”

      I followed her line of sight, seeing nothing at first, but then movement. Figures moving along in the darkness—at least a dozen of them. They were searching, and most likely that search was for us.

      “Back to the ryokan,” I said, taking her by the hand and pulling her along.

      We stopped by the onsen to quickly dress, and as we did, she explained, “They won’t likely find us, not with those charms from the guards.”

      “But they could?”

      She hesitated, then nodded. “Depending on their tech, and whether it has any magical elements, yes. It would stay hidden from sight, but they could stumble upon it, then the wards wouldn’t apply. Still, they have all of this area to cover, and are likely only one team of many on the hunt.”

      Hunt. I didn’t like the use of the word as it applied to us, especially after being hunted back at Big Bear. We started up the path, jogging, and soon reached the door to our room. I paused there, hand on the door, listening to laughter and talking within.

      “And… the river?”

      “We still have to go. We don’t need the ghost, but I sense her reaching out to me, maybe in a way she doesn’t even know she’s doing. Without a doubt, we’ll be better off with her, so have to at least try.”

      I nodded, then opened the door to rejoin the others.
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      In our ryokan room, Ahlaksiz and I returned to find the others lounging about, Milrae curled up in a ball asleep in the corner, her head on Kinara’s lap. Kinara caressed her head, and had been watching her sleep until we entered. Now she looked up at us expectantly, and smiled. Her eyelids were heavy, but it seemed she had wanted to wait until we made it back.

      Jalee and the two monkey women sat around the table, kneeling. The table was covered with full dishes.

      “We waited for the two of you,” Koharu said. “But it only just arrived. Should be fresh.”

      I approached, eyes wide with excitement at the array of food. Sushi, a cooked fish with the head on a small stick—which kind of grossed me out—katsu over a bowl of rice, various pickled vegetables, and bowls of noodles.

      “How was it?” Milrae asked, stirring and pushing herself up from Kinara’s lap. “Did you…?”

      “He did it,” Ahlaksiz said. “He’s not ready to use the Iridant, as we’ll need help to reach that point, but he’s making progress.”

      “And how was the rest of it?” Jalee asked with a wink.

      Koharu giggled, then put a hand over her mouth.

      “You saw us?” I asked, realizing that giggle couldn’t mean anything else.

      “She was going for a walk and… might have caught a view of you from behind, balls going back and forth as you—”

      “Enough,” Mizuki interrupted, frowning. “We’re not horny teenagers.”

      “There’s always one, isn’t there?” Ahlaksiz said, approaching the table and kneeling next to Koharu. Eyeing the other, she added, “A prude, I mean. Don’t worry, I’m sure Koharu enjoyed the show. For our part, we are glad to entertain.”

      I wasn’t sure what to think of that comment, but when Koharu looked at me with more hunger than I felt toward the food in front of me, I had to think that, yes, giving her a show was not something I would regret anytime soon. That was dangerous thinking though, I remembered, with a glance over at Milrae. To my surprise, she didn’t look annoyed or jealous, but intrigued. Scooting over to join us, along with Kinara, Milrae eyed Koharu with a similar hunger. Was this legit, or part of some game she was about to play?

      “Go on, tell us again what you saw,” Milrae said. “This time in more detail.”

      Koharu’s eyes flickered over to me, then away, and she stared at the table. It took me a second to realize she was specifically eyeing some ball-shaped items. Maybe Takoyaki, but I wasn’t sure. Whatever they were, she picked them up, looking mischievous, then pinched them from the top and started swinging them to slam against her hand.

      “Like this, and…” She paused, then held up a chopstick, but instead replaced it with a much larger, thicker rice stick—rice formed into a shape like a popsicle, or for our purposes, a cock. She positioned it with the balls, and nodded. “The view was like this here, so that I could see it sliding in from above, and…” She started moving it, using her other hand as the opening while holding the arrangement, and I stared in utter bewilderment. They had asked for details, not the fucking puppet show!

      “Maybe he can recreate it for us, while we…” Milrae reached over, took a similar ball from the table, and popped it into her mouth. Whatever she said next was too muffled for me to understand.

      “Ladies,” Ahlaksiz scolded, taking chopsticks and starting with a piece of sushi. “As much fun as it is to make Ferris blush, he needs to eat. Do you mind?”

      Koharu continued to hold the balls, and took the rice stick to her mouth. Her eyes flickered to me for a second and I felt a pulsing in my groin—until she took a bite off of the end of that rice stick.

      “How… how long did you watch?” I asked, taking a spot at the table between Ahlaksiz and Kinara.

      “Long enough,” Mizuki said, now chuckling and eyeing her fellow guard.

      “Urusai!” Koharu hissed.

      Mizuki wasn’t about to shut up, though, because she turned back to me and said, “Since they’re giving such details accounts of your fun, it’s only fair that you should know I caught Koharu as she finished pleasing herself during said show.”

      We all turned to Koharu, who looked mortified for a second, then shrugged and bit into her rice stick again.

      “So? It was fucking hot. What, human women don’t touch themselves? You all don’t?”

      “We do, and they do,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “It’s just… kind of weird to watch someone and not speak up,” I noted, not wanting to offend her but also unsure how comfortable I was.

      “Maybe next time they’ll invite you to join,” Milrae said, and this time her distaste for the situation shone through. Eyes narrowed, she took the fish head and popped it in her mouth, glaring at Koharu.

      “I… I didn’t say anything about wanting that,” the guard protested.

      “You didn’t have to. You fucking masturbated while watching these two go at it. Admit that you want Ferris. I’ve seen the way you look at him, and now this?”

      Koharu turned her gaze on me, this time not bothering to hide her assessing gaze. “I saw how he moved back there, I saw… a lot. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious. But…” she shook her head, putting down the rice stick and going for one of the balls. As she took a bite, she said with a full mouth, “I know you all are together, and what role we play here. We came to protect the eye, see that it’s not abused… nothing more.”

      “Don’t forget it.” Milrae ignored the looks of surprise from the other monster ladies, going for her tea.

      Kinara picked up a piece of sushi, tried it, and moaned aloud as she chewed. “This is amazing! Holy shit.” She took another. “Have you all tried this? I mean… wow!”

      “Way to change the subject,” Jalee said with a laugh, eyeing me, then the two monkey guards—who were glaring at each other—before trying a piece of sushi as well. She nodded as she chewed. “For raw food, not bad. But…” The next piece, she fried slightly with her electricity, so it was like seared tuna. “Mmm, better.”

      “You need to learn your place,” Mizuki spat out as if the conversation about all that had never moved on. A blur of fast-paced Japanese followed, then Mizuki stood and went for the door.

      “Stop,” Ahlaksiz growled, and in a flash was up and in the monkey woman’s way, hand on the door. “Nobody’s going anywhere.”

      “Move,” Mizuki replied.

      Ahlaksiz shook her head, pointing to the window. “They’re out there. We saw them searching.”

      “They?”

      “A group, maybe government or private mercs, trying to find us. We can’t let that happen, and if you go out now, it might give away our position.”

      “That, and you can’t abandon your post,” Koharu said, glaring at Mizuki. “Our princess gave us an order. You’d leave because I’m curious about the lovemaking of a human?”

      In the tense moment that followed, a little pitter-patter sounded, drawing our attention away from it all and to Basty, who walked out from where he’d been likely napping in the cushions nearby. Everyone watched him, and he froze, wide eyes on me. When he blinked, I felt a tingle of energy, and held up my hands for everyone’s attention.

      “He’s trying to tell me something. Everyone… please.” Closing my eyes and hoping they’d stop with their bickering, I mentally let Basty know I was ready for whatever it was he needed to tell me.

      The vision hit, and it was like I was on the rooftop of the ryokan. From up here the hills and trees were even more beautiful, as was the city behind me—or small town, maybe? But what caught my attention, what he was clearly meaning for me to see, was the line of mercs walking dangerously close to our position.

      “Right outside,” I murmured, hoping the others in the room could hear me. “Be ready, in case…”

      I watched for another thirty seconds or so, as they moved, searching. At any moment they could stumble upon us, and judging by their proximity and how they moved, they could sense something was up here.

      Everyone was staring at me when I left the vision, and Basty hurriedly ran over, charging up my arm and transforming to scarf mode. He evidently wanted to be with me and ready if the time came.

      “Eat,” I said, “but not enough that you’d cramp up in a fight.”

      Mizuki seemed to find that humorous, or maybe she was chuckling at the way they’d all been about to tear each other’s heads off, but now sat in complete silence, waiting. As Ahlaksiz had said, I needed my energy, so I dug in.

      Oh my God, Kinara hadn’t been exaggerating. If there was better sushi in the world, I’d certainly never had it. The cooked fish was delicious as well, and the other little dishes perfected the meal. As we ate, we started speaking in semi-hushed voices again, starting with Jalee telling me what the guards had been telling her before we’d returned from our onsen excursion.

      “They go up to Hokkaido once a year to meet with their counterparts there,” Jalee said. “It sounds beautiful, especially in the winter. Take me, someday?”

      “Um, yes please,” I said, then eyed the guards. “What sort of counterparts do you meet with?”

      “The natives of that land still tell the tales of many of our kind up north,” Mizuki replied. “If you visit, be sure to mention us and make it known that we are friends. They’ll make the introductions.”

      I certainly looked forward to that, and tried the soup while dreaming of visiting Sapporo and seeing their large snow and ice sculptures.

      “Tell us about your world,” Koharu said. “What did you do before all of this?”

      “Me?” I frowned, shaking my head. “It was boring. Basically, hanging out with these two guys who live across the hall from my place, eating chips and drinking whiskey, writing visual novels. Well, not boring to me, but to some people. Then again, compared to my life now, pretty much anything would be boring.”

      “This is so interesting?” Mizuki cast a judging eye around the room.

      “What’s the farthest you’ve traveled?”

      “Sapporo.”

      I guffawed. “Seriously. I mean, you’ve never left Japan?”

      “Why would I?”

      “Oh my God. Then you have no idea what I’m talking about. I mean, this is all exciting because I’ve never been here, but outside of Japan is a whole world. Literally. There are so many people to meet, things to see. Did you know there’s a building in Dubai almost three times taller than the Tokyo tower? You can visit great wonders in India, ride trains and airplanes all over, or find yourself in a sports bar in downtown L.A. watching baseball or MMA with a bunch of people as they cheer and shout at the screen. It’s insane to think that living in the mountains and bathing all the time is all you know.”

      Everyone was staring at me, and I sat back, realizing I had gotten a bit too into my little speech. Koharu, not surprisingly I guess, looked totally intrigued. Mizuki, however, had her face scrunched up in a frown.

      “I enjoy my life. I don’t need all of that.” She set down her chopsticks, placed her hands on her lap, and closed her eyes.

      Out of the two of them, she was quickly becoming my least favorite. I shrugged and said, “Sorry. I didn’t even know I felt so passionately about it.”

      While my mouth was apologizing, my mind was racing with other places in the world I dreamed of seeing. Someday I wanted to view the Northern Lights, watch the waves crash off the cliffs near a castle in Scotland, see if there pirate tours in the Bahamas. Was that a thing? Oh, New Orleans! That was definitely on the list, though more for the awesome architecture and food than a reason I might have once had—if I wanted boobs, there were plenty around me.

      The thought of guys going to New Orleans for Mardi Gras to see boobs made me laugh, which caused Mizuki to open her eyes again to glare.

      I grinned, then returned my attention to my food.

      “Where is the most exciting place you’ve been yet?” Koharu asked.

      “Lately, or before I met these ladies?”

      “Before,” Ahlaksiz asked, apparently curious, too.

      I had to give that one some thought. Since I’d met them, getting to go to Turkey, Tunisia, and now Japan were all big ones. Before that, though… I had to reach way back.

      “Maybe it’s not as special as all that, but when we visited Mt. Rainier a long time ago—by my standards, anyway—there were these ice caves we went into. I think they’re called the Paradise Ice Caves, and when you’re in there it’s one of the most beautiful sights. The way the ice ripples, frozen like waves that curve overhead, or the glistening blue. It’s terrifying, thinking it could all come crashing down on you at any minute. But so worth visiting at some point in your life.”

      The others looked intrigued, and even Mizuki’s frown lessened.

      “That… I would like to see,” she said. “You should have started with that one.”

      I grinned. “Oh, because it’s not so different from what you might find in Sapporo?”

      “Hokkaido, yes. Not Sapporo. The Otaki ice cave is truly a wonder.”

      “Another reason we’ll have to visit up north then.” I noticed that her tea was low, so I took the pot and filled her cup. The smile I received in return actually looked heartfelt and welcoming. Maybe she wasn’t so bad if one could figure a way in.

      More thumping sounded, and I realized it was in my head. I held up a hand again, suddenly pulled outside to see the figures. But they weren’t next to us anymore. They had moved on, searching the area past us.

      I returned and gave everyone a thumbs-up, as corny as that was. “We’re in the clear.”

      “You know what that means?” Ahlaksiz gestured to the table. “If you want more, eat up, because we have a ghost to find.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. As much as I loved the food, I’d suddenly lost my appetite. “Let’s go.”

      “Be careful!” Kinara said, throwing her arms around me. She kissed me passionately, then Milrae did the same.

      “I guess we’re doing this for luck or something?” Jalee shrugged and kissed me too, even giving me a little shock in the process that sent tingles up my spine. With a wink, she said, “Extra luck.”

      The two guards eyed me, both with pleasant, unreadable smiles, and I stood to follow Ahlaksiz to the door.

      “Leave Basty,” she said.

      I frowned, caressing him in scarf form. “But… why?”

      “His kind and ghosts… don’t mix well. He’d likely scare her off, whether he means to or not.”

      That was a shame, as he had become a bit of a comfort blanket. I had become Linus from Charlie Brown, I realized, and decided maybe this was more than what she’d said—this was a test, to see how I could do without the little guy. Tests suck, but I told him I’d be back soon, watching him transform and blink at me with his big eyes; then I was off.
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      A fucking ghost. Was Ahlaksiz kidding me? I had a small amount of hope that she might be only messing around, that we’d get to the river and she’d laugh and tell me I’d been had.

      But no, we reached the river and she stood back at a dip in the ground, gesturing for me to come forward. Clearly, she meant for me to go alone. That made it worse! My bones tingled as I flashed back through every Japanese horror film I’d ever seen. Mostly weird girls in white gowns with long, black hair covering their faces.

      Pull yourself together, I thought, each step closer to the water feeling heavier than the one before. You’ve faced monsters! What’s the difference between that and a ghost?

      No amount of mental accounting could make this easy. Standing there, I felt quite silly. I walked along the river, unsure what I’d find. At one point, the sloshing of my shoe in mud made me jump; even when I realized it had been my own step that made the noise, my heart kept thudding.

      What was wrong with kids, going to haunted houses as if they’d actually want to meet ghosts? This wasn’t something to be searched out. I tried pretending this was only one of those excursions, that if anything jumped out at me it would only be a person in disguise.

      Nope, that didn’t make it any easier.

      I turned back to Ahlaksiz, hands out like, “What now?” because what I was trying hadn’t been working. But she wasn’t there. The darkness seemed to intensify around me, and I felt a cold passing of air on my neck. Someone breathing?

      Spinning, heart pounding, I turned only to see the night air. A distant sound like a shamisen started up, barely audible, and a fleck of something appeared in the sky. It fell, white, then more. Snow? It wasn’t cold enough. I held out my hand, letting one of the flakes fall on my palm, and confirmed that it wasn’t cold, either. Ash, perhaps.

      I felt another breath, this time with a sound, almost a whisper. “Why?”

      I stepped away and spun, this time quick enough to see the steam of the breath as it faded.

      “My name is Ferris,” I whispered, then finding my courage, raised my voice to almost its normal level. “I’ve come to ask for your help.”

      “My…” The breath returned, no more than a foot from my face, and as it rose, a glimpse of eyes showed through the darkness. “…help.”

      “Yes.” I stood tall, chest out. “I need to see someone named Vaper. I’m led to believe you can help in that regard.”

      A grunt sounded, then footsteps, retreating. I looked down and saw them in the mud of the riverbank, going back toward the water. Instinctively, I lunged in an attempt to tackle the ghost. Instead, I landed with my knees in the mud, body hitting the rocks, face over the edge of the water.

      Laughter carried on the wind, and I groaned.

      “Is that how you catch a ghost?” Her voice came to me, as if in my ear. I turned, but as expected, she wasn’t visible there. A splash pulled my attention to the water, and when I pushed myself up, a face appeared in the water, as if a reflection.

      Wide eyes stared up at me with black heavy around them. Her dark hair floated out around her, and while she clearly had that ghostly look, she was undeniably beautiful. As quickly as she had appeared, she was gone. She had been watching me with what seemed like a sense of curiosity. Not hostile, interestingly.

      If I was going to have any chance of making this happen, I needed to be more strategic, to reach into my recent training. So I breathed and focused on my internal energy, on finding that core ball of light, connecting to it, and attempting to communicate with this spirit from that place within me.

      With each breath, I felt a connection, even starting to sense that she was there—no longer as a cold, terrifying figure, but as someone I could reach out to, even speak with.

      “Are you there?” I asked, not releasing this connection. “Let’s start over. My name is Ferris. I am a summoner, and I seek the help of you and the one they call Vaper to do good.” I took a breath, mentally reaching out to ensure she was still there, then continued by simply saying, “Please.”

      A soothing warmth moved through me. At the same time, a faint light appeared in the water, growing in intensity. It rose until it floated in front of me, light blue. It pulsated, the ash falling again and heavier now. As the light grew, it split and formed another, and between them, I noticed the ash wasn’t passing through, but landing on an invisible shape.

      “I sense your power,” her voice said. An almost invisible hand—that could only be seen where the ash fell and reflected from the light—reached out toward me, pressing against my chest over my heart. The hand lingered there, and it was cold but comforting. “I would see into your soul. Would you allow this?”

      “Please.”

      I stared, watching as the ash formed on her body, stronger now so it took the form of her hair, the bridge of her nose, her shoulders, and breasts. At first, I wasn’t sure what “seeing into my soul” meant, but the balls of light fluttered and became one, the form of her vanishing with it. It followed the line that would have been her arm into my chest.

      For a moment I stood there in shock and silence, ash picking up in gusts of wind and moving about me, then I started to see my life portrayed in that ash. It became so thick that it was all I could see, taking on the shape of a small boy—me, running from waves and being swept into my father’s arms. A friend and I running through the woods, stopping to help a dog. I remembered that day well, hoping we could keep the dog, arguing with my friend over who he would stay with, then crying when my mom told me they’d found the owner and the dog had to go. Ash transformed again and again, flashing through moments of my life, until at last, it showed me in my room, finding Kinara for the first time.

      The shapes paused there, then moved faster than I could see until it was all a flurry again before bursting out and away from me, taking with it my energy so I collapsed to the mud on my knees.

      “I see…” her voice said, and the ball of light moved out of me, again becoming two. Only, this time she appeared as they split. Not as a form that the ash landed on, as it was gone, but as a form I could see, maybe even touch, I thought. Only a faint amount of the background showed through where she was still transparent. She stared at me with wide, vulnerable eyes. Her skin was as pale white as the loose kimono she wore, her long, black hair disheveled.

      “Will you help us?” I asked.

      She stood, staring at me a few heartbeats longer, then reached out and took the balls of light, pulling them into her chest. Any semblance of her translucence vanished in that instant, and she seemed whole. The only unnerving part of her, aside from the darkness around her eyes and her pale skin, was the way her kimono fell to the ground, swaying slightly as if she’d never left the water. No feet were visible.

      “You tell the truth, and… you aren’t my first visitor tonight.” She held a hand up, limp at the wrist, but then, with effort, managed to lift the hand to point. “And I see you bring an old acquaintance of mine.”

      I turned with relief to see Ahlaksiz there where I’d last seen her. “Yes, she insisted we search you out. Said we couldn’t do this without your help.”

      “Not easily, at least.”

      “May I… know your name?”

      Her wide eyes stared at me, her expression unreadable. “Some have referred to me as Oiwa, but that was long ago. I had other names even before that, and believe… it doesn’t fit, not anymore. On our journey, you will call me Suiko.”

      “Suiko-san,” I said, bowing, as my core instincts told me was appropriate here.

      She smiled, a strange expression on such an otherwise sad face, then said, “I haven’t committed to helping you yet. But I will go with you to your house, discuss… and make a decision.”

      “Oh. I—we’re staying at a ryokan, not far from here. Will that work?”

      She nodded, then glanced around. “You accept me, yes? Keep me as connected to your soul?”

      Fuck, that sounded intense, but I knew we wanted her along. “I do.”

      “Very well. It is easier for me to travel as such. Others will not see me as long as we are connected, unless either of us wants them to. Trust me, this is for the best. You might… occasionally, hear my thoughts. See visions. Trust me, I do not mean to haunt you. It simply comes with the territory.”

      “Understood.” Not at all, but again, we needed her. Or so I’d been told.

      “Lead the way then, Ferris-san.”

      I bowed again, though this time only slightly, and started toward Ahlaksiz. A strange warmth tugged at me as I went. I paused, looking at my chest, then to her, and realized it was our bond. Like a rope connecting us. She smiled, nodded, and waited.

      Feeling very confused, yet excited that I’d succeeded, I led her back where Ahlaksiz waited.

      “So…?” Ahlaksiz asked, eyeing me with excitement.

      “I mean…” I turned, gesturing to Suiko. “We did it.” Suiko wore a mischievous grin, and I caught on. “Go ahead, show yourself to her. To all of my… friends.”

      “Very well,” Suiko replied, and Ahlaksiz gasped.

      What followed completely caught me off guard. Ahlaksiz dropped to her knees, hands out as she bowed to the ground, low enough that I thought maybe her forehead even touched the dirt.

      “Suiko-sama,” she said, then sat, hands folded in her lap, eyes still lowered to the ground. “It is an honor.”

      “Those days are long gone,” Suiko said, stepping forward and touching her on the head. “Come, embrace me.”

      Ahlaksiz rose and the two threw their arms around each other. A sniffle made me wonder if Ahlaksiz was crying, and I found myself at a complete loss. On the one hand, seeing the ghost had apparently brought back the name and memories to Ahlaksiz, which seemed to be a good thing. On the other, this was a completely unexpected reaction.

      “You have questions, I know,” Ahlaksiz said, turning to me, finally releasing Suiko and taking a step back. “We will return to the room, where I’ll fill you and the others in, and we will plan the next leg of our journey.”

      “Yes, but she hasn’t committed,” I pointed out.

      Suiko held up a hand, eyes on Ahlaksiz. “As of this moment, that has changed. I am fully yours.”

      She had changed her mind because of Ahlaksiz. I couldn’t wait to find out why.
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      “I told you we’d be doing some recruiting,” Ahlaksiz said as we returned to the ryokan.

      “Yes, but I thought it would be via summoning.”

      She shrugged. “Recruiting is recruiting. Can’t always go the way you expect.”

      “This is quaint,” Suiko said, floating along at my side.

      Nudging me, Ahlaksiz nodded at the ghost. “What, you’re complaining?”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but as she lifted her eyebrows a couple of times, I got the hint. Following her lead to check out Suiko, I cringed. The thought of looking at a dead person—even if she wasn’t exactly dead by the same standards we thought of when usually thinking of ghosts—felt wrong. If I could ignore that, though, I could see what she meant. Suiko had a stunning figure; her face had that traditional geisha look to it, especially since it was so naturally pure white. The kimono definitely did it for me. Still, the idea was wrong, and we’d recruited her to help with finding Vaper, not… whatever it was that Ahlaksiz was insinuating.

      “I’d never complain,” I muttered, turning my thoughts to the mission at hand.

      We entered and showed Suiko to the room, where, by now, everyone was asleep but Koharu, who was keeping guard. Mizuki opened one eye as we entered, and started to go back to sleep, but instead suddenly sat up straight. Both stared at Suiko in awe, then moved to their knees and prostrated themselves as Ahlaksiz had done.

      “Oiwa-sama,” they said in unison, then blurted out more Japanese that ended in “…onegaittashimasu.”

      I glanced at our ghostly friend, who seemed to expect this, and gave them a gracious nod of her head before saying, “Here I am among friends. Call me Suiko.”

      “Suiko-sama,” the two repeated, then finally sat, looking at us, perplexed.

      “Wh…?” Jalee started, stirring from her sleep. They had pulled out the thick mats from the shelves there and had them all lined up along one wall. When she sat up, it woke Milrae, but Kinara simply snorted, rolled over, and kept sleeping.

      “Everyone,” I said, “allow me to introduce Suiko-sama.”

      Suiko’s eyes flickered over to me, showing surprise at my use of “sama,” but I could tell she appreciated it. She floated forward toward the center of the room, coming to a stop next to the now-cleared table—too bad, because I could have gone for more of that amazing food—then addressed the room.

      “I understand you mean to find the one called Vaper?” Suiko asked.

      “That’s correct,” Ahlaksiz said. “But even after that, we would most certainly welcome you to remain with our group. This won’t be the end of our journey, after all. Only the beginning.”

      “Of my joining, we shall see. But first, what makes you think I can find Vaper?”

      “Not so much that you can find him,” Ahlaksiz admitted, “but that you can grant us cover and protection while we use another tool at our disposal. The Eye of Ra.”

      “Ah.” She nodded to the monkey guards. “I wondered why they were here. My advice would have been to start there, but I see you are one step ahead of me. Wonderful.”

      “You are able, then?”

      Suiko nodded.

      “This is the one with whom you share a past?” Milrae asked.

      Ahlaksiz seemed to blush at that, then cleared her throat and said, “That is correct.”

      “She was one of my courtesans, once upon a time,” Suiko said. “Of a sort. I had inhabited a certain body, and won over Ahlaksiz’s heart—and I daresay body, when I came to desire her.”

      “The fuck?” I muttered, earning a reproachful glare from Ahlaksiz.

      “I’ve been alive as long as this, and you expect I never had lovers?” Ahlaksiz scolded.

      “Well, men who are possessed by a ghost?” I countered, not even thinking about how this might offend our newest team member.

      “And you think you could withstand my sexual advances?” Suiko demanded with a womanly laugh. “Oh, boy, you have no idea what I’m capable of.”

      “Let’s not find out quite yet,” Milrae said.

      All eyes went to her, but she didn’t know who this ghost was or care one bit if the others showed her deference. She pushed herself up, flailed her skeletal wings, and brandished her claws.

      “Please,” Ahlaksiz stepped over between them, hands up. “This is not the time. Suiko-sama, can you help us, and, at least for now, avoid teaching my dear friend Ferris here any lessons?”

      Suiko eyed Milrae. “And this one? She doesn’t need any lessons?”

      “How about I put you back in your grave—” Milrae started, but with a gust of wind that blew over cushions and sent Kinara scrambling with yelps of confusion as she woke, Suiko transformed into a ghostly vision, black hair filling the area above while she lifted into the air, kimono rippling around her.

      “The fuck kind of alarm clock is this?” Kinara asked, grabbing onto Jalee, who was kneeling, about to intervene if necessary. Considering that I knew her electricity power did damage to spirits, I imagined she wouldn’t be useless here.

      “ENOUGH!” I stepped forward, terrified at the sight of Suiko like this, but not about to let them come to blows. Or… whatever they would do to fight. I didn’t stop there, either, but mentally pulled on the connection I felt to this ghost.

      Her response came faster than I expected, but wasn’t at all what I anticipated. In a flash, she was gone, now a floating ball of light at my chest, pulsating as if struggling to break free.

      “Release her,” Ahlaksiz said, her voice shaky. She hadn’t expected this either.

      I blinked, confused, but mentally thought, Be free.

      Suiko appeared at my side, stunned, back in her human, almost normal form. She shifted, turned to face me, and cocked her head. “Apparently, you’re farther along than you realize. That, or you have a…”

      Her eyes moved past me and she pulled back, hands up as if to defend herself. There, walking toward me, was Basty. He strolled up to my side, looked at me, then the ghost. I knelt and patted his head, lifting him up to set him on my shoulder.

      “This is Basty,” I said.

      She stared at him, eyes narrowing momentarily, then sighed. “I see. I’ve never seen this before, but from what I can gather, he amplifies your powers—at least, in regard to your power over me. We share a connection, but nobody I’ve ever shared a connection with before has been capable of imprisoning me as you just did.”

      “I apologize,” I said with a bow of my head. “I only meant to mentally request you calm down. My emotions got the better of me.”

      “Emotions can be quite strong. Learn to lean on them, and you will grow fast. For now…” She eyed Basty again, a shiver running through her. “Promise you won’t sic that thing on me.”

      “I promise,” I replied. The idea of siccing Basty on anyone had never occurred to me, though now I was curious. It was something we’d have to test at a later date.

      “When do we do this?” I asked.

      “Everyone needs rest, and there’s a spiritual bond that goes best when you’re asleep,” Ahlaksiz replied. “For this reason, I advise we leave first thing in the morning.”

      Kinara scoffed. “You want us to try to go back to sleep after that?!”

      Milrae even looked a bit shaken, while Jalee only glared, pissed.

      “Please try,” Ahlaksiz said. “I can assure you that, once you have all gotten to know each other, we will all look back on this moment and laugh.”

      The two monkey guards stood in the middle, tense, but when my team backed off, they relaxed as well. I studied them for a moment as I wondered which side they would have taken had a fight broken out. Considering the subservience they had shown to the ghost, I imagined such a fight would have led to some major issues in terms of keeping the group together.

      “Wait,” I said, turning to Suiko, “you mentioned that I wasn’t your first visitor?”

      “Ah, yes.” Her eyes glistened, and she turned to Ahlaksiz. “Our old friend, Amabie, called on me. I didn’t listen at the time, as her words didn’t make sense to me. I was… lost. But now…”

      The ghostly face transformed, mouth and nose projecting into a beak, face morphing until she resembled Amabie, aside from eyes of pure white at that moment.

      “My dearest Suiko-sama, you will have a guest, shortly,” Amabie’s voice came through. “I do hope you will not reject her, and that you can convey this message—we are on our way, and will meet you at the…  to avoid undue attention. Please, ask her to find us at the station where we last met on her previous trip to Japan. We hope to once again see you, as well. We will arrive on the morning of the sixteenth, as Yuki has arrangements to make in order to do her part.”

      At that, Suiko’s face returned to her normal one, and she teetered ever so slightly.

      “There you have it,” Ahlaksiz said. “That would be tomorrow morning. We rest, find them in the morning, then see where this Eye of Ra takes us.”

      My chest was pounding, while complete exhaustion overtook my body. I had advanced my use of this inner power, made love by the onsen, and become a sort of vessel for a ghost. It had been quite the day. Kinara welcomed me to a mat they had laid out for me, and before I knew it, my eyes were closing.

      The last thing I saw before sleep took hold was the ball of light that was Suiko flowing into me. Distant words spoke of bonding or something like that, but my mind was already losing focus, then gone to dreamland.

      What dreams they were. At once I was in an ancient Japanese court, surrounded by generals in samurai armor, then standing on a balcony and watching as invading forces clashed with my own. Colors swam over me like curtains in a heavy wind, moving to show bathing waters, a floating lotus, and a reflection that clearly belonged to Suiko as she had once been, while alive. Her flesh had color to it, but I recognized the features.

      Men and women surrounded me in various states of undress, one man approaching, entering the water as he removed his mokko fundoshi, I think it was—a sort of Japanese underwear. As he did, though, pain took me in the back and I went rigid with it, seeing in the reflection a form behind me, then red taking over the water. Again, the colors came, this time all red, and I was floating over Japanese castles, rice paddies, and bamboo forests. Rage filled me until I came to rest in a temple, where I saw a familiar face—the Monkey Princess. She welcomed me, soothed me, and prayed in a way that allowed me to become one with my surroundings, to lose myself and the thirst for revenge.

      Of course, it wasn’t me at all, but Suiko. Either images she wanted me to see, or flashes of a past that she couldn’t withhold, now that we were in some sense bonded. Not linked, I knew—she wasn’t a monster, not in the same way as the others. This was different, and as I woke in the middle of the night, pondering it, all I knew was that I couldn’t begin to understand what this woman had been through, in life and in death. Kinara lay there, staring at me, and grinned when I met her gaze.

      “You look… stronger,” she whispered. “Sexier.”

      I smiled, leaning over to kiss her on the nose. Before I could think of a response, sleep took me again. This time, I was vaguely aware of dreams of my own life, as if it was my turn to share with Suiko. In comparison to her sharing, it seemed rather uneventful. Dull, even. And in some ways, that was very much a relief.
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      Fresh air touched my cheek, and I awoke with a start. The window was open, the others already up and ready. They had most of the mats put away, and a fresh breakfast of eggs, salad, and fish waiting for me. Not my usual breakfast of an egg and bacon burrito—okay, more often than not I ate boring old granola with yogurt and blueberries—but I was in Japan, so I did as the Japanese do.

      Quickly scarfing down the food, I ran through memories of the dream from the night before, then looked around for any sign of Suiko.

      “She’s resting,” Ahlaksiz said, noticing my searching eyes. “As she should be, because we’ll need all the power she can muster, shortly. First, what do you say we go see if we can find my dear friends?”

      “Just… let me…” I put the food aside, adjusted myself to not be showing off the bulge to the monkey women as I made my way to the bathroom, and muttered, “One sec.”

      There, I splashed water on my face, used the toilet, and stumbled out to ask about coffee.

      “None here, but we can find some on the way,” Ahlaksiz said.

      Milrae had a change of clothes for me. The pants were a bit tight in the crotch, but I supposed my bulge would’ve made some cowboys envious, and the shirt was a tad tight. The funny part was that I had glanced at the size of the shirt before putting it on, and it said XL. Japanese sizes were a bit off by American standards.

      I stretched out, gave my torso a quick left and right spin to loosen up, and found Basty sleeping by the door. He blinked at me, then went back to sleep as he curled around my neck like a scarf; lastly, I put on a military-green jacket Jalee handed me.

      She gave me the up and down, then nodded. “It’s a good look on you.”

      Even the monkey ladies were smiling, eyeing me—and none of the ladies were shy about noticing the bulge. It was a bit embarrassing, but I ignored the stares, opened the door, and said, “Let’s get to it. I need that coffee.”

      “Americans always do,” Mizuki said, chuckling as she followed first, moving ahead to ensure there was no trouble waiting for us outside. Luckily, we found none.

      Soon we had piled into the car and were leaving Nikko behind, much to my sorrow. I loved the way the morning fog clung to the tops of the hills, and aside from the scary incidents from the day before, would have been glad to spend a few more days enjoying the nature and temples of this place.

      When we found a café and I had a black coffee in my grip, feeling the warmth through the mug and watching the steam rise in the chilly morning air, I found excitement for the day rising through me. As much as lingering to enjoy the temples would have been great, this adventure was what I lived for now. Finding out what Amabie and Yuki were up to, then going in search of Vaper, intrigued me. So many possibilities for the day, so many ways it could go.

      At the moment, though, I simply enjoyed my coffee and the peaceful chatter of the café around me, the ladies getting the rundown from Ahlaksiz, Basty still sleeping, and Suiko storing her energy as she rested within me. Through the window, we had a view of a valley, with several hotels along one side, and a train station not far off. I felt drawn to that station, as if the next train would be one of utmost importance.

      “Interesting,” Ahlaksiz said, and I turned to see her eyeing me, the rest having gone silent, looking between her and me.

      “What is?” I asked.

      “You sense her imminent arrival, don’t you?”

      I frowned, then looked back at the train station. She was right—I did. “Somehow, yes.”

      “Your connection to Suiko, I imagine. The bond that existed between her and me and the others was once unbreakable. Everything breaks, eventually, but it would seem it’s still quite strong.”

      “I’m sorry, but am I the only one who finds this creepy?” Milrae asked.

      Jalee raised a hand, waving it. “Over here. Yes.”

      Kinara pursed her lips in thought but shook her head. “I’ve always had a fascination with the dead. My man being connected or even sort of being possessed by a ghost? Kind of sexy.”

      “You’re so weird,” Jalee said with a laugh.

      A new thought hit me, and I looked at them, not bothering to hide as monsters. The barista eyed us more than once but seemed to be checking me out more than anything else. In fact, of the other few people in the café, when they looked our way it mostly seemed to be at me.

      “They can’t see your true forms?” I asked.

      “You think we can hide an entire temple and ryokan with wards, but not make ourselves fit in?” Mizuki asked with a grin. “It’s one of our specialties, you know, the ability to affect sight.”

      “As well as hearing and speech,” Koharu added, then did the three motions, with hands over her eyes first, then ears, then mouth.

      My eyes went wide with the realization that there was actually some sort of ability or magic associated with that.

      “It’s not only ‘evil,’ that our power applies to,” Mizuki explained.

      I nodded, awed. As long as one of them were with us, we could all share the sort of illusion power that Ahlaksiz often used to conceal her ears and tail.

      “Here I was thinking these people were very accepting,” Milrae said with a laugh.

      “Japanese?” I wondered about that, but decided not to say anything, since I didn’t know one way or the other firsthand. Also, an old man eating a chocolate croissant was giving me an annoyed look.

      Turning back to the train station, about half of which was visible due to trees blocking the other half, I leaned back, sipping my coffee. Something didn’t feel right. It wasn’t the coffee—that was perfection. A gut feeling, my bat sense maybe? I sat up straight, alert, and the others seemed to sense it, too.

      “What?” Kinara asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied in a whisper. “But I feel… maybe that we’re being watched?”

      “Not surprising.” Ahlaksiz broke off a piece of my biscotti and eyed it before nibbling off some of the chocolate. “When the message mentioned Yuki was coming, I had to wonder if she might be followed.”

      “You think those mercs are here?” I asked, glancing around the café. There had to be at least ten other patrons there enjoying their coffee or breakfasts, and any of them could in theory have been with the mercs out to capture Amabie.

      “Somewhere nearby, yes.”

      “And so what?” Kinara asked. “It’s not like being hunted is outside of my norm, nor yours anymore.”

      I frowned but had to admit she was right. “Okay, but we don’t know their full capabilities yet.” I lowered my voice. “We don’t know exactly what they would do to Amabie if they caught her.”

      “Kill her, undoubtedly,” Ahlaksiz said with a sigh. Eyeing the monkey women, then me again, she said, “Better to speak of it outside. Where there aren’t ears listening to what we say.”

      We all agreed, finishing up our drinks and bringing what leftovers of the food there was. Starting for the train station, we waited until we were at about the halfway point, walking along a sidewalk with trees along the side, a stream running below. The sun had risen above the trees and was warming my back.

      “So?” Jalee asked.

      “I’ve been digging around, made a couple of calls while you all were sleeping,” Ahlaksiz replied. “These mercs, and I suppose Yuki’s husband, Greg, are part of an organization called the Scholars of Togetherness and Progression, or STP.”

      I suddenly had an old Stone Temple Pilots song playing in my head and remembered this crazy girl I’d been in class with back in high school, who’d had an obsession with the band. Different STP, I had to remind myself.

      “Basically, there’s a group of international researchers at its core,” she continued, “finding creatures like us to test, dissect, and repurpose into tech. They would destroy Amabie in hopes of creating a vaccine that could fight most viruses. If you look at it strictly from a human’s point of view, seeing us as animals, it’s not exactly a horrible idea.”

      “It’s fucking vile,” I growled, then looked up, realizing I had stopped in my path. Rage was boiling up in me, the nearest trees starting to writhe with my emotions. My mind was filled with images of each of these monster ladies cut open on lab tables, scientists in lab coats conducting tests on them, and the like. No fucking way. “We have to stop them.”

      “Stop STP?” Kinara asked.

      The monkey women shifted uneasily.

      “We’ve heard of this organization,” Koharu said. “They aren’t… easily stopped.”

      “Don’t we have enough on our plates?” Jalee asked.

      “Of course, you’d say that,” Kinara spat back.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.” Kinara took my arm, leaning her head on my shoulder. “Ferris is right. Add it to the list, I don’t know. But… STP has to be stopped. Fuck STP.”

      How many times had I heard boys say that when teasing that girl who had loved the band? If I wasn’t so disgusted at the thought of this organization, I might have laughed.

      “Imagine they got ahold of Amabie or, God forbid, any of you,” I said, holding Kinara close, hating to let my imagination go wild in that way. “I couldn’t handle it. Not if there’s a chance we could do something about them.”

      Ahlaksiz looked completely unsure of what to do. “It’s above our—”

      “No,” I stood my ground. “This isn’t something I’m backing down from. We do everything else. We get to the monsterverse and take care of business as planned. It doesn’t have to be today or tomorrow, but what’re we talking about building an army for, if not to stop bullshit like this?”

      Milrae and Jalee were both looking at me with respect and a bit of lust; the monkey ladies looked uncertain; but Ahlaksiz was staring into my eyes, seemingly trying to read how serious I was.

      Finally, she nodded. “It’s on the list. When we’re ready, but not before.”

      “But—”

      “We try to take them down before it’s time, every one of us becomes a fancy spy watch.”

      She had tried to make a joke, but it wasn’t fucking funny. Nostrils flaring, I nodded. “Then let’s get ready faster.”

      “That’s what we’re here for.” She perked up, one of her cougar ears twitching. “And speaking of… It seems our friends are here.”

      The train was incoming.

      “Is there any chance Yuki was playing you?” Mizuki asked.

      “As in, she was in on it too? Part of STP?” I considered it but shook my head. “No way.”

      “Agreed,” Ahlaksiz said, “though I’m glad to hear you say it. I trust her with my life.”

      That was certainly enough for me, and the others seemed content with the answer. As the train was pulling to a stop, we did as well. My senses were going off the charts, and I paused, looking around. Nothing yet, but trouble was without a doubt coming. The doors to the train were open, several Japanese men and women exiting, but nothing like the waves of people that poured out from trains in the anime and movies I watched. This wasn’t Tokyo, after all.

      Among the small crowd was one child. A little boy playing with a super-soldier toy from the Ascension Gate television series—smart boy, good choice… but his presence had me worried. The last thing I wanted was trouble when a child was around. I’d never be able to forgive myself if that kid got hurt, so my alarm-bells were ringing twice as loudly in my head.

      “I’ve got eyes on her,” Ahlaksiz said, and motioned us toward the trees.

      We moved, and I saw her, too, moving briskly through the crowd and toward the back of the station. She was smart—she’d chosen an out-of-the-way spot for us to meet, but still knew to get out of easy viewing. Notably, she didn’t have her child with her. Something brushed against my shoulder and I jumped, only then turning to remember the trees were moving because of me. Focusing my energy on calming them, I did one better, though unintentionally. As the branches stopped moving, they parted to give me a view of another face I recognized. Moving toward us, sprinting all out with a look of desperate determination on his face, was Greg.
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      Greg was running right for us, ducking low, head swiveling as if looking for others.

      “We have company,” I said.

      Jalee stepped up next to me. “I can fry him from here.”

      I put a hand on her forearm. “Others might see.”

      “Don’t attack,” Kinara said, clicking her tongue as if in confirmation. “I’m sensing others, but he’s moving on his own.”

      “Intercept him,” Ahlaksiz said, already moving to meet Yuki. “If there’s trouble, we’re going to want to get to her before they do.”

      As she was gone, the two monkey guards with her. My summoned monsters stuck with me, and we moved farther into the trees. I crouched, summoned the hunter sword, and braced myself with a hand up as I hissed, “That’s far enough!”

      Greg came to a skidding stop, met my gaze, and said, “We have to get out of here!”

      He was a mess, black hair disheveled, glasses held together at the corner with what looked like duct tape, and he had several bruises and scrapes.

      “Excuse me?” I was amazed he could even think I would trust him after what had happened last time.

      He wasn’t dissuaded. “I can explain on the way, but they know about the meeting—they’re coming.”

      “You are ‘they,’ and—”

      “No!” He took a step toward us, hands out, but paused when electricity sparked from Jalee’s hands, and Milrae growled. “Listen, the quick version is I never wanted Yuki to get hurt. We have a baby together. I love her—both of them. And… I’m sorry, okay? Shit! I’m sorry, and now they’re coming and don’t care if they hurt her in the process, as long as they get what they want.”

      “He’s not ‘they,’ then?” Kinara asked me, fingers moving nervously, although I couldn’t tell if it was nervousness because of wanting to get out of there or excitement because she wanted to rip him to shreds.

      “I fucked up,” Greg said, adjusting his glasses as sweat made them fall down his nose. “Let me make this right.”

      Warning signs were still going off, my bat sense alerting me to the danger, and a shiver went through Basty. It was decision time, and this was on me. Dammit, Hollywood had made me a believer in love stories long ago, and I couldn’t ignore that ingrained belief in the concept. I nodded, motioning Greg forward, but kept the sword ready.

      “What do we do?”

      He blinked as if totally not expecting me to go along with his plan, then said, “Thank you,” before pointing to his right, then the hill opposite the train station. “As soon as your team has made contact, they’ll move in. Our best hope for escape is—”

      “We have our car,” Jalee pointed out.

      He nodded. “They know and will be covering it. “As I was saying, we need to take out this rear group, then double back around the cabin down this hill. Then maybe we can make it to the car.”

      “There’s a child,” I said, shaking my head. “We can’t go into fight mode until he’s clear.”

      “Awww, that’s sweet,” Kinara said but shrugged. “Kind of stupid to jeopardize all of this on a child, but sweet.”

      “Leave the kid to me,” Jalee said.

      “You’re sure?” I asked.

      She nodded, and was already turning to head that way as she said, “When the area’s clear, I’ll send a signal.”

      “Let me guess, we’ll know it when we see it,” I said with a chuckle.

      Kinara frowned, not getting the cliché, but Greg simply nodded. We didn’t have time to wait, and a glance back toward the station showed no sign of Ahlaksiz, so I imagined she was either with Yuki or about to be. As soon as the two were together, I figured the STP mercs would make their move.

      “That way?” I asked.

      Greg nodded. “We cut them off, give your friends a chance to get out of the way, then press the attack on the other group when the child is clear.”

      “Jalee will come back, hitting them from the other side. I like it.”

      With no more time for discussion, the remaining four of us—plus Basty—broke off in a sprint, prepared for action. But as we approached, I could see the mercs, already in position about to attack, and it looked like neither Yuki nor Ahlaksiz had already seen the ones I had noticed.

      “Distraction,” I told Kinara and knelt, hoping she would catch on. Hands to the ground, I saw her do the same, and grinned. Together, we sent vibrations into the earth. This had its intended consequence in that it caused the random people nearby to run, getting out of the nearby area where trees could fall on them, and caused the mercs to stall, bracing themselves.

      At the same time, I reached into my connection with nature and did my best to call on trees to attack. My power had been strong enough to cause trees to throw me through the air back near the temple, but this was a new level of testing my abilities. I had to focus on creating a connection, like an invisible path, between me and those trees, so that the effect was at first only mildly helpful. Some moved to block the enemy’s path, and one managed to clothesline a guy who tried running in Yuki’s direction. Not perfect, but not bad.

      I couldn’t rely on it, though. With a shout for the others to follow, I charged at the enemy, noting that Greg was with us, following as best he could. Even if I was going along with his plan, I needed to be sure to keep an eye on him. We came in slicing and attacking while they were shooting at us—actually shooting guns.

      That freaked me out, but a combination of Basty and Suiko mentally pulled me through it; we came out near Ahlaksiz as she was telling Yuki to follow her. We joined, all of us retreating into the trees for cover.

      “What’s he doing here?” Yuki shouted, then three mercs were upon us. Instead of getting her answer, we had to fight these bastards off. Milrae and Jalee quickly dealt with the first two, while the third collapsed at a strike from Koharu’s staff.

      A shot sounded from behind and I saw Kinara stumble. I thought she’d been hit, but her eyes were wide my way. I looked down, expecting to see blood. Instead, there was a silvery glow, then Suiko merging with me.

      Don’t worry, her voice said in my mind, I made an illusion of you, slightly off, when I saw the gun being aimed.

      Keep it up, please, I thought in response.

      Jalee moved fast, causing the guy to explode in a burst of lightning. Disgusting, really. More appeared, but when she blasted again, they lifted their arms with some sort of metal, and at once there was an energy shield protecting them. One stepped forward with a gun that sent out beams of light that twisted and broke off, coming at us. We only escaped by Suiko using her energy to knock us back and out of the way.

      While we’d had a plan of attack, plans can change. If we didn’t take drastic action, we were going to be in serious trouble. Ahlaksiz knelt, hands together, and said, “Monkey guards, get ready!”

      “Shit, here?” I asked, realizing what she was doing.

      “It’s not like STP doesn’t know where we are,” she countered, and the eye flashed. Koharu and Mizuki converged on her, taking standing tree poses while chanting, and I knew it was up to the rest of us to keep the three guarded. I pulled deep on my powers, alert to their locations, shadow movements, and with sword ready. The monster ladies prepared at my side, all of us ready to operate as a team.

      A glance over showed Ahlaksiz wavering, while what looked like her own shadow rose at her side, reaching for her.

      “Hurry!” I shouted. She bowed her head, tilting it slightly as if having heard me, and the glow flared as if she was in the sun itself before vanishing.

      “I’ve got a direction, though not a precise location,” Ahlaksiz said. “And there’s no reason to stick around here. We needed to clear the path of these STP jerks.

      There in the shade of those trees, I felt Suiko calling to me, telling me she was ready. I wasn’t sure why she needed my permission, then felt a pull on my energy. Daylight, I realized. She could probably operate, but to do whatever she planned during the day, she would need help.

      “Do what you gotta do,” I muttered, and gave myself over to her. The effect was more than I could have dreamed of. She suddenly burst out like a wave of blue, ghostly energy that flowed toward the STP mercs. They shouted, then their shouts became screams as she rose, forming a ghost straight out of the Japanese horror movies.

      Hands out and claws visible, dark hair shooting out in all directions, I couldn’t see the front of her from my position, but imagined the image was something like a large mouth and dark eyes, the light that burst out from behind her providing a large silhouette. Some of the STP mercs had taken off running, others shooting right through her, and at least one of them fainted.

      This was our opening, so I spun to ensure the others were nearby. Only Milrae was right there with us, but I spotted her a few paces back, sword slicing through what looked like a weapon of some sort that the enemy had dropped. Maybe a robotic enemy? Either way, I charged over, saying, “Let’s move,” then turned and mentally called for Suiko to return. To my relief, she did, zipping over to me and vanishing as a ball of light into my chest.

      We started down the hill, but Ahlaksiz caught up with me, pointing to a plateau. “Meet me there!”

      “What? Where are you going?”

      “Jalee and I will break for the car. We’re going to need it, after all. And call the damn drones, will you?”

      I hadn’t wanted to open that can of worms, but she had a point. The chaos going on here was already enough that some bullets weren’t going to change that. STP had definitely started it, so it was okay if we finished it.

      With a nod, they were off. My group kept descending the hill, but a glance back showed why it was important for Jalee to go. She flew up ahead just above tree level, shooting out lightning to keep the enemy back, while Ahlaksiz ran below.

      Shots came from our left, but I had the drone and sent it up the hill to return fire under cover of the trees, so it looked like we were attacking from there. I sent another drone aroundto confuse them.

      It was enough to give us a path to the plateau. Once we reached it, though, Yuki turned on Greg with fury in her eyes.

      “Dear, I’m so sorry,” he started, trying to get ahead of the attack he knew was coming. “Please, I need—”

      “Why should I trust you?” Yuki shouted, shoving him back. As she did, that mouth at the back of her head appeared, her long hair extending, rising as if to grab him.

      “I’m here,” he said. “I’ve abandoned them, given it all up to help you. Even if you can’t forgive me, at least let me do my part to get you and your friends out of here.”

      She hesitated, glanced at the sound of fighting up the hill, presumably where Ahlaksiz was, then nodded.

      “For now,” she said. “Get us out of here, and then we’ll talk.”

      “I don’t think you need me,” he replied.

      I turned to see the way he pointed, grinning at the sight of our car coming in fast. It skidded sideways, door opening, and Ahlaksiz waved us over as she shouted, “Get in!”

      We charged. I stopped at the door to turn and keep watch, bringing my drones back for cover fire, but as I reached out for them mentally, a stinging pain hit my side. One of the drones appeared, the other exploding amid the trees, catching fire. Shit, that had me worried. At least a glance down showed that the pain had only been related to a mental connection with the drone—nothing physical.

      The others were in, all but Kinara and me. Since there was no room, I had to take her on my lap—not that I had any complaints about that. There wouldn’t have been space otherwise, even though this was such a large vehicle.

      We escaped with my one remaining drone intact, connected back to the car and ready to shoot at any pursuers. Thanks to our cloaking, and the warding ability from the monkey women, though, the mercs weren’t able to follow.

      At least, I thought that was the reason. When I turned back to see Greg clinging to Yuki, a metallic sphere in his hand with crackling electricity moving along its center, I had an idea my thinking was wrong.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Stolen tech,” he replied. “When I found out what was happening, or rather, when I realized what I had to do, I took this. It acts as a sort of EMP, but cuts out search signals. Useful for when the other side, or, I should say our side, now that I’m with you, is in pursuit of them.”

      “And now it ensures they can’t spot us, as long as we’re cloaked?”

      He nodded.

      “Genius.”

      “This still doesn’t let you off the hook,” Yuki told him. “You have years of lying, betrayal… all of that to make up for.”

      I noticed, though, even as she said the words, she was clinging to him like she would never again let go. He clearly had noticed as well, because he offered me a brief smile, then kissed her forehead.

      “I may not be able to make up for it, but I’ll do everything I can to try,” he whispered into her ear, though it was quiet enough in the car that we all heard.

      As much space as there was in this metal machine, we were damned cramped. Kinara curled up to me on my lap, nuzzled my neck, and said, “That was a close one.”

      “And Amabie?” I asked.

      “She planned on meeting us nearby,” Yuki said, worry heavy in her voice.

      “That wouldn’t be smart,” Ahlaksiz countered.

      “Agreed. Do we know where we’re going?”

      Ahlaksiz nodded but glanced back at Greg. “You might be with us again, and you helped, but… I’m keeping my eyes on you.”

      “Understood.”

      “I won’t say where we’re going, but I know a spot near there where we can try to call upon Amabie.”

      Yuki looked worried, nervous, and betrayed, but she nodded and said, “That will do.”
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      After explaining that she had gone to Chiba first to leave the baby with her parents, Yuki went on to tell us how she had gone to find Amabie, explaining her plan, then coming to meet us. I’d seen the glowing light at the bottom of the hot spring where I’d met Amabie, so understood when they mentioned her being able to meet us via portal, as long as it was via a body of water.

      “Bathtubs don’t work,” Ahlaksiz explained, at a curious look from me. “Neither would any man-made onsen that doesn’t connect to the ground and nature in some sort.”

      “And your connection allows you to summon her?”

      Ahlaksiz held up a hand to compose herself, then laughed as she said, “One doesn’t summon Amabie. You call out to her, see if she chooses to hear and respond. My connection allows that, but nothing more.”

      “And why do we need her?” Milrae asked, already cramped—especially with her skeletal wings.

      “I don’t suppose we one hundred percent do, but she’s powerful. It would be good to have her on our side.”

      “And an old friend,” Yuki interjected.

      “Wouldn’t you be worried about the STP coming after her?” Greg asked. “I mean, if she’s with you, that makes you a target.”

      “True…” Ahlaksiz admitted.

      This time it was my turn to say why we’d want her. “What better way to lure them into a trap than with some bait?”

      Silence followed.

      “Sorry, did you just refer to Amabie as bait?” Yuki asked. “You can’t begin to imagine how offensive that would be to her.”

      Dammit, right. The fish thing. I bit my lip, then tried to course-correct. “All I mean is if she’s their target and with us, we won’t have a hard time luring them our way. If we wanted to set a trap.”

      “I’m sorry,” Greg interjected, “a trap for the STP? You want to try and attack STP?!”

      “Of course.”

      Yuki guffawed. “Impossible. It’s a multi-governmental organization, one with reaches—”

      “I don’t care.” Turning to look out the window, I smiled at the sight of Tokyo Tower in the distance, over a sprawling city of almost all cement—very few trees to be seen.

      In the other direction was Mt. Fuji. It was glorious, though lacking the snow at the top that pictures often showed. This time of year, I supposed that made sense.

      “What does he mean?” Greg asked. “Can someone explain how he can not care? This is like saying ‘I want to destroy the U.S. Marines,’ only less… unethical. Depending on whose shoes you’re wearing.”

      “I’ll explain it myself,” I said, not taking my eyes off Mt. Fuji. “They want to hurt people—or I should say, monsters—I care about. Therefore, they need to be stopped. It’s inhuman. And while they might be similar to the Marines en force, I’d say that ‘unethical part’ about it is the big differentiating factor. Maybe I’m not ready yet, and I don’t mean we fight them tomorrow or the next day. But when we’re ready, and hopefully we’ll be ready sooner rather than later. The thought of them turning more of our potential friends and allies into the likes of that thing,” I turned back, nodding at the EMP-like device, which he still held onto in his left hand, “while we do nothing… makes me sick.”

      “Me two,” Kinara said.

      “Me three, Jalee chimed in.

      “Well then, we have our answer.” Milrae leaned forward, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We need her, to put a stop to the very people trying to hunt her down.”

      “And anything else that happens along the way,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “Sure.”

      I gave her hand a gentle squeeze, then leaned forward to see that we’d already left our view of Tokyo far behind, moving fast and coming up on a lake not so far from Mt. Fuji. This close, Mt. Fuji was even more beautiful, but so were the lakes surrounding it.

      “Kawaguchiko,” Yuki explained.

      “We could spend a week just relaxing here, if we had the time,” Ahlaksiz said. “I… had a wonderful time doing just that, long ago. Before the days of the Shinkansen. Things have changed.”

      “And we have a little one who wouldn’t appreciate us being gone so long,” Yuki reminded us.

      Greg stifled a sob, and I glanced back to see him wiping his eye.

      “You okay?” I asked, and Yuki was leaning back, staring at him with concern.

      “I will be,” he replied. “Just the thought of our little one ever thinking of me as someone who betrayed her mother… it makes me sick. Fuck, I’m so messed up.”

      “Please don’t tell me this was all a trick and really you’ve led the other STP jackasses after us,” I said. “While that would be a twist, I’d have to call cliché on you. And punch you in the throat.”

      He shook his head. “No, no. I was one hundred percent serious in my apology, and in my decision to abandon them for love.”

      “Gregory Soto,” Yuki said, and pulled him in for a quick kiss on the lips. “You tell our children whatever you need to, or don’t. I’m not going to be the one to say anything.”

      “Children?” he asked, confused.

      She put a hand on her belly, smiled, then burst out laughing. “You thought I was going to say I’m pregnant? No way! But after we work this out, have some long talks over wine, and maybe after you’ve bought me some nice jewelry for my birthday—even if it is a made-up date—I’d like to have at least one more. Maybe two.”

      He beamed, hugged her close, and said, “Perfect! But I’m exhausted. Honestly, I would have been fucking terrified if you’d said you were pregnant again so soon after having our first.”

      “Me, too.”

      The rest of us all shared looks of amusement as we lowered the car down to a spot behind a row of buildings that lined the lake. Once we had settled, all of us piled out and stretched. I looked back the way we’d come, shaking my head at the close call and at all the insane bullshit we’d gone through. In a way it had been terrifying, but now? Having survived it all, I felt liberated. More alive than ever.

      “I believe I can help here,” a voice said, and a ball of glowing light appeared near my chest.

      “Suiko?” I asked. I’d nearly forgotten she was there with us, and hearing her speak up again was a tad spooky.

      “Yes. I sense Amabie, actually. There should be no need to call and wait—I believe she anticipated your move. Follow me, and I can guide you to her.”

      “Well, there you go,” Ahlaksiz said, shrugging and gesturing for us to follow the ball of light that was Suiko. We walked along a path with the lake to our left, trees to our right. Yuki and Greg were speaking, at times heated, others not. I could hear a few words, including a couple of curses in Japanese, but overall, they seemed to be on the verge of making up.

      A sign indicated a temple was on the hill among the trees, and curiosity pulled me that way, but of course, we didn’t have time at the moment. Continuing our walk around a bend to the left, then past that, we came out to a spot where a red torii gate stood in the water. The light that was Suiko led out to it.

      “She wants me to swim?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t want to either,” Jalee said, commiserating with me.

      “Actually, the water looks fairly shallow,” Kinara said, squatting next to the side and looking out over the lake.

      I frowned, about to protest again, when Suiko appeared next to me in her womanly form, gesturing out to the water.

      “Go to her. Alone.”

      “But—” Yuki protested.

      “It’s fine,” Suiko interrupted and gestured again. “For now. Afterward, you can speak with her.”

      I rolled up my pants and removed my shoes and socks, then stepped into the water. As expected, it was fucking cold. It took all I had not to yelp or run back out of there and abandon the mission. Instead, I pushed on, glad to find that indeed, the water out to the gate was shallow. The bottom of my pant legs got wet, but not too much.

      Once I was halfway there, I paused, looking around, and the scene caught my breath. It was like I was walking on water, there with the reflection of trees and mountains. Or rather, in a way, with the sky and scattered clouds reflected, it looked like I was walking on the sky. This was a part of the world, and an experience, that I never would have been exposed to had I stayed home. When Kinara had appeared in my closet, I could have run. I could have screamed and tried to—I don’t know—kick her out. That might have resulted in my death, knowing her. But I hadn’t. And because I’d gone along with it, I was there in Japan, loving life.

      A flash of color in the water caught my attention. She was there. Appearing first as a shimmer of white, then rising toward the surface so the sunlight shone on her and reflected orange and pink. When the form moved around me, her three tails confirmed this to be Amabie.

      Her face emerged from the water and she eyed me, then glanced back at the shore, where the others waited.

      “Why did they send you alone?” she asked.

      “It was Suiko’s idea.”

      “I see. Then it was the right one, though still curious.” Amabie circled me, a slight smile on her beak.

      “What?” I asked when it became awkward.

      “Clothes… so awkward, wouldn’t you say?”

      I blushed, remembering how I’d been nude at our last meeting. Considering that she was nude, but that came more naturally to her than clothes, I felt out of place. Still, I wasn’t about to strip right there.

      “Will you help?” I asked, looking to change the subject.

      She didn’t answer right away but pushed herself up, two of her tails transforming to legs, as before.

      “Do you find me attractive?” She stepped close to me, and it was all I could do to stare into her eyes instead of letting my own wander down.

      “You are beautiful.”

      “I didn’t ask that. I asked if you find me attractive. There’s only one reason I can think of that Suiko would send you here alone, and that is that she hopes you can earn a kiss from me.”

      “A… kiss?”

      “Of protection. One kiss from me, and you won’t have to worry about many ailments that afflict the human world. So, Ferris, what is it? Do you find me attractive? Do you want said kiss?”

      I gulped. She was fucking stunning. Some normal people might have been turned off by the fishtail or scales, but I was far from normal. The only thing that confused me was how one would kiss a beak. Still, I would try.

      “Yes, and yes.”

      “Well then…” She stepped closer still, eyes narrowing. “You shall have it. But don’t for a second think this entitles you to anything more. I give you this kiss, perhaps I check in on you all from time to time, but I am not yours.”

      “I would never—”

      “Maybe not, but many men would. Now, let me touch you.”

      That caught me by surprise and I blinked, then gulped.

      She laughed. “Not like that. For the purpose of our kiss, I… I’d better do it—easier than explaining, after all.”

      Reaching up with her right hand, she ran her fingers over my face, focusing on the area around the nose and mouth. As she did so, her left hand rose to her own face, and as she ran it along her beak, it pulled away like a mask. Underneath was a woman with full lips and an elegant nose.

      “It has been too long since I’ve done that,” she said, voice coming out smoother, almost melodic. “Though, in truth, I prefer my natural form. The lips do make my kiss more accessible.”

      The implication, I imagined, was that having a beak helped protect her from unwanted kisses, which perhaps had been an issue at some point considering how valuable a kiss from her seemed to be.

      Her eyebrow raised. “Do you like this form?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, then…”

      She didn’t have to spell it out for me. Without another second’s hesitation, I moved in, hands on her waist—slick, wet—and lips going to meet hers. It was a simple kiss, her lips parting slightly to pass on a bit of her protective saliva, but no passionate tongue dance.

      Then it was over; she returned her mask to her face, where it became one with her again, and she had her beak. She eyed me with satisfaction, then said, “Tell them I cannot join at the moment, but that I passed on more than my healing powers to you just now. When you need me, be in contact with any body of water and speak my name. Unless I am otherwise engaged, I will come.”

      I opened my mouth to respond but felt a warm, tingling sensation run through my body. As it passed, my muscles and every part of me felt alive, healthier than I had ever remembered feeling.

      “Wow…” I muttered, but as she turned to go, I blurted out, “What will you be doing?”

      She hesitated, then said, “As much as the STP group wants to take me and use my powers as they will, I still have a soft spot for humanity. There is an outbreak in eastern Brazil, and I am going to do my part to help it come to an end soon. As much good as I can do, I will try.”

      I nodded, overwhelmed with the thought of her going off to help those people. Her mission, it seemed to me, was much more important than my own. Then again, it was tied to it in a way, wasn’t it? We had work to do in the monsterverse, and that would help us take down STP. As they wanted to harm her, in a way our mission was tied to hers.

      “Thank you,” I said, and she blew me a kiss before disappearing back into the water.

      I watched her go until the last shimmer of light reflected from her, then I turned and made my way back to shore.

      “She’s not coming?” Kinara asked.

      “Not for now,” I replied, then conveyed what had happened.

      “That is well,” Ahlaksiz said, eyeing me with pride.

      Suiko appeared as a translucent apparition at my side and nodded. “As much as Amabie can ever be, she is on our side. This moment is one to celebrate. My recommendation is to celebrate by quickly moving on with the task at hand. Which would be, I assume… to check with the Eye of Ra, and further narrow down where we are going.”

      Ahlaksiz looked nervous, but said, “Agreed.”

      “I must say, though,” Yuki cut in, eyeing Greg with concern, “I think it best we returned to Chiba, for now. While we would so like to join you, this isn’t the time. We’re parents, and needed.”

      “Wait,” I said… why’d you come?”

      She chuckled. “I had the message and thought I’d be able to join in some kind of fight. That, and I needed to see where this was going. But now that Greg’s back…”

      “Much healing is needed, and I’ll do my part,” Greg said. Then, eyeing us, he handed over the spherical device that he’d used to protect himself, before. “Please, take it. It won’t help us.”

      “How will you get back?” I asked, accepting the item but uncertain this was the best move. They were right, though—the baby needed them.

      “There is a bus that can take us to a train station,” Yuki replied. “I’ve been here before, several times.”

      “We climbed Mt. Fuji together,” Greg beamed. “It was a real pain, but… worth it.”

      “My fiftieth time,” Yuki admitted with a shrug. “Though I didn’t tell him that.”

      He looked appalled, but then shrugged. “My secrets were worse.”

      She didn’t argue that, and we all bowed and hugged, then saw them on their way. As they started off, however, Yuki turned back to Ahlaksiz.

      “You know where to find me?” Yuki asked.

      “Same as in 1869?” Ahlaksiz asked.

      “The house was burned down, but we rebuilt. Same lot, yes.”

      “If my memory serves me, then yes.”

      They waved, and the reunited couple continued, soon walking out of sight. The rest of us turned to Ahlaksiz, waiting for her to be ready. Using the eye had taken its toll on her last time, so none of us wanted to rush it.

      “Ready?” Ahlaksiz said, and the two monkey guards stepped close to her, taking up positions for a second use of the Eye of Ra. I braced myself, really wishing we didn’t have to do it. But using the strange device Greg had brought, and with their powers, I knew nothing bad would come our way.

      Shadow engulfed Ahlaksiz as she called upon the power of the eye, but she fought it off. The eye gave her the answer.

      “Close… it’s… Aokigahara,” Ahlaksiz said. “We’ll find him in the Sea of Trees…”

      “Suicide Forest?” I shuddered.

      “Why do they call it that?” Milrae asked.

      “For the large number of suicides committed in those woods,” Ahlaksiz explained. “A fact that has always been the case.”

      “There are many yurei there,” Suiko explained. “Ghosts of the dead. We must enter with caution,” she glanced at me, but more specifically at my scarf that was Basty, and added, “though I dare say we have a bit of an advantage.”

      I put my hand on Basty, petting him as a surge of warmth passed through my body. It was a welcome sensation, fighting off the worry I felt at the idea of walking into a forest full of ghosts.

      If this was what had to be done, though, I wasn’t about to back down and refused to show my fear.

      “What are we waiting for?” I asked, standing tall, and led the way back to the car. It came as a relief when the monster ladies caught up; Jalee took one arm and Kinara the other, while Milrae lingered with Ahlaksiz to ask questions about Mt. Fuji and this Sea of Trees. Suiko returned to the ball of light that absorbed into my chest—as unnerving as that still was to me—while the monkey women continued their guard duty, even more alert now that the Eye of Ra had been used.

      To our relief, Suiko’s protective ability shielded us during its use, and no attack came. No shadow passed over Ahlaksiz from the use of the eye, though she did wince slightly. Apparently, she was becoming much more adept at its use. Was that a good thing? Before long, we were in the car on our way to the suicide forest.

      So far, we were safe. Once we entered the forest, however, all bets were off.
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      Have you ever dreamed of going somewhere, even staring at pictures of the place, and visiting it in virtual reality or 360 videos? That was me for a while with Mt. Fuji, and suddenly it had become real. Unlike the way your imagination of that first kiss or first lay rarely lives up to the expectation—my first lay far surpassed it, but as you know, in an odd way—this dream held no comparison to the reality. I stood there after exiting the car at the edge of the forest, staring up at the great Fuji-san, totally enraptured.

      Its spell had me.

      Up close, Mt. Fuji might have only seemed to be another mountain to many, but for me, it felt magical—as if it was watching me while I watched it. So much anime, imagery of Japan, and anything related to Japan had references to this mountain, and in a way, it didn’t truly hit me that I was in Japan until that moment. I’ve actually fucking made it, I thought. Under completely different circumstances than I had envisioned, but wasn’t that how it always went in life? This mountain had presided over so much, watching Japan transform over the years. Ahlaksiz and Suiko had seen much of it too, but if Mt. Fuji could speak… wow. The thought made me eye Ahlaksiz, and I made a note to ask her more about this.

      It was only after we started walking and the nearby trees blocked out my view of the mountaintop that I started to wonder if, perhaps, the mountain truly was magical. We’d been led to this spot, after all, by the Eye of Ra. Had the man known as Vaper come here for some magical connection?

      Ahlaksiz had me bring my satchel, complete with Iridant and the half of the sun disk, while my Alexandrite protected me from its spot on my wrist device. We entered the forest through one of the marked paths, following it past thin, scattered trees. Soon, however, following the direction the eye was supposedly taking us, the trees grew denser, their foliage blocking out the sky.

      “This isn’t normal,” Suiko said, and I startled at her voice, then again to see her floating alongside me. Her form was quite clear in this relative darkness.

      “What’s not?” I asked.

      “It’s not supposed to be night, yet, and from what I remember of this forest, the foliage rarely grows this dense.” She floated ahead, exchanging quick words with Ahlaksiz while I shared a confused look with Kinara.

      “Shadows are strong here,” Mizuki said.

      Koharu grunted, jaw clenched. She appeared to be deeply focused, and I realized she was in the process of keeping the wards in play, those that would help keep the use of the Eye of Ra hidden from STP. Suiko’s presence would help, too. I was glad for what they were doing—having to take on more of those mercs, especially while walking through this spooky forest Blair Witch style, would have been more than a pain.

      “Basty, you’re alert?” I asked, and gave him a gentle nudge. He radiated warmth in response, moving to nuzzle my hand.

      His warmth gave me comfort. Good timing, too. I froze in place at the sight of a spot to our left where the ground gave out to an open, pitch-black area. Maybe it had been a spot where a tree had once been and fallen over, or some sort of sinkhole? I had no clue, but what I was sure of was the sensation of being watched from within.

      A voice sounded from inside, like a loud whisper, one that carried on the wind and moved about me. It was tempting, luring me in, and I even took a step toward that opening before stopping myself.

      A hand found my upper arm, and I broke out of it, turning to see Koharu beside me. She offered a comforting smile, then gestured with her staff for me to keep walking away from that opening.

      “Thank you,” I told her, seeing the others looking at me with worry.

      “Are you doing okay?” Jalee asked.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured them, walking past them and to Ahlaksiz, who glanced at me with her one normal eye and the Eye of Ra.

      “It calls me, too,” she said, voice deeper than normal. “Others, voices… power. So much… power.”

      “Then we’ll do this together,” I told her, wrapping her arm through mine so we could carry on together.

      Before long, the voices were coming even stronger, but with less of a temptation. Having Ahlaksiz at my side, and the others there with me, too, truly helped. It wasn’t until we came upon a silvery figure that stood in our path that I felt true fear, and stumbled back, losing my grip on Ahlaksiz.

      “Stand tall,” Suiko said, appearing at my side and gesturing for the spirit to move aside. “We have nothing to fear here.”

      “You think not?” the silvery spirit asked, tilting his head. “These are our woods.” A slur of Japanese words followed, then he reached out and brought his hand into a fist—an action that caused bursts of light around us, each forming into spirits until we were surrounded.

      While my knees trembled and threatened to give out, I was reminded of what Suiko had said regarding Basty. Knowing she wouldn’t do well against him either, I mentally called for her to return, and she obeyed as I reached up and lifted Basty from around my neck.

      “Your chance to shine,” I told him as he took form.

      He looked at me with wide eyes, fur starting to bristle out until he more resembled a creepy porcupine than Totoro. Tingling warmth ran up my arm and he muttered, “Good,” before turning to face the spirits. At that moment, they surged inward upon us, but Basty expanded out.

      Dark tendrils shot out from Basty, reminding me of inky arms, or the curse on the guy from that Mononoke Hime film. It surged in spirals, then shot out and caught the spirits by their throats and limbs, slamming them into the ground so they exploded in bursts of silver.

      The main one—the first to have spoken—was walking toward us, pushing through the dark tendrils as if they were water that only slowed his advance. His eyes were locked on me, but now that I had seen Basty in action, my fear was abating. In fact, I decided to think of this in an entirely different way—Fuck this guy for trying to mess up my day! With that thought in the front of my mind, I concentrated on the protection of my Alexandrite stone, on my powers as I had them so far, and channeled my energy into Basty. It was more than just me, however; I felt an added burst of power that I imagined had come from Suiko. As it shot out through Basty, lines of gold were added to the black tendrils; their combined energy started tearing away at his essence, leaving only empty night air behind.

      With a final burst from Basty’s and my energy, it was over. I stood with my little group, heart thudding, hands trembling.

      “Fucking hell,” Milrae said, then laughed. “You were hot!”

      “What?” I said, totally caught off guard by that comment.

      “She’s not wrong,” Kinara agreed, licking her lips as she eyed me.

      “The way he stood, bracing himself, then was all like, ‘Fuck off, ghost!’” Milrae ran a hand along her breasts, then up to her lips where she licked a finger. “I could take him right here, right now.”

      “Ladies,” Koharu said as if to scold them, though she was smiling.

      Ahlaksiz was already pushing on. “Don’t mind them. They can keep their panties on if he tells them to, and he will.”

      I frowned but knew she was right. Maybe other men would be fine with stripping and going at it any time, any place, but I wasn’t exactly in the mood. Not in a suicide forest, and especially not right after facing actual ghosts.

      “Keep it stored up,” I told the ladies, trying not to sound freaked. “When it’s time, I’ll make you erupt like a volcano.”

      They loved that, and I had no idea where it had come from.

      Pushing on, we must have walked for hours. What had started as a test of the will and supernatural was now a test of my everyday ability. So much of my life had been spent in front of screens and stuffing Doritos down my throat that walking for hours simply wasn’t my way.

      “Don’t attack,” Koharu said, pausing and standing in tree pose, staff at her side. I glanced back to see that Mizuki had done the same, and the rest were alert, though their eyes were darting about to show they were as confused as me as to what we were “not attacking.”

      I sensed the presence before seeing anything out of the ordinary. Bat senses went off, then a form came clearer with a click of my tongue. Whatever it was moved about as if carried on the wind, and I imagined another spirit, or maybe fairies—if those were real. I wouldn’t be surprised either way at this point.

      Shadows appeared, rising, charging us, but they didn’t make it within a close enough proximity to cause worry. As soon as they were within twenty feet, an invisible force pushed them back. It was then that I first saw the figure I’d been sensing—facing away from us, gone almost as quickly as I’d seen him, and too fast for me to understand what I’d witnessed.

      More shadows rose to look at us, but they retreated as another swoosh of the form moved around our number. I spun, wondering what would cause these shadows to flee like this.

      Out of nowhere, a distant song started. I couldn’t place which direction it came from—until I realized that it was coming from me. Or, more specifically, Suiko. I closed my eyes and could see her singing, though I didn’t understand why.

      “I hear you,” a man’s voice said, and the singing faded, though it didn’t stop.

      “Then you know who I am,” the song said, “and wouldn’t deny us an audience.”

      Energy flooded around us, but I felt it was protective. Opening my eyes, I saw that nothing had changed, but the sensation was as if everything had. A blanket of security had fallen over us, coming with whatever this was.

      “Why do you seek me out?” the voice asked, and we turned to see a clearing of the darkness. There, where it seemed the sunlight shone through on only one spot in the woods, stood a man with long, white hair tied back; his face was unclear in the shifting light, and he wore robes like an ancient samurai or noble.

      “Dallas…” Ahlaksiz said in awe and bowed.

      “Dallas?” I asked, confused.

      “Vaper is preferable, here,” the man said. “But I imagine Ahlaksiz fell into old habits. When we last met, I was under my guise as Dallas during a short stay in the States.” His eyes roamed over us. “What a group we have here. And is that…” Stopping to gaze at Suiko, he suddenly vanished only to reappear directly in front of her. He moved his hand up as if about to touch her cheek, but let it fall.

      “Hello, dear friend,” she said, causing a slight crease in the corners of his eyes of what I assumed to be pain. There was a history there, though clearly a complicated one.

      “I thought I’d never see you again,” he admitted. “I’m glad to be wrong, in this instance.”

      “And I.” She stood there, arms at her side, the two staring at each other as if each were studying a painting, trying to understand every stroke of the brush.

      After a few beats of this awkward silence, I bowed and said, “My name is Ferris. It’s an honor to meet you.”

      He blinked, seeming to have been pulled from the spell, and faced me. “It is an honor to meet you as well, considering the company you keep. You should know, I hadn’t meant to be found. And since you’re the only normal human among the group, I suppose you to have some other importance. Please, do tell.”

      “Of my importance?”

      “And reason for seeking me out.”

      I glanced nervously at Ahlaksiz, but as she opened her mouth to explain, I decided it would be better if it came from me.

      “We came to ask for your help. To…” Unsure I should do this, but figuring we had better lay all our cards on the table, I pulled around my satchel and pulled out first the Iridant, then the half of the sun disk. “To help me in my mission.”

      “I don’t get involved,” he said, though his focus on the two items told me he was at least curious.

      “I’m not asking that you get involved, only that you help me… advance.”

      “Train him,” Ahlaksiz cut in.

      “Train…?” He looked from her back to me, and frowned. “This is why you seek me out?”

      I nodded, then bowed at the waist. “Onegaishimasu.”

      “And the rest of you?” Vaper asked, giving me a slight bow of his head so I could straighten up. “You are here, so I assume you vouch for him?”

      “Of course,” blurted out Milrae. Kinara and Jalee quickly followed her lead.

      “We wouldn’t be here if not for him,” Mizuki said.

      Koharu bowed, then stepped closer to him. “If I may—the two of us serve the Monkey Princess. It was by her wish that we accompanied these others to find you, and by the Eye of Ra that she allowed them to use in this endeavor. Neither of us know him well, but from what we’ve observed, he is a kind and caring man.”

      “And powerful,” Suiko said. “I’ve connected with him. We are not linked, as these others are,” she paused to eye my monster ladies with a humored half-smile, “but on a spiritual level, I can vouch for him.”

      I hadn’t been aware she was probing so deeply while with me, but had no complaints if it helped win this man over to our side.

      He gave her a pleased nod. “There are few opinions I value more than yours, dear friend.”

      “Then you accept?” Ahlaksiz asked. “You will train him?”

      As his eyes weighed me, I felt an intense tingling in my mind, as if he was reading every thought. Finally, he said, “He has potential. For the Iridant, though? That is… dangerous, even with my training.” Turning to me again, he said, “Do you mind if Suiko shares with me what she has learned?”

      I gulped, unsure what that would entail, but I wasn’t about to reject any request from him. “Please.”

      “Suiko?”

      Turning into two balls of light, she floated to and around him, faster and faster until she was like a halo of light above his head. His eyes were wide as he saw what he could; then she was back at my side, in her normal state, and he was smiling.

      “She might have shown me more than I would have liked to see, but what I was looking for was there,” he said. “While I do not get involved, you have a good heart and will accomplish great things. As you are determined and would do more harm than not if I were to reject your request, I have decided. I cannot fully train you, as that would take too long. But, judging by what I’ve seen from you so far, I believe you are close to unlocking your next tier of advancement. For that, I can be of assistance.”

      I bowed, completely clueless about what this would truly mean, but floored at the idea of this acceptance, and the promise of what it meant for my future.
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      There was no time to hesitate, no time to even catch my breath and wonder what was to come. With one hand lifted, my surroundings transformed. I still stood on a dirt path, and the trees were still around me, but everyone else had faded; the forest looked nothing like it had moments before. Where it had been dark, it now glowed with golden light that filtered down to reflect off of the green. Specks of light reflected in the air on what I thought to be dust at first, but they were too large.

      “Welcome to the world as I see it,” Vaper said. “This energy around you can be used and manipulated in ways that will take you years to understand. Even then, only after you’ve trained long and hard. You have great company, though, and I have no doubt you will succeed if you put your mind to it.”

      “Thank you,” I muttered, looking around in awe.

      “You have learned to work well as part of a team. You can rely on them, which is great. How well can you rely on yourself?”

      “I…” Damn, he had me. My confidence had certainly grown lately, but only because I was surrounded by awesomeness. In nearly every situation, we’d persevered as a team. While I’d done my part, could I truly take credit for any of it?

      “Confidence in oneself is not a part of the use of prana and ichor. But it is a starting point, and as long as you don’t know your own abilities and feel you have to rely on others, you can never fully advance. You will have paths blocked off, paths that are necessary for full deification.”

      “Deification?” I asked, suddenly snapping to attention. “I’m not, I mean, I have no intention of being a god.” Maybe I wasn’t the strongest Christian, or didn’t even know if I believed in any of that stuff, but I’d at least been raised going to church. Maybe I did believe, on some level, because I was fully committed when I said, “That would be blasphemous.”

      He laughed but held up his hands at my look of annoyance. “I’m not laughing at you, but at the idea that you can’t achieve this level of greatness without committing blasphemy. Maybe another word will help? You won’t become a god, but the amount of power that you could potentially become capable of accessing would make you god-like. In terms of not God—you won’t be able to create Adam and Eve, for example. No, what I mean is like the gods of old, some of which, you might know, still exist in one form or another. You can become as powerful as any of them.”

      “Ah, I… see.”

      In truth, what he was saying seemed far beyond my reach, let alone my comprehension. I wanted to learn from him, so I went along with it. Regardless of my ability to understand, I would do my best.

      “Very well.” He motioned to the trees around me, glowing as if in a dream. “And you have a connection to nature, yes?”

      “I do.”

      “Then we shall start there. Show me the limits of this ability, as you know it to be.”

      “Sir?”

      “I want to know what you believe your limit to be, so you will attempt to use all the power you possess in this regard. Begin.”

      I blinked, turned to the trees, and thought, Here goes… Reaching out, I had the trees move, at first simply swaying, then getting into it and finding a rhythm. Embracing it, I started twisting my hands around and swaying, and so did they. Their branches intertwined, braiding and snapping back apart in rapid movements that would have seemed impossible if it hadn’t been happening before my eyes.

      “More,” Vaper said.

      If he said I could do more, I was damn sure going to try. Only what more was there? I had them move apart and then together, to do the wave, then to look like they were boxing each other. As embarrassing as it was, I simply didn’t know what else to do with them.

      “You are limited by your imagination more than your ability,” Vaper said, and approached, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Through you, I am not using your abilities or my own, but guiding your thoughts so that you can better understand. Do you accept?”

      I nodded.

      This time, when my hands started moving, ideas flowed. Whatever he was doing, it felt like a book had been closed in my mind and now was open, flipping through the pages; I absorbed each one with a simple glance.

      One second a tree would move, roots pushing through the ground so it seemed to walk, then I dug deep and lifted my hands to the sky. I felt the tree’s roots dig deep, pulling at the soil around it. The tree burst up and above the rest, growing as if captured by a time-lapse camera that would have covered many years.

      Vaper released me, and I stumbled back, staring at the tree in awe.

      “I did that?”

      “You did, and you can do it again, but only when you believe. And, I must admit, your ability could use some sharpening and honing before you can make use of such skills in battle. That day might not be as far off as you think, though. What I would like to achieve here is to help you see not only the internal power but this world as I view it. Once you’ve mastered that, you will understand where power exists in pockets, where it can be pulled from… and where you should avoid.”

      “Avoid?”

      “Dead spots, called so not only because they lack energy, but because attempting to use powers that rely on outside forces in such spots might have negative effects. Unforeseen consequences.”

      “I see.”

      “You might, or maybe you don’t yet. But you will.”

      With a wave of his hand, the woods returned to a state of darkness. But we now appeared to be in a completely different section of the woods, and it was darker than before. So dark that only the nearest trees were visible. Beyond that, I saw nothing but black. Considering that it shouldn’t even have been night yet, this was all very disorienting.

      “I’ve shown you the light, and now I want you to find it for yourself. Go, find your inner balance, your core vision, and open up to this part of your world that has always been there, for those who seek it out.”

      I opened my mouth to ask what he meant, but the man vanished. Was this even the same forest? For all I knew, I was in some other part of the world, or even another world entirely. Terror gripped at my chest for a moment; my breath strained as my eyes attempted to adjust to the darkness.

      He had told me I needed to learn how to find the light. Somewhere, even here, that spiritual energy lingered, waiting for me to find it. Magic, or power—whatever it truly was—could give me sight in a place like this.

      At first, I walked, using feel and clicking my tongue to get a sense of the area. That helped, but it wasn’t the point of the exercise, and no matter how far I walked, nothing changed. The ground became more uneven, and at one point I passed a dark, barely visible stream.

      So I found a rock near that stream and sat, listening to the water. Luckily, I didn’t have the urge to piss, or the sound of the stream would have been torture. That thought brought me down the rabbit hole of wondering when I had last used the bathroom. Was all this somehow pushing aside such needs? Maybe it was all in my head.

      Dammit, those lines of thought did nothing to help me here, so I focused instead on breathing, meditation as I’d practiced before, and finding the light. Or improving my sight? All the language Vaper had used had been over my head, but I imagined it wasn’t so important how one worded it, as long as the connection could be made.

      Breathing out, I paused, then took a deep breath, focusing not only on my energy, but on finding a way to see through it, to bring it through me in a way that would interact with my surroundings.

      Nothing happened. I sat in the darkness for what might have been hours, or might have been much less. Time lost all meaning in that dark forest.

      A thought finally came to me. My bat power allowed me to sense my surroundings in a way other than regular sight; that was based on a sort of echolocation going and bouncing off of my surroundings. Maybe this was similar?

      When I focused on my energy again, I tried, instead of just seeing with it, to use it to see my surroundings by finding the power, letting the two become one.

      In a burst of energy.

      “Already?” Vaper said, eyeing me with a bit of pride—and a hint of skepticism. “I’d almost say that was too fast.”

      “It came to me,” I said, “when I realized that I couldn’t force it, couldn’t just open my eyes and see it, but had to, in a sense, let my internal vision connect with the power.”

      He nodded, clearly impressed. “You did it on your own. Continue on that path, and you will unlock powers within that you can’t now possibly fathom.” His eyes lingered on mine, as if he wanted to ask something, but wasn’t sure he should.

      “What is it, sir?” I asked.

      “No, a simple human thought, nothing more.”

      “Is that so wrong?”

      He considered, then shook his head. “I suppose not.”

      “Well then?”

      “I was only curious. You’re from America, yes?”

      I nodded. “That’s right.”

      “How long has it been,” he said with a sigh. “When I was last there I passed through Texas, staying for a bit in Austin, but other cities as well. The food, especially the barbecue, I don’t know… seeing an American here brought back memories of those days, of that taste on my lips as I sat on a patio overlooking the river. Of all the Earthly pleasures, that one ranks among the highest in my book, though there are at least two competitors.”

      “I can think of a couple of good ones.” My mind went to the monster ladies and I turned, looking for them. “Speaking of…?”

      “Your friends? We will all be reunited shortly, once I’ve finished our lesson.”

      Having thought it done, I closed my mouth, waiting patiently for him to explain.

      “This is only the first stage of your training, but for what you desire… it should be enough,” Vaper said. “And it can only be completed in one way.”

      I waited patiently, hands folded in my lap.

      “Why do you suppose I am where I am?” he asked.

      “My best guess, some sort of spiritual connection to the place?”

      He considered. “In a way, yes. But it’s more than that. Japanese shrines and temples carry large amounts of that energy from the other worlds and planes. Sometimes I travel through the void; others I sit and watch over the worlds, or find myself close to these spiritual waypoints. To meditate, channel my energy into ways that will help both the universe and myself. Nature, too, has its own energy.”

      “And Mt. Fuji has shrines on it,” I said, putting the two together.

      “This world has very few spiritual locations as powerful as this one.” He turned, waving a hand so the trees moved aside to give us a view of the mountain above. “So it will be that, if you hope to accomplish what it is you came here to do, you must climb the mountain and connect to this spiritual power. Find it for yourself, alone, and do what must be done.”

      If I understood what he was telling me, I had to climb Mt. Fuji, by myself, and there complete my training by reaching out to touch this energy he had been showing me how to connect with.

      As much as I’d always wanted to climb Mt. Fuji, and equally, as much as I now wanted to cultivate this energy they spoke of, this sounded horrible. That didn’t mean for a second I was going to do anything but accept the mission.

      “When do I start?” I asked.

      He stepped aside, motioning for me to follow the path he had made. “Now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      My only thought was, What the fuck’s wrong with me?

      In the moment of climbing, endlessly walking up that damn mountain, doubt and regret penetrated me from every direction. I had briefly told the monster ladies, Basty, and Suiko my farewell below, and what I needed to do. They had been supportive, telling me they believed in me and that they’d be waiting for me at the bottom.

      Back there with them, anything had seemed possible. Now, my breaths came heavy, my legs shook from exhaustion, and there was not a friend in sight.

      I was starting to hate life. I was beginning to wonder why I wasn’t back home playing around with ideas for my visual novel, or working with artists to come up with some new ideas. That was the simple life. A life I could make last an eternity. Out here, I felt like Bilbo in those first few days after leaving the shire. But there was no dragon on my mountain, no halls of gold. At least, not that I knew of.

      Instead, it was just me, walking up a damn mountain to reach a sense of spiritual enlightenment, or some such bullshit.

      I turned, arms around my torso as I shivered with the cold, and shouted, “FUCK ME!” at the night. Standing there, I paused, looking out over the view of Japan. Lakes shimmered with the setting sun, indicating how long I had been walking. Mostly it was nature from here, but I could make out patches of villages or cities. A breath of fresh hair helped clear my mind, and I reminded myself of the cost of giving up. Possibly saying goodbye to my monster ladies, to all of this? Not a fucking chance.

      If this mountain killed me, at least I’d go down with the knowledge that I’d done them proud. So I turned, pressing on, telling myself there wasn’t anything the mountain could do to break my will.

      You can believe it damn well tried. Within an hour of that moment, a light mist started to wake me up, then that mist turned to rain. I took refuge in a nasty-smelling toilet, where I tried to hold my shriveled dick with my cold-as-ice hands, and took a piss. I imagined a number two was in order since it had been a while, but there wasn’t a chance of me doing that on this cold mountain. Better to keep climbing and get it over with.

      Opening the door to the cold wind, I was not at all happy to find that the rain had become sleet, and I wondered what the hell was going on with this place. Considering the time of year, the weather didn’t seem right. Someone or some force was messing with me, without a doubt.

      It had grown dark, and while I could still find my path, I imagined it would have been so much easier with crowds during the climbing season. Still, I pressed on, doing my best to ignore the pain and exhaustion. How long had it been since I’d last slept? Naps, sure, but actual sleep… I couldn’t remember. Tunisia?

      At one point I had to climb some rocks instead of merely walking the trail. I glanced about, wondering if I’d somehow taken a wrong turn, but no, it didn’t seem that way. Hunger gnawed at my insides; I had been stupid enough not to bring anything. Or maybe that was part of this test? A vending machine tempted me, but it was turned off and I had no money—meaning I’d be stealing, and I wasn’t about to do that.

      I licked my lips and eyed the rocky terrain, noting a lack of bushes or trees at this point. A glint of hope arose, however, at the sight of a sign that told me I was at the old eighth station. It was only because I’d watched some VR climbing videos long ago that I knew this meant I was on the Yoshida or Subashiri trail, and that the end of the climb was coming up. When climbing, one can’t really tell; all you see is the side of the mountain. Each ledge had seemed like the top to me, so finally I stopped letting my hope rise. This time, though, I had a literal sign.

      Reaching deep within, I focused on my internal energy, my core, and pulled on what I could to give myself the energy I needed. The result surprised me. While before I’d been able to move faster in water, here I started pushing myself with the surrounding water in the air; as the rain and sleet fell on me, despite making me cold and miserable, I received energy. I was pushed along so the last legs of that hike were almost nothing to me.

      Or so I thought until I reached the top. It was there that a sudden emptiness hit as if the source I’d been pulling on for my power had gone dry. That was when the cold and pain started to hit, but I was passing under the final torii gate, the shrine in sight. Mt. Fuji’s peak was exactly as I’d seen it in the 360 videos online, but I was too busy wheezing and looking for a spot to sit to truly appreciate it. From the corner of my eye, I made out the crater and rising steam. The sleet must have stopped at some point, or I’d grown so used to it that I wasn’t noticing it now. A bench at a viewpoint was tempting, but the shrine building wasn’t far, and that was my destination.

      Stumbling to the shrine, I arrived only to collapse and catch myself on one of its walls. There I leaned, on my knees, catching my breath, simply wondering if maybe that Dorito-lifestyle was the way to go after all.

      “Suck it up,” I muttered to myself. “You’ve made it this far.”

      I took a deep breath, focused on my energy flow, and found that spot within that first Suiko had helped me reach, then the deeper one I’d managed to open with Vaper’s help. Another breath, and on the way out I pushed the negative, forcing it to leave my body. My eyes moved from the ground to the sky and I marveled at the stars. It made sense why the sleet had stopped—I was above the clouds. They formed a smooth bed in all directions, but where I was, only the tip of the mountain showed to the night sky. More stars than I’d ever seen in my entire life welcomed me, sparkling softly as if to say “hello” to me, to celebrate my victory in the most peaceful way they knew. This was how the sky should always look.

      Another deep breath and I turned my gaze to the shrine, adjusting my body to face it, keeping one hand on the shrine wall while I bowed my head.

      “Here goes,” I muttered and focused on my next breath, deciding this was the time. Already the energy flowing through my body made me feel rejuvenated, and I was in such a sudden state of peace that I didn’t want to waste it.

      When Vaper had said this was one of the most peaceful locations on Earth, he hadn’t been kidding. A wave of spiritual energy charged me as I opened myself to that spot, feeling I could have climbed the mountain one hundred times over again right then.

      Instead, I used that energy to focus on the Iridant, touching the power of my Alexandrite stone, and said, “Now. I call on you. Come.”

      Unlike before, this time, the answer was complete and immediate. No monster girl thumped in a closet or bed, instead I was alerted to her presence by the sound of rock splitting, by her roar, then intense heat and spiritual energy. Turning toward the energy, I witnessed her emerging from the side of that steaming crater, and instantly understood her power, why it had been so impossible for me to summon her before.

      This wasn’t a normal monster girl. This creature that emerged seemed to be made largely of stone—or at least covered by it—with lines and cracks of steaming red. Blood? Or… lava? She didn’t crawl from the stone. Rather, she pushed stone away and shot out, jumping to land on the side of the crater closer to me, and standing there, staring down with a glare.

      I rose to face her. She had to be at least seven feet tall. Close up like this, I saw that flesh melded with stone, as if the rock grew from her to form armor and weapons. Her eyes were a fiery red, steam rising from her mouth with each breath. At least she breathed, so that told me something about her nature. This creature would have been truly terrifying at any other time, but after all I’d been through, and with my current connection to the spiritual world, I stood my ground.

      “Welcome,” I said.

      She sneered, eyes moving past me, then head swiveling to take in our island above the clouds. “To where, exactly?”

      “Earth. I’ve called you here to help in a quest, and to assist us in opening a way back to your world.”

      She turned her fiery eyes back to me, and while she took me in, I marveled at her. Power radiated off her. Where there was flesh—abs, thighs, breasts—her skin was tight, muscles threatening to break through. Her breasts and inner thighs, and area between, all glowed with such intensity, my eyes hurt just from looking. Maybe that was how she wanted it? Around her head, the rock formed in a protective helmet in a wave that could almost pass for hair.

      “You want my help, you don’t simply summon me,” she said. “You earn it.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “Prove you’re worthy.” She seemed to smile, though it was hard to tell, and I didn’t have much time to judge before she attacked. First, it was a simple lunge as she swiped at me. Her hand glowed red, and as it passed my face—I dodged, thanks to the blur that helped me see it coming—the heat of it caused me to stumble away and lose my footing.

      Spinning, she lifted that same hand, and the heat had formed in its center, giving it a very Ironman look.

      “Shit,” I muttered, realizing what was coming, and dodged out of the way. The blast shot by me like a beam of lava, and I came at her with my hunter sword appearing in my hands.

      My goal here wasn’t to kill her but to get her on my side. It seemed, though, that she required a demonstration of my skill.

      As for brute power, I was lacking. But I had other skills, and as I sliced through the air, I realized those skills would be very necessary here. Especially when she knocked the sword from my hand and nearly slammed her fiery hand into my face.

      My bat senses helped me dodge the strike, but then she sent out a wave of heat. To my relief, I was so in tune with myself that I remembered the Alexandrite and focused on it. Most of the heat was absorbed by the stone; to my relief, I found a new burst of energy. It was as if the stone had channeled the attack into something I could use.

      With the energy fresh, I clicked my tongue to get a sense of my surroundings, then said, “Let’s take this fight to my turf.”

      With a step back, senses telling me I was at a drop-off, I fell and went rolling. But that took me back into the clouds and sleet, and meant my water power would be in effect. As a bonus, when the glow that was the monster girl showed in a blur through the thick clouds, she let out a roar of what I assumed to be pain. Like Jalee, who wasn’t good with water, this monster was also at least inhibited by it; it made sense, given her fiery nature. Still, she charged me, the ground shaking with each thunderous step.

      She didn’t know that I could use my new surroundings, however, so when I dodged left, I used the area around me to make it a feint. I came back and summoned the sword to whack her with its broadside—but she turned fast, blocking the strike with the stone of her forearm. Her counterstrike nearly got me; I managed to fall back from it, losing my balance and calling on the water to help.

      But I miscalculated and my bat sense was off, maybe marred by the very clouds that were helping me. I missed a step and my fall was too fast for the water in the air to help. It might have been a good thing, though, because even as I landed and felt pain radiate up my side, a sizzle sounded in the air above, as if another of her blasts had narrowly missed me.

      “Impressive,” she said, “the ability to be clumsy enough not to die.”

      “You wouldn’t kill me,” I said, pushing myself up and taking a quick breath while regaining my focus.

      “And why not?” She appeared over me, and the effect of her height while being on a higher ledge was quite intimidating.

      “Because you’d be missing out on all the fun times we’re going to have together.”

      The fire in her eyes surged; from where I stood it wasn’t clear if that was a sign of humor or annoyance. It didn’t matter, because I’d only been buying time. Swiping out for her legs, I caught one with the flat of the sword; there was enough force behind the attack—helped by the water in the air—to cause her to stumble.

      She roared, spinning as she almost missed her step, but I was moving again, and slammed my shoulder into her thigh to send her falling. The ground shook as she hit it, and she went skidding down at least twenty feet before stopping herself. Rocks tumbled on down below, and she lifted a hand to shoot.

      The blast came faster than I was ready for. A shield charm, maybe—did I have one of those?—or maybe some water effect caused the attack to glance right off of me. I jumped and used the water in the air to slow my fall just enough to land, straddling her, my sword at her throat underneath the chin, where its tip met soft flesh. I didn’t push, but simply held it there, breathing slow and steady.

      I didn’t say a word, instead waiting to see what her next move would be. To my relief, she let her hands fall to her side, their fiery glow fading. The red heat subsided from her almost entirely, except for her eyes. This seemed to be a power of hers.

      “You win,” she said. “I give you my name, to call on me as you will. My name is Devasla. Now get off of me.”

      “Ferris,” I replied, and stepped off. Offering a hand to help, I hesitated, unsure if her hand would burn right through mine.

      She eyed me, laughed, then pushed herself up with ease. Her muscles rippled through the motion, reminding me how powerful she was. In that brief instant when I’d had her on the ground, I’d nearly forgotten.

      “Human?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “I’m familiar with the concept,” she admitted. “Though you’re the first I’ve met in person.”

      “Same here. Whatever you are.”

      She grunted, and this time when her eyes flared, it seemed to be with humor. “I don’t have an answer for that. From what I’ve been able to tell, I come from a group that lived in the fiery mountains, though I might be part ifrit, part lava monster, maybe a bit of golem. It’s complicated.”

      “I’d say.” Glancing around, and realizing the sleet was still causing her discomfort, I gestured down the hill. “Shall we get out of here?”

      She considered me. “I don’t understand much of what happened to bring me here, but you bested me, and that says something about you. What I do know is this—I can’t stay. You pulled me away from an act of long-sought-after revenge, and if I don’t return now, I might forever lose my chance.”

      I scrunched up my face. “Sorry, but I don’t exactly know how to send you back.”

      “Send me…?” She laughed. In the darkness, with that sound, there was something actually feminine about her—plus, with the glow gone, her flesh was more visible, though dark in the night and sleet. “I said I’m part ifrit, did I not? At least in my world, that means, well… let me test it.”

      To my surprise, she looked at a spot in the ground and it glowed bright, rock melting away to form a yellow, glowing area wide enough for her passage.

      “There you go. My way in and out,” she said. “I’ve told you my name, and you’ve summoned me once. Wait, you tried before, didn’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “Ahhh. Well, next time you simply add my name to it, and I come. There will be no challenge, though I have yet to make up my mind about you. I’ll come, and see what I can do to help you with this problem of yours. You’ve impressed me, after all, and that’s no easy task.”

      “That should do,” I said, not liking the idea of having come all this way only to see her leave again, but something about her made me believe her words. “How long do you need?”

      “Long?” She glanced around, considering. “Half of a sleep-cycle, I should think.”

      “Ah. You don’t have hours? I’ll assume a sleep cycle is close to eight hours, as it is for us, though that could be wildly off. We’ll give you time. I think we can manage that.”

      “We?”

      I indicated the way down. “Back there, I have a group that is waiting. Several others that I’ve summoned from your world, and some from mine. They’ll… love you.”

      That last part was a wild guess and perhaps a stretch; judging by her laugh, she thought so, too.

      “Where I’m from, others fear me—not love me. You’re a strange one, Ferris.”

      “Thanks.”

      With another weighing glance my way, she nodded, then stepped into her fiery portal and was gone.

      Even after she left, I felt her presence. Not like she was with me, but like she was only a phone call away, and that brought me comfort. Then again, she’d said she was part ifrit—weren’t they known for their trickery? That was something I’d have to figure out, but for now, I had to stick with trust.

      I turned to make my way back down the mountain, chest puffed out with pride, all exhaustion and pain replaced with excitement for the days ahead and the idea of having Devasla on our side in a fight against those in the monster mansion.
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      My group met me along the path, near a section called Station Five, where a couple of large buildings would host hikers during the hiking season. Vaper allowed Kinara to break in to get me dry, warm clothes and some energy bars but had insisted Ahlaksiz leave payment, which she did gladly.

      After quickly dressing and conveying what had happened, they all stared at me with awe, all but Vaper. He nodded wisely and said, “I sensed it in you. Well done.”

      “Thank you for all you’ve done,” I said, glad to find Jalee holding onto me, sending little waves of electricity around me that were both shocking and kind of annoying, but also warming.

      “I agreed to train you, and nothing more,” Vaper replied. “Which means I must go on my way, now. I will not linger here, as I have no doubt your actions atop the mountain have alerted others.”

      “STP will be coming, I have no doubt,” Ahlaksiz said. She nodded to the parking lot, where, to my relief, the car sat waiting. I was so glad they’d brought it. Even if I was badass and had my power restored, I loved the idea of not having to walk back to where we’d earlier left it.

      “Let’s not dawdle, then,” Vaper said, and he stepped forward, offering me a hand. “As the Americans do.”

      I accepted, shook his hand with both of mine, then stepped back to bow low. “Argiatou gozaimasu.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, and when I looked up, he was gone. I had a feeling that wouldn’t be the last we’d see of him. Even if he proclaimed that he didn’t want to get involved, in a sense, he already was.

      The rest of us piled into the car, and Ahlaksiz confirmed my thoughts. “Don’t worry, he’ll show up,” she said. “He always promises to not get involved, but when the world truly needs him, he can’t resist.”

      “And the Fuji monster?” I decided to call Devasla that, as I’d summoned her at Fuji. At least until she was okay with me telling the others her true name. “Do you think I’ll truly be able to call on her when it’s time?”

      “You said you maintain a connection; you sense her?”

      I closed my eyes to confirm, and in that instant felt her heat, sensing her attacking someone—I could even hear the roaring of enemies as she tore through them.

      “I sense her, strongly,” I replied.

      Ahlaksiz smiled, patting me on the shoulder. “In that case, without a doubt.”

      We were all in the car, except for Mizuki. All of us made room, waiting, but she shook her head. “Koharu, it’s time. The Eye of Ra has served its purpose. We must return it to the princess for safekeeping.”

      Koharu, now squeezed into the car, frowned. “The princess and I spoke, before… about me going out into the world. To learn, to bring knowledge back. Serve as an ambassador of sorts, to those others out there. I think… I believe this is the time.”

      “You’d stay with them?” Mizuki asked, eyes wide.

      “If they’ll have me.”

      My first thought was, Fuck yes. My second, and overriding one, was that I was going to shut up and let the ladies answer this one. Turning to face Milrae first, I waited. She didn’t make eye contact with me but shifted to the monkey woman behind her.

      “Why?” Milrae asked.

      “I like you all. Your dynamics, your adventures…. what you’re trying to accomplish. I could no more return to bathing and doing nothing all day as you could spend a lifetime away from Ferris.”

      Milrae finally looked my way, blushed slightly, and nodded. “It’s fine by me. She may come.”

      The others didn’t even debate it. Kinara let out a yelp of excitement before saying, “Goody!” and Jalee nodded enthusiastically.

      “Welcome,” Ahlaksiz said.

      “In that case… It will a solo journey,” Mizuki said.

      “You can’t join us?” Kinara asked.

      “We have a duty. No, I must be going. The eye?” She held out her hands and waited while Ahlaksiz pulled the ball of light from her face, handing it over. When she turned to me, it was her again—still young, but no glowing eye.

      “Thank you for your help, Mizuki-san,” I said, and bowed my head. The others said their thanks as well, then goodbyes, and she was off, rejecting our offer to give her a lift.

      “She doesn’t need it,” Koharu said, pointing. “Watch.”

      Sure enough, Mizuki leaped into the air and landed on a little puff of cloud that appeared; then she was off, zipping through the sky until she vanished from sight.

      “Can you do that?” I asked.

      “Not yet,” Koharu replied. “As you trained, so must I. With your help, perhaps? All of your help?”

      “Gladly,” I replied, and we lifted into the sky, done with our Mt. Fuji trip.

      All that was left was to return to the States and confront the lamia and her followers, to obtain the other half of the sun disk. From there, I imagined the fun would just be getting started.

      But first, Ahlaksiz insisted we stop by to check on Yuki. With more time in Japan, I wasn’t about to complain. Plus, with everything that had happened, and this new power still feeling like it was threatening to explode out of me, I didn’t mind at all the idea of at least getting a chance to catch my breath.

      We came in low over a Ferris wheel—yes, I’ve always liked them for their name—while cloaked, of course. Ahlaksiz had to circle to get her sense of direction right. When she spotted a large shopping center, she turned to us with a wide smile and said, “Even after fifty or sixty years, I’ve still got it.”

      Hearing those words from a woman who looked so young was just wrong. I had to laugh and shake my head at the thought. While Mizuki had left with the Eye of Ra for safekeeping with the Monkey Princess, the youth that it had brought Ahlaksiz wasn’t fading anytime soon, from what I could tell.

      She landed between a low stone wall and the back of a house—a road, I supposed, but one of the narrowest I’d ever seen. From there, she pulled into a driveway, uncloaked, and said, “I just need to run in, to check on them. Does anyone want to come with?”

      “Actually, I wouldn’t mind,” I said. Even if the guy had betrayed me, the woman had helped us out—and he’d proven to be okay in the end. I wanted to give him another chance. To try this whole talking thing when he wasn’t trying to fuck me over.

      “I’ll wait here,” Kinara said. “Need to… close…” She was out.

      “Same.” Koharu leaned against the wall, closing her eyes.

      “Someone has to watch over them,” Milrae said, and Jalee just shrugged, mumbling about not wanting to impose. Considering Suiko was back in me—yeah, a weird thought—and Basty was around my neck as a scarf again, I figured they were both joining us. That was a relief because I still wasn’t completely trusting of this Greg guy. True, he’d come through, but for all I knew he could still be planning something.

      I tried to get those thoughts out of my head and followed Ahlaksiz around to the front door.
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      “Welcome,” Yuki said, opening the door with the baby at her breast. That was a bit awkward, but I wasn’t a perv about it. I simply turned to Greg as we entered and offered him a smile.

      “You made it,” he said, while Ahlaksiz stood with Yuki, talking about how adorable the baby was.

      “We made it,” I replied. “Thanks to you.”

      “And you… succeeded?” Yuki asked, taking the baby to her shoulder and rubbing its back as she bounced lightly, breast still out and slightly dripping. I quickly averted my gaze back to Greg, who eyed me with humor and shrugged.

      “Dude, breastfeeding is natural. No need to be shy.”

      “I just…”

      He laughed, then motioned to Yuki. “He’s not used to it. Take it easy on him.”

      “I’m not about to apologize for doing my thing,” Yuki said to me with a laugh and handed the baby to Ahlaksiz. She took a cloth to wipe the milk drop from her nipple, then covered herself. “But I won’t torture you anymore, either.”

      Seeing a breast was hardly torture, but I certainly didn’t need to point that out, especially in front of her husband.

      “Ah, yes, success,” I said, grinning and trying not to look like I’d been embarrassed. “And you two? Talked it through?”

      “We did,” Greg said. “Her mom’s still sleeping, and the baby was until about a minute before you arrived, so we had a good chance to talk.”

      I nodded, glad for them.

      “But… we can’t stay, and neither can her mom,” Greg said. “STP will find us, and they’ll definitely be looking. Since I was never intending to betray them, I didn’t cover my trail very well. Plus, if they find Yuki’s mom, that could be bad for everyone.”

      My curiosity was killing me in terms of who her mom might be—some ancient Japanese Myth? A goddess? But for now, I simply asked, “What will you do?”

      “We don’t know yet.”

      “I do,” Ahlaksiz said. “They’ll come to join us.”

      “Join…?” My eyes went wide. I was ready to forgive this guy, but to have them live with us back in the States? And with STP after them? It seemed a bit much. “Where?”

      “I have some thoughts,” Ahlaksiz said. “It will take some time to get everything ready though.” Eyeing Yuki, and handing back over the baby, she asked, “Can you find temporary housing in the meantime? Because if not, I can put in a call to Goldie. I imagine she could help for a couple of days, and that’s all we’d need, at most. I hope.”

      “That would be great,” Yuki said, then cringed slightly. “Even if Goldie never liked me much.”

      “She’ll learn to.”

      They beamed, and I turned to look out the window, eyeing the little garden outside. “Close to Tokyo Disneyland, right? This house?”

      “We are,” Greg said.

      I shook my head. “A shame we have to leave. That’s on one of my top ‘Gotta visits’ of all time.”

      “Yeah, you said so,” Greg replied, then eyed Yuki as if sharing a secret.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Tell him,” Greg said, excitedly.

      “Actually, I can pull some strings,” Yuki said, glancing at the clock. It was still six in the morning. “Greg mentioned your obsession, and I think we can get you in before they open. Would you like that?”

      “Are you serious?” I put my hand to my mouth. Judging by the look I got from Ahlaksiz, this was a bit of an overreaction. Still, I couldn’t let this opportunity pass by. “We can spare a couple of hours. I mean… right?”

      Ahlaksiz considered, then nodded. “You deserve to reward yourself, and if this is how you’d like to do it—”

      “Yes! Yes, it is, or I would. Ahhh! I’m so excited.”

      “Bro,” Greg said, hands out; one went to his lips before he gestured to the baby in Yuki’s arms. “Baby’s sleeping.”

      “Oh, right. When do we go?”

      “I’ll make the call, you all get moving so you can make it,” Yuki said.

      “You’re not coming with?”

      “Not this time,” she replied.

      Greg nodded, taking her hand in his. “We… need some time to talk. To heal. But when we come to visit you in Cali, it’s on.”

      “Deal.”

      I couldn’t believe we were doing this; when we said our goodbyes and I skipped out to the car, the others were full of disbelief as well.

      “We’re doing what?” Koharu asked.

      “Tokyo Disney!” I said. “Just briefly, before the park opens to the public. We’ll be able to get there in a flash with this car thing, and Yuki has connections. So wake up, sleepyheads, it’s time to have some fun!”

      “How… how are your eyes even open right now?” Jalee asked, stretching and moving her head to rest on Milrae’s breast like a pillow. The latter didn’t care; she was too busy glaring at me.

      “Listen,” I said, “I’ll get you all coffee, okay? I…” Glancing around, I was ecstatic to see a vending machine—the kind with hot coffee. “There, I’ll get you coffee. Please, do this for me? I’ll owe you all.”

      “On the coffee,” Ahlaksiz said, already heading for the vending machine and chuckling to herself.

      They mumbled their surrender, and soon we had coffee and were airborne, me bursting with excitement. I nearly burnt my tongue on the drink, I was so excited to chug it.

      Then we were there. I ran out of the car, turning back to pull them along—you get the idea. I was like a little kid who had never been before. I had been to California Disneyland plenty of times. This was different, and yet, the same in many ways.

      Once we had been let inside and given free access to the park with a guide who would get the rides going for us, I was walking on sunshine. Being given early access to the park was a dream come true. There were staff members here and there, but mostly it was just us, walking around without worrying about bumping into people.

      And no lines! We quickly took our picture with Ahlaksiz’s phone at the castle and in front of the Pirates ride, then I insisted we start the rides with Splash Mountain. The ladies weren’t sure what to think of the animatronics, but when we got to the drop, Kinara grabbed me from behind while Milrae—who’d had my arms on her stomach as I sat between the two—grabbed my hands and randomly thrust them to her breasts. That made it all the more fun for me. It was great to have flotation devices when needed.

      Next, we ran to the Haunted Mansion, followed by Pirates of the Caribbean. Everyone thought the Haunted Mansion ride was a hoot, especially Suiko, who was pleased to see humans grasping the idea of spirits and death with such levity.

      The pirate one confused them, though, so Ahlaksiz had to give them a little history lesson as we headed over to the Indiana Jones ride.

      “Don’t tell me,” I said, leaning in, “you were around then, and met Blackbeard firsthand?”

      She laughed. “No, I was in China during most of that time.”

      If it were possible, my eyes went even wider. Indiana Jones ended up being Koharu’s favorite ride, but I was pissed because this wasn’t the ride I was used to. This was some weird Crystal Skull version. Ugh.

      Of course, only Ahlaksiz got the movie connection, a point which I would have to fix before too long—once we were all back in my apartment, maybe? Imagining them all in my little place was both exciting and scary. Did I even have room for them? How would we be… personal, with Suiko and Koharu around? That was all very confusing, but a question for another day. Right now, it was time to focus on having fun at Tokyo Disney.

      To my surprise, on the Matterhorn, Kinara complained that she was bored. It was over so quickly, and not as if these ladies lacked thrills in life.

      “Come on,” I said, leading them to Toon Town and the Roger Rabbit ride. I figured going for whacky above thrills would be better. They were having fun, but Kinara, sharing a car with me as we spun, leaned over and said, “I think it’s all great, but you know what I’d rather be doing?”

      “What?” I asked.

      Instead of answering with words, she used her extra strength to push the bar back, sank to her knees, and pulled out my cock. As I spun and watched neon spirals, she went down on me. I’d always enjoyed the ride, but this was a whole new level of excitement.

      “Oh, my,” Jalee exclaimed as the cars spun and she and Milrae faced us; there was no way they would have missed what was going on. I shrugged.

      We started to spin again, but Jalee suddenly pushed herself up and leaned over, touching me with a shock that sent me into immediate orgasm mode. I came hard and without warning, and Kinara came up gagging a bit. But she licked her lips, smiled, and went back down to ensure she hadn’t missed any.

      At least we were cleaned up and back in our seats when the ride came to a stop and the worker helped us out.

      I stumbled, caught myself on the railing, and blamed it on the sudden stop of movement. Kinara giggled, leading the way out of there with a bounce in her step. We ended the morning on Space Mountain, which I guess had some new name to it, but I ignored that and stuck to the original. In my mind, it would always be Space Mountain, as much as I loved Star Wars.

      On our way out, they were starting to get everything open, and early “Magic Hour” guests were arriving. We bought churros and lollipops, a turkey leg for me, and, lastly, stopped to get a bucket of strawberry popcorn, then one black pepper-flavored. To my surprise, the latter was my favorite; the strawberry had been too sweet.

      “So this is the real you?” Koharu asked.

      I turned back with a mouthful of popcorn and tried to say, “What’ya mean?”

      It went everywhere, earning a mixture of groans and laughter.

      “When you’re not training with spirits or fighting STP, you’re a kid in a candy shop? That’s how the saying goes, right?”

      I considered her question, then nodded. “Pretty much, yeah.”

      She considered this, then gave me an approving smile and nod. “Fun. I like fun.”

      “Me too,” I replied, with a wide grin. Seeing Kinara nodding off in the backseat, and Jalee yawning, I decided I’d completely exhausted them. It was time to let them sleep, and to close my eyes as well. As I did, images of our fun morning at Tokyo Disney rushed through my mind; then Suiko was there, looking at me as she took the images and pulled them into a little ball.

      “That was fun,” she said, holding the ball and staring into it as if it were a snow globe with moving images. “Oh, this place?” She grinned as if debating whether to explain. “It’s a new spot you opened during your training with Vaper, one where you can retreat to when you need it, or visit me when you’d like to… chat.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was mistaken about the tone in her voice as she’d said “chat,” or the way she then smiled. Considering this was in my head, I wasn’t even really sure if it was happening or was some sort of dream. Regardless, I found myself there, accepting the memory ball from her.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Something fun. I don’t know if it’ll ever prove useful in any meaningful way, but it’s a little trick I learned long ago. This way, you can access the memories whenever you want, and it’s not like a blurred recollection you’re not even sure of, but as if you were living it over again. Go on, give it a try.”

      She was right. In a flash, I was back at Tokyo Disney, but I was able to move through the memories as I desired. At one instant I was clutching Milrae’s breasts again on Splash Mountain; the next orgasming into Kinara’s mouth during the Roger Rabbit ride. Then there was that first bite of churro, warm and full of cinnamon goodness. And it all seemed as real as it had been in the moment.

      Pulled out of it, I stared at the crystal ball, then bowed to Suiko. “Nothing could be more meaningful. Thank you.”

      “I should note, that part where you became intimate with Kinara…” She grinned. “I’d never experienced an orgasm through a man’s point of view before. It was fun.”

      My eyes went wide. “I—er—I’m… sorry?”

      “For what?”

      “Not thinking about that, in the moment. You were with us, but that wasn’t appropriate.”

      She looked at me, considering, then chuckled before turning, starting to fade. “Go, sleep now. While you may rest in this state, it isn’t a replacement, exactly. We will visit here again, I am sure.”

      “I would like that,” I replied, still feeling slightly mortified, or at least quite embarrassed, at the idea that she’d been inside me during that quick blowjob.

      As she and that place faded, I felt sleep starting to come over me. Before allowing it, I opened my eyes and looked out the window to see us flying out toward the water. I’d be sad to leave Japan behind but was sure we would come back someday. And now I had friends there I could visit, too, if I could count Yuki and Greg as friends. That was a slippery one, but I thought I could grasp the idea of doing so. Maybe after Greg treated me to a few shots of sake.

      We had so much to do before such vacations could be a reality. For now, it was time to challenge Rand Jacobs and the mansion of monsters.

      Well, after some well-deserved sleep.
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      Here are your favorite monster ladies!
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      (1) Kinara (AKA Chirop): A bat girl who Ferris first summoned in his closet thanks to an obsidian bat his brother gave him. His brother didn’t know what it was, of course. Her favorite foods include raw meat, squirrel, and whatever she can catch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: Jalee]
        

      

      (2) Jalee (AKA Thunderbird): The thunderbird, first summoned out at Big Bear Lake. Her wings come out with electricity. She likes a little spark in her relationships.
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      (3) Milrae (AKA Milkshake): She’s a bit of a red-panda hybrid with regular panda, meets demon. Kind of. We’ll find out more soon! For now, suffice it to say she enjoys milkshakes and hamburgers.
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      (4) Ahlaksiz: The older woman of the group, and ironically a cougar. On the nose? Sure, but why not! She owns the shop where Ferris first got the totem, and has now joined them in their fun. She looks a bit younger here, and if you’ve read, you might know why.

      

      And don’t miss out on the rest of them in the next book! Be sure to follow me on Amazon and join my Facebook group to ensure you’re caught up.
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      Now that we've completed book 3, I want to take a second to say thank you so much! Some of you were able to hop into the Kickstarter for the audiobooks, or my other campaigns -- and none of this could have been possible without you. 

      

      I'm really loving these books, and hope you are too. In fact, I already have the cover for five, and the artist is working on more. 

      

      Book 4 is in progress, and I've included a sample below, just for you. Enjoy! 

      

      
        
        Facebook Group:

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/JamieHawke

      

      

      
        
        Check out the Kickstarter:

      

      

      
        
        https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/jamiehawke/monster-girl-in-my-closet-harem-audiobooks  
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      SAMPLE:

      

      Book  4 - Chapter 1

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And…?”

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

      “Well, now I’m curious.”

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

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

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

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

      “Oh. Good?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Then why’d you cook so much?”

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

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

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

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

      “The mansion?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And Amabie?” I asked.

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

      “You want to call for her there?”

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

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

      “What?” I asked.

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

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

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

      “What, no good?”

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

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

      Then the door opened, and standing there in her cop uniform and with a pleased grin was none other than Ahlaksiz’s daughter—Bloodsong.

      

      (Find it on Amazon and KU)
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      Jamie Hawke

      

      After working on Marvel properties and traveling the world, Jamie Hawke decided to settle down and write fun, quirky, and sexy pulp science fiction and superhero books. Are they all harem? Oh yeah. Oh yeahhhh. 

      

      It all started when Jamie was eleven, creating nude superhero comics with his best friend. What perverts! But hey, they were fun and provided good fodder for jokes up into their adult years. Now the stories have evolved, but they capture that same level of fun. Hopefully you will enjoy them as much as the author loved writing them! 
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