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    Monster Hunt NYC is dedicated to my father, an Austin, Texas musician, who passed away on May 3rd, 2018, exactly one week before the publication of this book. 
 
     My father was the person who encouraged me to pursue music, and who taught me the basics of playing guitar. Later, as I transitioned from musician to writer, he became my first reader and a champion for my books.  
 
    He was a friend, a father, and a man who always had a hot meal and a wild story waiting for anyone who visited. He will be thoroughly missed. 
 
    -Harmon Cooper  
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 Chapter One: Aya and Lady Cassandra 
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    As soon as I activated the Monster Hunter app, I was whisked away to a space that reminded me of an arena with its lights off. I could tell the space was expansive, mainly because of the floating red lanterns above, but other than that, I had no idea what to expect.  
 
    Activate this app and select two people to join you, Iris had said. You’ll make a great Alpha. 
 
    Easy enough, I’d thought at the time, and sure, using the Monster Hunter app was illegal. But like all things, it was only illegal if you got caught. Besides, after the day I’d had, I needed something, anything, to add a bit of spark to my life. And regarding the law ... 
 
    I didn’t intend to get caught. 
 
    “You there!” A man twice my size stepped out of the shadow. He was bald, muscled, cross-eyed, unibrowed and heavily tatted. Slung over his shoulder was a huge club with nails jutting out of its tip. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Bam! 
 
    He swung the club into my chest and I was tossed to the ground.  
 
    Sorry, Chase Knowles, you have died. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I respawned in the darkened arena.  
 
    I could hear the murmur of people in the shadows, and despite the light provided by the paper lamps, I could barely make out their details. My peripheral vision was blurred, and I could only see clearly for a space of about five yards ahead of me.  
 
    How am I supposed to choose someone, let alone two people? I thought as I checked around me to make sure baldy with the club wasn’t planning to clobber me again.  
 
    Iris didn’t tell me that part.  
 
    All she had said was: go home, lie down, install the app, and put in the access code.  
 
    “You there!”  
 
    “Do we have to do this again?” I asked the bald man with the club.  
 
    He dropped down in front of my face, spit hurling from his mouth as he said, “You’re too weak for me.” 
 
    I was just about to tell him to get lost when I heard a sudden swooshing sound. A thin line of blood cut across his neck.  
 
    Shock rippled across the burly brawler’s face as he fell to his knees, blood misting from his throat. 
 
    “I never liked that guy,” a woman said as she stepped out of the shadows.  
 
    My eyes went wide as I took in a lean woman with orange hair, matching orange eyes, and a green complexion to her skin. The woman had high cheekbones, a long neck, elven ears pointing out of her hair. She reminded me of a cheetah, her gait hyper-balanced, her face slightly predatory even with the mischievous grin on her face.  
 
    “Aya,” she said, extending her hand. “Aya Duchig.” 
 
    Across her back was a monster of a sword, with a blade easily the size of a surfboard. I looked at it uneasily as we shook hands. 
 
    “I’m Chase. This is my, um, first time.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Is that the way you normally talk to a lady? Because if so, it will always be your first time.” 
 
    I chuckled at this, snapping out of my momentary surprise. “Yeah, no, I just, I don’t really know what I’m doing. My friend Iris gave me this code, I activated it, and here I am.” 
 
    As Aya let go of my hand, a wave of green energy traced over her body. The words BONDED appeared over her head, and I suddenly felt a closeness to her that reminded me, of all things, of the closeness I felt with Iris when we played music together. 
 
    “We bonded?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re my new Alpha, and I’m your new Huntress. I would have preferred someone with a little more skin in the game, but I guess you’ll do. You’re pretty stylish too, for a gamer.” She smirked. “You an artist or something?” 
 
    “A musician.” The thought of what happened earlier that day flashed across my mind’s eye. “But I don’t have any gear.” 
 
    Aya’s orange eyes scanned me from top to bottom. “That so?” 
 
    I felt an invisible force grab my junk, and I jumped back. “What was that?” 
 
    Aya laughed. “Just some locker room humor. To be honest with you, I’ve been in here waiting for someone to arrive for far too long. Lots of big bad boy warriors in here, so I’ve learned to hold my own, and kill if need be.” 
 
    An invisible force grabbed my hand, and I felt the sting of electricity move through me.  
 
    I didn’t know what it was exactly, but whatever was holding my hand didn’t feel like a normal human hand at all. It felt like a talon, and from what I could gather, especially since it was leading me towards Aya, the invisible force was coming from her. 
 
    “Out of the way,” Aya told a pair of orcs with skull epaulets. One of them turned, his eyes filling with anger as he saw me. “Watch it,” she said, without turning to the orc. He mumbled as I passed, but didn’t make eye contact with the warrior woman. 
 
    “So, you have questions, right?” Aya called over my shoulder. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to where she was leading me. We moved through the crowd in the way one would navigate the crowd at a festival, just going where we could fit. 
 
    “I have a lot of questions, yes.” 
 
    She giggled and turned back to me. “You nervous or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know if ‘nervous’ is the right word. I’m a bit confused; I thought I was supposed to select the two Hunters that join me, not the other way around.” 
 
    “You’d prefer someone else?” Sadness flashed across her eyes. 
 
    “No, I mean, nothing like that. I only get two, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and now that we’ve bonded, you only get one.” 
 
    “I just want to make sure the Hunters I choose are balanced.” 
 
    Still holding my hand with an invisible talon, Aya lifted onto her tippy toes.  
 
    She extended one leg out, grabbed her thigh with both hands, and as she stared at me curiously, she extended the leg completely up, her heel pressed towards the ceiling and her leg nearly parallel to her body.  
 
    “I get it, you’re balanced.” 
 
    “Very.” She snapped her leg back down and we continued into the crowd.  
 
    There were a few other people like me here, people who had access codes, and each of them had an icon over their head indicating they were waiting to be paired with the two allotted Hunters. 
 
    I tried to wave at one, a guy with a military haircut, but he just ignored me.  
 
    My eyes landed on a warrior female sitting on the ground with her legs crossed, a book in her lap. She wore incredibly sexy clothing, something like a maid outfit that had been merged with a suit of bristling armor – typical male fantasy stuff – and half of her long, brunette hair was braided at the side. 
 
    The warrior female looked up at me, I looked away, and then I felt a tap on my shoulder.  
 
    I turned, expecting it to be another bald guy with a club, or possibly one of the berserker warriors I’d just passed with a morning star.  
 
    I was pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “I choose you,” the warrior woman said, her book now under her arm. 
 
    Feeling that I’d stopped, Aya turned and approached us, her hands on her hips.  
 
    She looked the warrior woman over and shrugged.  
 
    “Not who I would have chosen for us, but I guess she will do.” 
 
    “I thought I couldn’t choose anyway,” I told Aya. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” the beautiful warrior female asked me. Her stats appeared before me, but I was too mesmerized by the soft look on her face, and the overall oddity of my situation, to really pay attention. 
 
    “Chase Knowles,” I told her. 
 
    “Hmmm.” She smiled lightly as she considered my name. “I’m Lady Cassandra.” A spark of green magic spread over her body and the word BONDED appeared above her head. 
 
    “Shall we?” Aya asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked her. 
 
    “We’re done here.”  
 
    Aya grabbed my hand and we disappeared in a flash. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I awoke on my bed. After I was told it was okay, I removed my NV Visor and stared at the ceiling for a moment. Once my vision settled, I placed my glasses on and sat up. 
 
    My closet-sized room had never been something to brag about, but it was Bushwick, and living in Brooklyn was expensive. Hell, I was lucky to be able to find a place that I could sort of afford.  
 
    Sure, I skipped some meals, and sure, I rarely broke even, but that was the cost of living in the city I loved. 
 
    “Damn, that was crazy.” I blinked my eyes open and saw the pipe that ran across my room. I jokingly called it my limbo pipe because it cut through the room above five and a half feet above the ground, and I was barely grazing six, which meant I had to be extra careful at night not to run into it. 
 
    “You’re… here!?” 
 
    Aya had her legs wrapped around the pipe and was doing curls up. Putting me to shame, she barely broke a sweat as she curled to one side and curled to the next, forcing breath out every time she reached full sit-up. 
 
    “Aya,” I started to ask, still not able to comprehend the power of the Monster Hunt app. I mean, I’d heard that it augmented reality, but in my bedroom ... 
 
    “I think she really likes to work out.” Lady Cassandra was next to me now, her head propped up by her hand as she looked me over. She blew a strand of hair out of her face as my mouth dropped open.  
 
    “You’re here… too?” 
 
    “Of course, you’re our Alpha. We’ll always be with you now.”  
 
    I reached my hand out to lightly touch Lady Cassandra’s arm. Rather than passing through it, my fingers pressed into her exposed flesh. There was no feeling though, which was weird. I mean, I touched something, but it didn’t have the same sensation as actually touching someone’s arm. 
 
    “That,” I gulped, “no fucking way. Iris.” 
 
    As soon as I said Iris’ name, a picture of her formed on my retina, my iNet desktop.  
 
    The singularity and its implications were something that the 2050s had to deal with. In the 2090s, we were fully connected through life chips installed in our temples and retina-based internet. The internet happened on my pane of vision in real time. It was never off, I was always connected. 
 
    “Who is Iris?” Lady Cassandra asked.  
 
    “Not me,” Aya said from across my small room, still doing sit-ups. 
 
    “Iris,” I said again as her icon blinked, letting me know she was just about to take my call. 
 
    Using the brain’s natural ability to augment things so they made sense – something that would totally, totally make more sense to me as the next few days unfolded – Iris appeared in my pane of vision in all her three-dimensional glory. 
 
    “Hiya,” Iris said, her big blue eyes settling on me. “Did you try the Monster Hunt code?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Um ...” 
 
    “Um? Yes or no?” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Lady Cassandra, still lying next to me, asked. “Are you okay, Chase?” 
 
    I focused on Iris’ face, which was still in my pane of vision as if she were in the room. “Right now, shit, I really, don’t know how to describe her, but let’s just call her a dragon woman. She’s doing sit-ups using the pipe in my room.” 
 
    “A Thulean,” Aya said with a grunt as she did another sit-up. “The correct term is Thulean. If you are talking to an invisible friend, tell them I am a Thulean. Do not refer to me as dragon woman.” 
 
    “Okay, she’s saying she’s a Thulean,” I told Iris. “Ring a bell?” 
 
    Iris laughed. “That’s so awesome!” 
 
    “Hey, who are you talking to?” Lady Cassandra asked.  
 
    I nodded. “My friend, Iris.” 
 
    She poked me and pointed to her own eyes. “You can see her, right?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Well, any friend of yours is a friend of mine. Tell Iris that I’m here too.” 
 
    “Are they speaking to you?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Yes, and let me guess, you can’t hear them.” 
 
    “Right,” Iris said, her three-dimensional form wavering. “What’s the other one like?” 
 
    “A warrior woman of sorts.” I was about to say scantily clad, but decided against it. 
 
    “I’m from Metica,” Lady Cassandra corrected me. “A city in an extinct Proxima world known as Unigaea.” 
 
    “Correction, she’s a Metican, from Unigaea. Did I say that right?” I asked Lady Cassandra, who had since scooted closer to me. 
 
    Iris laughed, her laugh loud and crisp in my inner ear. “So, you have two beautiful women, right?” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    “The two Hunters you chose are female, huh? Interesting ...” 
 
    “I, um.” I remembered then that Aya and Lady Cassandra couldn’t hear Iris. “Sure, that about sums it up. And another thing, these two chose me, not the other way around. You didn’t warn me about that part!” 
 
    “I see.” Iris laughed again. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked her, growing embarrassed. 
 
    “You kind of have a harem going on.” 
 
    “That totally was not my intention. I would have chosen this big barbarian guy,” I lied, “but he killed me. And I had to start over.” 
 
    “Right, Chase, right.” She jokingly rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Look, they are here right now, just like you said they’d be, but I didn’t think they’d be so real. I can seriously touch them.” 
 
    “Oh, touch me!” Aya shot a playful glance in my direction. She had finished doing crunches and was doing some type of stretch in the center of my room. “Kidding. I will fillet you if you even think about touching me.” 
 
    “One just threatened me.” 
 
    Iris laughed again. “That’s so cool!” 
 
    “Not if they’re in your bedroom with swords, it’s not.” Aya’s buster sword, an ironing board of a weapon, leaned up against the wall. Lady Cassandra hadn’t shown me her swords yet, but I figured she had something of the sort. 
 
    “What do their stats say?” 
 
    “How do I read their stats?” 
 
    “Focus on them.” 
 
    I glanced to Aya and her stats appeared in my pane of vision. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “I’m looking at Aya’s stats right now, they’re pretty damn colorful. What do you need to know?” 
 
    “What level is she?” 
 
    “Ten, I believe.” 
 
    “And the other?” 
 
    I turned to Lady Cassandra. “Hold still for a second.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, still staring at me curiously. Her stats appeared, also outlined by a colorful background. 
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    “Lady Cassandra is at Level Nine.” 
 
    “Call me Lady C.,” she said, “that sounds cooler to me.” 
 
    “I mean, Lady C., that’s what she wants to be called.” 
 
    “Aya and Lady C. Is she a magic user?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Yep, she uses magic.” 
 
    “I can heal you,” Lady C. laughed. “Actually, that’s not true.” 
 
    “She’s a healer,” I started to tell Iris. “Wait, not true.” 
 
    “And the other, the Thulean, does she use magic?” 
 
    “Aya doesn’t have any mana.” 
 
    “I could have just told you I can’t use mana,” Aya said, mid-stretch. 
 
    “She’s also kind of sassy.” 
 
    A throwing knife sunk into my headboard, inches away from my face. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I scrambled out of the bed and dropped to the floor, covering my head with my hands, all to the sound of Aya’s laughter. 
 
    “Don’t you dare throw knives at him!” Lady C. rolled up from the bed and placed her hands on the hilts of two swords sheathed on either side of her waist. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Iris asked, reading the concern on my face. 
 
    “They’re about to fight, wait a minute, my room isn’t big enough for them to fight. Chill out, both of you!” 
 
    Aya looked at me with a wolfish grin on her face. “Fine, fine.” 
 
    “Apologize,” Lady C. said. 
 
    Aya scoffed. “I’m sorry for throwing a knife at Chase. But he’d be wise to watch what he says around me.” 
 
    “It’s fine, just no bickering. That’s my only rule. You both could kill each other, which I’d like not to happen. At least in my room,” I said as Lady C. helped me up.  
 
    I took a step back from her. “How did you …?” I returned my focus to Iris’ image on my iNet screen.  
 
    “How did she help me up?” I asked, feeling a tingling sensation spread over me as if I’d just been touched by a ghost. “They aren’t real.” 
 
    “Why do you think the app is illegal?” Iris asked, an eyebrow raising and further accentuating her blue eyes.  
 
    I shook my head. “But it isn’t physically possible. She just helped me to my feet.” 
 
    “No, you helped yourself to your feet, but your brain thought that someone was assisting you. It’s weird, and you can watch TwitchTubeRed videos of people doing crazy stuff as they think they’re being guided by their Hunters. This is why it’s illegal… people have tried to fly.” 
 
    I considered this as Aya returned to her vertical crunches. “Not possible. I call bullshit. None of this is possible.” 
 
    “We need to meet. I’m finished up at Pratt, and can meet you in forty minutes. Da Boss Cat Coffee. How’s that?” 
 
    “And you’ll explain all this?” 
 
    “I will,” she said, “I promise.” 
 
    “And you have a Monster Hunt code too, right? I don’t want to do this alone.” 
 
    Iris bit her lip. “Like I said, I’ll explain everything. Just be careful coming here. Don’t let people know you’re seeing them, and if it gets to be too much, close the app.” 
 
    “Got it, I’ll close the app.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Aya said as she started another round of hanging sit-ups. “You already like us too much.” 
 
    “What are they saying to you?” 
 
    “One is taunting me, and the other,” I turn to Lady C. to see a huge smile plastered across her face, “the other is smiling at me.” 
 
    Iris started to giggle but quickly suppressed her laughter. “Just be careful, promise?” 
 
    “Promise.” 
 
    “And remember, shut down the app if it becomes too much.” Iris winks at me. “See you soon. Wait, wait!” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t try to catch anything until I explain how this works to you.” 
 
    “Catch anything?” 
 
    “I’ll explain soon!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: Where the Children Play 
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    “So, we’re in New York?” Lady Cassandra asked as we stepped onto the street in front of my apartment. “I’ve read books about this city.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said hurriedly.  
 
    “And it is better than Old York?” asked Aya. 
 
    “There isn’t an Old York, at least not to my knowledge,” I told her as we turned in the direction of Da Boss Cat Coffee.  
 
    “Then it is a stupid name,” Aya said. 
 
    Aeros moved through the air above us, and I could hear the sounds of the subway, which wasn’t far from my home. A couple of hipsters on bikes stopped in front of us. 
 
    Her hips swaying, Aya stepped around one of the cyclists and gave him a dirty look. That was something I wouldn’t get used to for a while: Aya and Lady C. were operating as if they truly existed and were as tangible as me, which I knew was impossible. 
 
    Lady C. skipped ahead, her armored skirt lightly slapping against her exposed thighs. 
 
    “Don’t go too far!” I called after her.  
 
    A woman in oversized sunglasses and a maroon scarf wrapped around her neck gave me the hairy eyeball as she passed. 
 
    She can’t see who I’m talking to, I reminded myself. 
 
    While Lady C. stopped to look at a cat, Aya came up next to me and wrapped her arm in mine.  
 
    Except it wasn’t her arm, it was the invisible power she used on me earlier, back at the darkened arena. 
 
    “I thought you couldn’t use mana,” I told her. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Then how are you holding my arm?” 
 
    She stopped in front of me, blocking me from continuing on the sidewalk. It was fall in Brooklyn, and the trees had started to turn.  
 
    Behind Aya, a soft breeze whipped orange and yellow leaves in the air, naturally attracting Lady C.’s attention. 
 
    “Have you heard of Tritania?” 
 
    “Of course, the Proxima world,” I said.  
 
    I wasn’t a gamer, I was a bassist, but I had dabbled in the various virtual Proxima worlds, and nearly everyone knew of Tritania, the famous fantasy world. 
 
    “That’s where I’m from,” said Aya as she walked gracefully, “and where all Thuleans originate from.” 
 
    “Okay, but what does this have to do with the magic you use?” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow at me. “I told you, it’s not magic.” 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “My ghost limbs, called konoshlo in the Thulean language. They are what is left of my ancestral heritage, my dragon wings.” She sighed. “But do not call me dragon woman.” 
 
    “Got it.” I tucked my hands deeper into my jacket.  
 
    “Just consider them long, invisible talons that can stretch a pretty good distance, at least three times my length. You can call them ghost limbs.” 
 
    Now at the mouth of a quaint playground, Lady Cassandra went from happy-go-lucky to incredibly serious. She drew the two blades from their sheathes, and dropped into a battle-ready position. 
 
    “What do you see?” Aya asked her, her shoulders hunching as she dropped into predator mode. 
 
    “Something is here, where the children play.” 
 
    “Let’s get it.” Aya brandished her huge sword as if it were the weight of a rapier. They took off into the playground. 
 
    “Wait up, ladies!” 
 
    A pair of women in exercise clothing passed me, one of them flipping the bird as she said, “Go fuck yourself, mister.” 
 
    “Same to you!” I called after her, secretly cursing myself for forgetting to keep it under wraps in public.  
 
    I quickly caught up to Aya and Lady C. just as they moved past the swing set. 
 
    “Hey, I’m serious, we have places to go,” I said to them. “No hunting, please, not until I understand exactly what that is.” 
 
    “You have places to go,” Aya whispered, her blade turning as she gripped it with both hands, “we have mythcrea to hunt.” 
 
    “Mythcrea?” 
 
    She turned to me. “You seriously have no idea what a monster hunter is?” 
 
    “I mean, I just installed the app like an hour ago.” 
 
    “Why would you install something without knowing what it was?” She shook her head, but if there was disappointment in her gesture, it was undercut by the mischievous grin on her face.  
 
    “Look, I had a pretty bad day.” 
 
    “How bad? Want to talk about it, poor Alpha baby?”  
 
    “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    She shrugged. “A little.” 
 
    “I just did what Iris said. I lay down on my bed, put on my visor, and installed the app.” 
 
    “And you didn’t research anything about it?” The Thulean shook her head. 
 
    To our right, Lady C. started to climb to the top of a child’s playscape, her swords still drawn. From where I stood, I could see up her skirt-like armor. 
 
    “Mythcrea are what we capture here in your world. It is why we have rendered our services to you. We capture, you place them in your Dojo, you train, we all prosper. You are our Alpha, and we are your Huntresses. Need I explain more?” 
 
    I heard a loud thunk! 
 
     Lady C. ran along the tubing over a slide and leaped just as a … 
 
    “Is that a bear?” 
 
    The creature was a little larger than a typical bear cub, and it still had a cute and furry face. What separated it from a normal bear was the armadillo-like armor on its back, stomach, and the upper portion of its arms and legs. 
 
    It was also fast as shit. 
 
    “Don’t kill it!” I shouted instinctively. 
 
    “It is not our job to kill the baby bearadillo,” Aya said as she watched the Lady C. chase the cub in a circle. “Unless it gets out of hand.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like it will get out of hand.” 
 
    “It will once its mother comes,” she said, tracking the cub, her elbow resting on the hilt of her blade, which she’d stabbed into the ground. 
 
    A loud roar cut through the playscape and I felt the ground shook as the creature’s mother came running right at me. 
 
    As casual as ever, Aya took her sword from the ground and got into a striking position, her blade at the ready as she tracked the mama bearadillo’s movement.  
 
    Its stats flashed in front of me: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Baring its razor-sharp teeth, the angry mama slid to a halt, snorting as she took in Aya and her sword. 
 
    Aya said something in a language I couldn’t understand as she pressed one foot off the ground and lifted at least ten feet into the air. 
 
    She’s superhuman? My first thought was replaced by a thought from the rational part of my mind. No, she’s Thulean. She’s being supported by her ghost limbs. 
 
    Aya, her blade now overhead, landed on the mama bearadillo’s hide. 
 
     Both feet on the beast, like something out of a fantasy rodeo, she brought her blade up and dug it deep into the bearadillo’s back. 
 
    The creature cried out in pain, and her cub, running at full speed into what would soon be the street, doubled back around towards its mama, only to be knocked sideways by Lady C.’s magic. It wasn’t a lot of magic, nothing more than a gust of wind, but it was enough to send the cub tumbling. 
 
    Newfound strength building from the fury of seeing her cub assaulted, mama bearadillo rose onto her haunches, Aya still on her back, and twisted around, slamming her hardened shell onto the pavement and creating a crater in the process. 
 
    Aya just barely managed to get out of the way in time, but the blast force sent her flipping away, her legs over her head.  
 
    “Capture it, Chase! Capture it!” she screamed to me as soon as she recovered. 
 
    “How?” I looked down at my hands and noticed they had a strange glow to them. Pressing my fingers and flicking them outward created a web of light that quickly disappeared. “How?” I asked aloud, as the bearadillo narrowed its eyes on me. 
 
    I wasn’t quite shitting bricks at this point, but I wasn’t far off.  
 
    “Capture it!” Aya cried, her eyes red with anger as she limped away. 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    I looked down at my hands again to see that they were glowing with light. How do I…?  
 
    Before I could react, the bearadillo’s cub slammed into me and I was tossed to the ground. It reached its mother, and together, both of them disappeared. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “Why didn’t you capture it?” Aya approached me with her sword drawn, and as she had done in my bedroom, Lady Cassandra got between us. 
 
    “Relax, Aya,” she said, breathing heavily. “He’s new.” 
 
    “Relax, huh?” Her orange eyes quivered as she took in my form. “We could have had a huge catch back there and you screwed it up.” 
 
    I scratched the back of my head. “I have no idea what I’m doing, Aya.” 
 
    “Clearly!” 
 
    “Look, just ...you know what? I’m shutting this little operation down for a moment,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I need a breather.” 
 
    “I didn’t yell at you,” Lady C. said, her eyes suddenly sad.  
 
    “I know you didn’t, but someone did, and that’s beside the point, I can take the criticism, but at least let me figure out what I’m doing before I get knocked over by another bear.” 
 
    “Bearadillo, and it was a cub. If a baby bearadillo had run at me,” Aya said, “I would have sliced its head off.” 
 
    “Thanks, Aya, for the correction, and that’s pretty gruesome, but you know what? I’m fine with that, just need a breather.”  
 
    I felt a pain spread up the side of my body.  
 
    It was odd to think that I hadn’t actually been hit by the creature, that I’d actually thrown myself to the ground. I still didn’t believe it. All of this seemed like bullshit. “I’ll bring you two back out after I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    As if they’d never existed in the first place, Aya and Lady Cassandra were gone in a flash. I also noticed that the app had closed down. 
 
    “Iris, what have you gotten me into?” I said as I turned towards the coffee shop. I figured a walk would be nice, even if I’d be late.  
 
    Truthfully, I needed to process what I had experienced, and what had happened earlier that day at band practice.  
 
    Not wanting to think about that, and not wanting to think about the fact that Thad had punched me in the face – the fucker – I turned away from the playground and returned my thoughts to what had just happened. 
 
    Did Aya say something about a Dojo?  
 
    Triggered by the thought, GoogleFace search results appeared on my retina. As I walked, I focused on the explanation: 
 
    A Monster Hunt Dojo is special place created in the OMIB that an Alpha can expand upon. Depending on the creatures captured, their classes, their demands, and Proxima wealth accumulated by the player, a Monster Hunt Dojo is completely customizable. As a player’s collection grows, the player must customize the Dojo to meet the mythcrea’s needs.  
 
    Mythcrea?  
 
    There was that word again. Just thinking it created a definition on my iNet screen. 
 
    Myth-cre-a/ miTH krēə  
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    noun 
 
    
    	 A portmanteau for the words “mythological creature.” Coined through the popular, and now banned, creature capturing app known as Monster Hunt, created by the Proxima Company in 2083, mythcrea can range from digital representations of mythological creatures, to creatures used in the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
   
 
    Okay, I thought as I crossed a street in need of repair. There were still stoplights, but since most vehicles were airborne, the streets were generally empty. 
 
    But back to the Dojo.  
 
    Thinking of the Dojo produced a carousel of pictures and videos on my iNet screen, my pane of vision. 
 
    As I walked, I learned that there was quite a bit of upkeep involved with Dojos. 
 
    Catering to captured mythcrea was an obsession of many Hunters, so much in fact that people had downsized their real world living locations, and taken out loans and second mortgages so they could afford to customize their Dojo. 
 
    I hope this isn’t one big hassle.  
 
    I still couldn’t understand why Iris had given me the code. She said it would be a way to make money to fund future musical endeavors, but I’d yet to see how this would pay out. 
 
    From what I could tell, it was going to be the opposite. 
 
    And OMIB? I recalled the word I had just read, and an explanation appeared. Basically, it was the glue that held digital worlds together. 
 
    Got it. 
 
    Of course, I’d heard of the Proxima Galaxy, and I wasn’t lying when I told Aya I’d visited several of the worlds. The galaxy was the name for a collection of digital worlds that one could “dive” to.  
 
    The worlds, many of them invented in the 2040s and 2050s, had been popular for decades, so popular in fact that people chose to live most of their lives in Proxima worlds rather than the real world. 
 
    Sure, there were music worlds which I could dive into right now and live the fantasy life of a famous musician, instantly able to play any instrument, perform with whoever I liked and compose amazing songs aided by AI. 
 
     But that wasn’t me.  
 
    Hand me a good bass and a tube amp and I’d be at home for hours, doodling, running scales, and working some crazy chords up past the twelfth fret marker. 
 
     A gust of air carried with it the smell of baking pizza. I licked my lips and looked across the street to a little pizza joint that had been there forever. There was usually a line to get inside, and today was no different.  
 
    The line was short though, and I even thought about getting in line and ordering Iris a slice, but let the idea slip away when I saw the sign for Da Boss Cat Coffee. 
 
    Might as well just get there and get the bigger explanation on this app. 
 
    “Chase!” 
 
    I turned right to see Iris standing with her backpack turned the other way, so that it covered her chest.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “I smelled pizza and I thought I could get us both a slice.” She smiled warmly at me. “You hungry?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Pizza Confessional 
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    Iris wore a comfy turtleneck sweater a couple sizes too large. Her short, curly blonde hair was pulled back into two little ponytails and she had on a thick pair of glasses with black and white checkered frames. She had a small amount of makeup applied, a little blush and light pink eyeliner.  
 
    She was the girl next door if there ever was one. Well, the girl next door if the girl next door grew up in Brooklyn, listened to indie bands, was into vintage fashion, and could play several instruments. 
 
    A virtuoso if I’d ever met one, Iris could move from keys to most stringed instruments in a heartbeat. I didn’t know if she could play drums or not, but playing drums was somewhat irrelevant in 2090, and besides, she was a badass at playing the laptop, a vintage instrument if there ever was one. 
 
    After we wolfed down our pizza, we walked to the coffee shop and took a seat on a bench outside. 
 
    “I have so many questions,” I told her, cutting right to the chase. 
 
    “I still think it is funny that you have a little harem going on.” 
 
    “Not at all my intention.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what guy wouldn’t want to be surrounded by hot fantasy ladies?” She laughed.  
 
    I shrugged. “Anyway, the two Huntresses assigned to me are polar opposites. The dragon chick is kind of sassy, and she carries a sword seriously as tall as you.” 
 
    “The Thulean. She probably wouldn’t like being called a dragon chick.” 
 
    “Noted. I’m just processing all this out loud. The other is like this kind of innocent warrior lady with two swords. I thought she was possibly the weaker of the two, but then I saw her go after a mythcrea and…” 
 
    “I told you not to hunt any mythcrea,” Iris said, her eyes going wide behind her thick glasses. 
 
    “It wasn’t my choice! I was coming here, and Lady C. took off after one.” 
 
    “Lady C.?” 
 
    “That’s what Lady Cassandra wants me to call her. She’s the warrior one, a Metican, I believe.” 
 
    Iris’ eyes flashed as she briefly scanned GoogleFace for more information on Meticans. “Okay, a warrior woman from Unigaea, got it. And the Thulean’s name?” 
 
    “Aya. Aya Duchig, I believe.” 
 
    “I wonder what that means in Thulean.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask her. Anyway, like I was saying, they went after it themselves. Well, Lady C. started, then Aya followed.” 
 
    “And did you capture it?” A look of frustration moved across her face. “We haven’t even set up your Dojo yet.” 
 
    We? I let this part slide, happy to have Iris join me for anything, including something as nerdy as setting up a digital Dojo. 
 
    “I didn’t capture it. Like I said, I have no idea what I’m doing, so I just kind of let Aya and Lady C. chase it around. Nothing much I could do, really. Aya almost killed the mother.” 
 
    Iris bit her lip. “The mother?” 
 
    “It started off as a baby bearadillo, then the mother came running.” 
 
    “Okay, stop right there.” She placed a hand on my shoulder and I felt a small spark between us.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “First of all, you could have looked all this up on GoogleFace. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I figured it would be better to hear it from the source.” 
 
    She smiled softly. “That’s so like you. Anyway, there’s a lot you don’t know about the Monster Hunt app, but the first thing you need to understand is how to capture something. And note that I said capture, not kill. Your Hunters aren’t actually with you to kill any of the mythcrea you come across,” she explained. “They are supposed to make it weaker so that you can capture it more easily.” 
 
    “I see, so that’s why Aya was screaming for me to capture it after she’d stabbed her sword into the mother bearadillo’s back.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Then how do I capture them? I remember looking down at my hands and seeing them charge with some type of magic, but I wasn’t able to use it. The magic was like a webbing between my fingers.” I showed her what I meant by tightening and releasing my hand. 
 
    “Once it is charged, I mean, from what I’ve read online, you simply throw it at the mythcrea and it forms a net in midair. It should feel intuitive.” 
 
    “So I capture these things, and then what?” 
 
    “Everything you capture goes to your Dojo and it increases your stats.” 
 
    “My stats?” 
 
    I remembered seeing Aya and Lady C.’s stats, but not my own. 
 
    Iris nodded. Her cheeks were red from the cold, but she wasn’t shivering or anything. “You level up with the number of creatures you capture. Some people go buck wild and level up like crazy by just capturing any and every creature they come into contact with. This can get expensive regarding your Dojo. Remember, the more mythcrea you have, the higher the upkeep.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “What you want to do then is to capture mythcrea that have certain properties you’re looking for, that or if you just want them to be part of your Fighting Party. You can also capture with the intent to sell. There’s also Brawling, but I’ll get into that later.” 
 
    “Yep, too much info at once,” I admitted. “What’s this Fighting Party? Let’s start there.” 
 
    “Did you think you were capturing all these creatures just to have a little digital farm?”  
 
    I smirked at Iris. “I thought I was capturing them for money. I mean, that’s what you kind of told me when you gave me the code, right?” 
 
    “I knew I should have explained this more before I gave you access. Okay, in a nutshell: you capture creatures to build your Fighting Party. Once you have a party of several creatures or more, you then can enter tournaments and fight other players’ parties.” 
 
    “And win money?” 
 
    “Bingo. But remember, we're talking about Proxima dollars here, which you can exchange for real-world money. You can also capture mythcrea with the intention of trading or selling them, another way to win money.” 
 
    “Let's do it,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “You have two access codes, right?” 
 
    The smile on Iris’ face shattered.  
 
    “You did have two, right? You’re going to join me, and we can do this together, aren’t we?” I asked. “That’s what I thought the plan was. At least, that makes sense to me.” 
 
    “I can’t join you,” she finally says. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I gave away one of the access codes to–” She swallowed hard. “To someone else.” 
 
    “To who?” 
 
    “Thad.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “Please don’t hate me,” Iris said, turning away from me. 
 
    “You gave one of the codes to Thad? Why the hell did you do that? He fucked us over today, Iris. You saw …” I punched my fist into my other hand. “You saw what he did to my fucking gear. He fucking stepped on my bass and broke its neck. He kicked my amp over and crushed the tubes. He … he broke your laptop and your keyboard. He punched me in the face!” 
 
    “Relax, Chase.” 
 
    “Why in the hell would you give that asshole a code?” I asked, lowering my voice. 
 
    “It was before he did all that.” 
 
    What happened earlier that day flashed across my mind’s eye. I saw Thad, the cocky front man for our band, having another one of his tantrums. High off designer intoxicants, he sucker punched me, thrashed our gear, kicked a hole in the wall, and stumbled out. I had never in my entire life experienced something like that before, something so vile, so unnecessary. 
 
    “Why, why would you even think about giving him something like that?” I asked Iris. “These codes are worth money, right?” 
 
    She gulped. “Thousands and thousands of dollars, if not more.” 
 
    “We should have just sold the code you gave me and re-bought our gear. That would have been the fucking smart thing to do.” 
 
    “We can make so much more with the app,” she said. “Trust me.” 
 
    “There is no we, there is me. You gave the other app to Thad, remember?” 
 
    Iris’ eyes started to water. 
 
    “Hey, sorry, please don’t get upset,” I said, moving closer to her. “I’m just pissed about my gear. That was my stuff, I worked for two years to buy my Rickenbacker and my stack, it will cost so much to get that fixed up. Your laptop, your Juno 60. You should be pissed too… that thing is a like hundred years old!” 
 
    “I know,” she said, tearing up. “I fucking loved that keyboard. My dad gave it to me.” 
 
    Seeing her cry triggered tears in my eyes as well. To cover my emotion, I took off my glasses and polished them, focusing until the emotion left.  “We’ll get our gear fixed, that’s priority number one. But why, why did you give him the access code? At least tell me that.”  
 
    “Because…” 
 
    “Because why?” 
 
    “Because Thad and I were sleeping together.” 
 
    No one likes hearing their dream boy or dream girl confess to sleeping with their archenemy, even if their archenemy was just a thorn in their side a week ago. 
 
    I shook my head at her. “Why did you ever think this would be a good idea?” 
 
    “Are you serious right now?” she asked, her eyes narrowing at me. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, how am I supposed to do this by myself, Iris? I barely know how to play the game, I’ve got thirty-something dollars to my name, and I have these two warrior ladies who are polar opposites.” 
 
    “I’m going to help you,” she said. “There are ways I can help.” 
 
    “Really? What ways are those?” 
 
    “I can help you in your Dojo. I’m not restricted to things that take place in the Proxima Galaxy. If you give me access, I’ll be able to help you there, and I may be able to help you capture them here.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “Just trust me, Chase.” 
 
    I glared down at the cement. “Yeah, I trust you. Look, Iris, I have to go. I need a little time just to think about this and try to figure out how we are going to actually make money doing this.” 
 
    “I can come with you,” she said, “we can talk more about it.” 
 
    I considered this. Iris had been over to my place a dozen times before, but her apartment was much nicer than mine, so if we hung out, we usually met there. Also, she didn’t have a freaking pipe cutting through her bedroom. 
 
    “No, not tonight. Just give me some time to figure this out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: These Monsters Won’t Hunt Themselves 
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    Alex, my roommate, was asleep on the couch when I finally arrived back at my apartment. Pretty much out of money, and not getting any more fundage until the UBI check came through, I was forced to walk home. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad walk, but I was definitely tired. 
 
    I lightly dropped my keys onto the table and tiptoed past Alex, a bear of a man who was as quiet as he was towering. 
 
    I knew very little about him, even though we had lived together for over a year. He had a sense of humor, and he always paid his rent on time, but other than that, he usually kept to his room, occasionally venturing to sleep on the couch. 
 
    Past Alex, I let myself into my room, ducked under the pipe, and flopped onto my bed. My mattress was on the floor, and other than a dresser and some music equipment, my room was pretty minimal, just the way I liked it. 
 
    Once my shoes were off, I moved over to my bass guitar case, brought it down to the floor, and opened it. 
 
    “Fucking asshole, Thad,” I whispered as I took in the destroyed instrument. The neck was broken, the strings hung loose, and one of the pickups was smashed in. 
 
    Who the hell would do something like this?  
 
    The notion to check in with Aya and Lady C. came to me and I figured it wouldn’t hurt anyone. 
 
    The Monster Hunt app appeared on my pane of vision, spinning as it enlarged. As if they had been there the entire time, Aya rested on the bed, and Lady C. sat on the floor, a large book open in her lap. 
 
    “You are never going to understand that book,” Aya told her counterpart. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” Lady C. turned the page, bit her lip for a moment, and turned back to the first page she’d been reading.  
 
    “So.” Aya shifted her weight to me. She moved her orange hair out of the way so she could rest on one hand. Instead of armor, she now wore a lacy black nightgown at odds with the slight green tint to her skin.  
 
    With her hair moved away from her neck, I noticed a long, vertical tattoo of what I guessed was her native language. 
 
    “So?” I asked. 
 
    Something soft flashed across her slitted orange eyes. “Did you miss us?” 
 
    I laughed. “I don’t know if that’s how I would describe it, but sure.” 
 
    “I know you missed me,” Lady C. said, her eyes still glued to her book. She wore a pair of baggy pajamas, her hair now unbraided. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right, I missed you. But Aya…” I shrugged playfully. “I don’t know. You were pretty rude to me back in the park.” 
 
    “You had the opportunity to catch something and you didn’t.” 
 
    “That’s because, um, I wanted to make sure it is the type of animal I’d like in my Dojo.” 
 
    “You didn’t check its stats?” she asked. 
 
    “I did, but not carefully enough.” 
 
    Just thinking this caused the bearadillo stats to appear before me. 
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    “Beary Bite?”  
 
    “A special attack. Could be useful for our Fighting Party. These things are tanks,” Aya explained. “They can go on the front lines and take the brunt of the attacks. Wait, you do know what a Fighting Party is, right?” 
 
    “Iris told me,” I said as I sat on the bed. 
 
    “Who is Iris again?” Lady C. asked. “Isn’t she your girlfriend?” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly, anger swelling in my chest as I relived her confession. 
 
    While Thad may have redefined the term “asshole,” he was handsome, confident, and his mixed heritage made him unique. His confidence made him a good front man: he could get the crowd going despite the fact that he was the least talented of the three of us. 
 
    “Ooo, sounds like someone has some conflicting feelings,” Aya said, rolling onto her back. She yawned. “Did she explain that stuff about the Dojo to you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did she make you something to eat?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “No, we bought food. Actually, she bought it. I’m broke.” 
 
    “That’s why she doesn’t like you,” Aya said. “No one likes a broke guy. Don’t worry.” She rolled up to a seating position and slapped my thigh. “We are going to make you lots of money. Of course, this money is for us too. The Dojo, as it stands, is not inviting. How would you describe it, Lady Cassandra?” 
 
    “Lady C., please, and I’d describe it as, um, in need of work!” 
 
    “Is it worse than my shithole apartment?” I asked. 
 
    “There isn’t even a hole to shit in there.” Lady C. laughed and Aya joined her. “There is so much to upgrade, in the Dojo and in your pathetic life.” 
 
    “Um, thanks?” 
 
    A glance down and I could see that her robe had shifted some and I could almost see her breast. She caught me staring and didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Sorry, okay, so back to money. Tomorrow we start getting money. One thing I didn’t ask Iris is about selling mythcrea. We can sell them, right?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Lady C. said as she closed her book. “You’re right, Lady Aya, this book is too hard.” 
 
    “Please, just call me Aya, and I told you that you wouldn’t be able to understand the Book of Time, even if it is the high school textbook version scribed by Lothar Shane of Waringtla. It is an incredibly hard subject.” 
 
    “At least I tried, and I could understand a little.” 
 
    Lady C. got onto the bed next to me. Even though it was a full-sized bed, space was tight.  
 
    “I’m going to go to bed now,” I said. 
 
    “You didn’t brush your teeth,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do that first. Can I call on you both in the morning?” 
 
    Lady C. shook her head. “We don’t want to go back to the Dojo.” 
 
    Aya nodded in agreement. “It is too cold there. You really need to have a building made so that we can at least have a place to live.” 
 
    “There isn’t already a building?” 
 
    “It is a completely open space, practically a dark void. When you send us away, that’s where you send us.” 
 
    “It’s not too comfy,” Lady C. said. “Maybe one day, when you’re a better Alpha, you’ll get access to EverLife and we’ll be able to go there instead.” 
 
    The way she told me this made me cringe. A better Alpha? Talk about getting called out. I decided to focus on the other part of her statement. “EverLife?” 
 
    “She’ll explain later,” Aya said on the tail end of a yawn. “Go brush your teeth, Chase, and choose where you’d like to sleep.” 
 
    I chuckled as I took my glasses off. “I’d like to sleep on my bed.” 
 
     “Sorry, bed is taken. Although there may be space at the foot of the bed.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Morning came faster than I would have liked.  
 
    After being kicked out of the bed twice, once by Lady C. as she stretched her legs forward and the second time by Aya, I ended up sleeping on the floor.  
 
    I got up earlier than them, enjoyed a cup of coffee alone, and woke them up about an hour later, after reading more stuff about the app and its legalities. 
 
    The Monster Hunt app itself had a ton of info for me, from local meetups and upcoming tournaments, to online markets where mythcrea could be sold and traded. 
 
    Good info to know. 
 
    I wondered how they could have meetups, especially with the illegality surrounding the game. The thought sparked a quick explanation pieced together from a number of sources. 
 
    Monster Hunt meetups, while technically illegal, are often overlooked by local law enforcement agencies. Similar to early twentieth century law enforcement agencies overlooking festivals and gatherings of marijuana users, many agencies deem the meetups a “controlled environment” for the Proxima Live app to be enjoyed. 
 
    This got me thinking about how it was that the Proxima Company was even able to run an illegal app. The explanation quickly materialized before me. 
 
    The Proxima Company is not allowed to hold their servers for the Monster Hunt application in the contiguous United States. To get around this restriction, the servers and technical support operations are hosted by countries that have less restrictions on iNet based applications which use augmented reality and Proxima Digital Neuronal Autoconstruct Systems, or D-NAS. 
 
    It had taken me a few minutes to dig down and find some GoogleFace groups dedicated to Monster Hunting. From there, I used auto assist to scan through the posts from the last six months to see where the best place to hunt in Brooklyn would be. I didn’t find much info, even the message boards were secretive, but it seemed like parks were the way to go. 
 
    Which was why the three of us now waited on the train platform with the intent of going to Brooklyn Bridge Park. 
 
    “Like I told you two back there,” I said to Aya and Lady Cassandra. “Not a word.” 
 
    Rush hour for those traveling from Brooklyn to Manhattan had come and gone. There were still a healthy amount of people waiting to get on the subway, but I figured it’d be better to go now than to try during lunch hour. 
 
    Aya pretended to zip her mouth shut. Lady Cassandra stood next to her with a book in her hands. She was a few inches shorter than Aya, and seeing her next to the Thulean revealed just how lean the half-dragon woman was.  
 
    While Aya’s armor looked fairly decent, Lady C.’s skimpy fantasy getup didn’t seem practical at all.  
 
    If I pretended we were going to a cosplay convention, it made it easier to see them next to the Brooklynites heading into the Manhattan. Still, it was odd, and it took a lot of self-control to pretend that they weren’t there. 
 
    “Ooo, a train,” Lady C. said as we heard the train approach. She was still buried in a book, something called Oric Rune and the Last Days of Unigaea by Lothar Shane. 
 
    The sound of the train coming to a stop and the whoosh of wind that followed caused some distress for Aya. She stepped back, clenched her fists together, and cleared her throat. 
 
    “You okay?” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth. Even stranger was the fact that I could see their reflection in the train’s glass windows as it slowed, yet no one else could. 
 
    “I will be fine,” she said in a way that indicated to me that she would not be fine. 
 
    The doors opened and a few people, mostly hipsters, spilled out. We pushed our way in, and I almost offered the only available seat to Lady C. I caught myself in time, and sat next to a sleepy-              eyed man reading a copy of the New York Times. 
 
    “I thought you would offer that seat to me.” Aya stood near me, one arm raised so she could hold onto a free handle bar. While they could interact with the environment, mostly notably with stationary objects, moving objects such as other people caused a very strange thing to happen. 
 
    Even now, as Lady Cassandra read her book, the bag of a woman standing next to her was pressed through her chest, which was unsettling to look at.  
 
    As I got more used to the Monster Hunt app when it was active, I realized why someone would make it illegal. 
 
    First, there was the fact that you could control someone else’s mind by using it. What if someone was able to figure out a way to control Aya or Lady C. remotely and they told me to do something that I actually did?  
 
    There was also the personal space of other people to take into account. If more people legally used Monster Hunt, it could cause quite a scene on something like a subway train. It could quickly become a public safety hazard. 
 
    “I’m going to be sick,” Aya said as the train started to pick up speed. 
 
    Dammit, Aya, I thought as she started to retch. 
 
     Lady C. looked over at her, snapped her book shut, and closed her eyes, her throat quivering as she tried not to vomit.  
 
    “I need to sit,” Aya said, but before I could offer her my seat, she bent forward and started vomiting all over a guy’s shoe. 
 
    “Shit!” I stood and was thankful, for once, that I was on in the New York subway.  
 
    Anywhere else, a dude standing randomly and cursing would have brought some attention. Not here. Hell, the guy next to me didn’t even look up from his paper. 
 
    Still not able to separate reality from augmented reality, I looked from Aya’s fresh vomit to the standing guy’s shoe, an apology on my lip. Of course, Aya’s vomiting sent Lady C. over the edge, and she projectile vomited through the woman standing next to her. 
 
    I heard the guy ruffle his newspaper next to me, but he still didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I whispered as I grabbed Aya’s hand. 
 
    I sat, brought her onto my lap, and whispered for her to close her eyes and keep still.  
 
    “You guys want to go back to the Dojo?” I whispered. 
 
    Aya shook her head as she turned to wrap her arm around my shoulder. “No, we have to get used to this world.” She retched again and placed her hand over her mouth.  
 
    “Close your eyes,” I whispered to her. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “That was an ... experience.” I exhaled loudly as we exited the subway and turned to Brooklyn Bridge Park. The annoying thing about getting to this area was that it forced us to go into the city and then loop back. There was also a transfer, from J to F, which only complicated our time in the New York subway system. 
 
    I noted this, and planned to either use a bus or walk, if possible, whenever we traveled. Subway travel wasn’t avoidable, but I could at least keep things simple for their sake. 
 
    We left the Clark Street Subway Station, and as we walked, Aya and Lady C. started feeling better. At one point, I got a little ahead of the two, and Aya quickly caught up with me using her ghost limb, preventing me from going forward. 
 
    As real as this seemed, I wondered what it must have looked like for someone else watching me get stopped by an invisible force. I must have looked like a mime. 
 
    We reached the park and I told them to get ready. The temperature had increased, and I could smell meat from a hamburger joint not too far away. Rather than salivate, I focused on the task at hand. 
 
    “We make our first catch today,” I said as I looked down at my hand. It was charged, and as I stretched my fingers apart, a web of magic spread between them. 
 
    Lady C. unsheathed both her blades.  
 
    From what I could tell already, Lady C. was a bit faster than Aya, likely because of the weight of Aya’s huge sword, and she seemed to be the one that would chase the creatures out. 
 
    “And you won’t mess it up this time?” Aya asked me. 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence, and no, I’ll do my part.” 
 
    “Then stay back and let us do ours.” 
 
    I followed behind them now as Lady C. moved through the park. She stopped every now and then to examine something, from a trash can to a trampled leaf. At one point, she called Aya over and showed her a smudge mark on the pavement. 
 
    This really is like hunting, I thought as they moved closer to the water’s edge. I hope it’s not a sea monster. 
 
    Aya investigated the shoreline for a moment as Lady C. pressed forward.  
 
    A woman jogging along the main path passed them. She was dark-skinned and had her hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. 
 
    Lady C.’s eyes went wide as she looked at the woman.  
 
    “What are you doing ...” I started to whisper as she took both her blades from the sheathes on her back. 
 
    Aya unsheathed her ironing board of a sword and crouched, the blade resting against her shoulders. 
 
    A flash of magic and Lady C. was suddenly gone. I looked left to see her appear on the path in front of the jogging woman, both blades at the ready. 
 
    The woman stopped jogging and dropped her arms to her side in a defensive pose. 
 
    What the hell is going on? I thought as I started running over to them. 
 
    A puff of black smoke engulfed the woman and her flesh dripped away, revealing a female clad in tight black robes that matched her charcoal skin. Her head quickly morphed to that of a panther and her hands formed large claws. 
 
    Her stats appeared: 
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    A Skin-Walker? 
 
    The thought produced an instant definition from GoogleFace: 
 
    In Navajo culture, a Skin-Walker (yee naaldlooshii) is a harmful witch capable of changing into and possessing animals. Yee Naaldlooshii translates to “goes on all fours” and refers to the witch’s ability to shapeshift. Not much information about Skin-Walkers is available outside of Navajo culture due to the indigenous peoples’ reluctance to speak about the subject. 
 
    “Get that one!” I shouted, knowing all too well how beneficial it would be to have a shifter in my Fighting Party. 
 
    Her blades in front of her now, Lady C. engaged the Skin-Walker with a series of quick thrusts. The Skin-Walker was much faster than I thought she’d be. She avoided all but one of Lady C.’s attacks, her fast footwork allowing her to counterattack with a clawed uppercut. 
 
    “Shit!” I ran towards Lady C., who had hit the ground and tumbled to the right. The Skin-Walker caught her first glimpse of me and a sinister grin painted across her face. 
 
    Suddenly, she was Iris, her backpack over her chest, that kind look on her face. She wore an oversized sweater and a little skirt. Fishnet leggings ran down her legs and into a pair of Converse, and as she stared at me, she began to tilt her head to the side. 
 
    Running up behind her, Aya had her blade raised and was just about to swing it down when I cried out. “Iris!” 
 
    The smile still on her face, Iris narrowly avoided Aya’s blade.  
 
    “Get a hold of yourself,” I whispered as a scorpion tail grew from Iris’ lower back. The stinger bit into the ground, forcing Aya to jump up and away from its next strike. 
 
    “It’s not Iris,” I whispered as Lady Cassandra rolled to her feet and braced herself. 
 
    She took off towards the Skin-Walker, ready to finish the job.  
 
    Coming up from behind the Navajo witch, Lady C. lunged for her stinger. 
 
    The witch cried out as Lady C. cut through her scorpion appendage. Purple blood misted into the air as the shape-shifting witch hit the ground and came up as a towering stone creature. 
 
    “Shit,” I said as I took in the creature’s form.  
 
    Easily ten feet tall, the creature had bulky rock muscles and its back reminded me of a turtle shell. One foot off the ground, it slammed its heel onto the soil, causing a small quake. 
 
    “Um…” Not quite knowing my role in all this, but figuring it couldn’t hurt, I started yelling at the creature and waving my hands. 
 
    “Hey! Hey!” I shouted as I took off towards the action. “Over here!” 
 
    The big bruiser turned to me, lifted both fists, and smashed them together, causing a sharp gust of wind to knock me over. 
 
    “Shit!” I hit the ground, my legs going over my head as I rolled backwards. Up on my feet again, and determined to give Aya and Lady C. the distraction they needed, I waved my hands at the shape-shifter and hopped up and down. 
 
    Growling now, the witch took a few powerful steps towards me, hellbent on crushing me with its big foot.  
 
    It was then that I saw Aya’s blade tear through the witch’s center mass. 
 
    The stone monstrosity fell to its knees as her form changed back into her original form. Before she could shape-shift again, Aya’s blade slipped out of her body, and Lady C., her swords held like open scissors, took her place behind the witch. 
 
    “Now!” Aya called to me. 
 
    Energy whirled around my hand as I lifted my hand to the Skin-Walker. A giant net made of light tore from the center of my palm, hit the witch, and the powerful mythcrea was gone in a flash. 
 
    My first capture.  
 
    “That was awesome,” I said, marveling at my glowing hand. 
 
    “That was very stupid of you,” Aya said as she approached me.  
 
    “But we did it,” Lady C. added, “and that’s all that matters.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: I Want to be Attacked by Japanese Wind Gods 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “How did you teleport like that?” I asked Lady C. as I sat on a bench looking out at Manhattan. New York, even though I’d grown up here, never ceased to amaze me with its beauty.  
 
    “It was a spell I taught myself,” she said as she sat down next to me. “And Aya thought reading the Book of Time was useless.” 
 
    “You’re the one that said it was too hard to interpret,” the Thulean warrior said. She stood in front of us, her buster sword sheathed across her back. 
 
    “I figured this one out. It’s like a teleport spell,” Lady Cassandra explained, “but it is actually a spell manipulating time rather than a spell propelling me forward. Anyway, it took half my mana to cast it.” 
 
    “Worth it,” Aya said. 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    My iNet screen flashed as I received a call from Iris. As soon as I accepted the call, a live video of her appeared in the lower left-hand corner of my pane of vision, as if someone had strapped a camera to her head pointed down at her face. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Brooklyn Bridge Park,” I said. “We just caught a Skin-Walker.” 
 
    “Nice, let’s meet.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “What?” she asked. “I wanted to show you the app I got that will allow me to help you catch them. Also, we should check out your Dojo now that you have your first catch.” 
 
    “Where are you?” I asked her. 
 
    “At Pratt. My class just finished. I’ll be there as quickly as I can.” 
 
    “Iris is coming to meet us,” I informed the two Huntresses.  
 
    “Ooo, your girlfriend.” Lady C. slugged me playfully. 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “We still have time to catch something else before she gets here and ruins the rest of the day.” 
 
    I had to laugh. “Really, Aya? You haven’t even met her yet.” 
 
    “It is an assumption I will keep until I’m proven otherwise.” She turned away, a thin smile on her face. “Now, down by the water, I was tracking something before…” 
 
    “She’s taking an aeros. She’ll literally be here in like five minutes,” I told her. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll just train then.”  
 
    Using her ghost limbs to suspend her body, Aya lifted herself up into the air. She tossed her body forward, and practiced landing while drawing her blade. 
 
    Meanwhile, Lady Cassandra pulled a book out of thin air and opened it across her lap.  
 
    “What are you reading now?” I asked. 
 
    “It is a history of the Thulean race,” she said quietly, so Aya didn’t hear her. 
 
    “Really? Why would you choose that subject?” 
 
    “I am curious about the ghost limbs.” 
 
    “They’re just like invisible talons, right?” 
 
    “In a way, but I’m interested in the split between Thuleans and dragons and why they later became close. Tritania has so much history.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    A message from the Monster Hunt app popped up on the left-hand side of my pane of vision and my eyes naturally gravitated towards it.  
 
    The message reminded me that I had just captured my first mythcrea and it offered me steps in caring for it. 
 
    I opened it and briefly scanned directions. 
 
    Congratulations, you have captured your first mythcrea! Be sure to see to your Dojo and make it a comfortable place to live and train. Once you have five mythcrea you may start entering tournaments. We recommend taking the tournament tutorial here. You may also learn more about how to merge mythcrea to create stronger members for your Fighting Party here.  
 
    “Ha!”  
 
    I glanced up to see Aya drop from the air, flip backwards, and land with an attack that caused a small percussive blast.  
 
    “That was great, Aya,” I called over to her. 
 
    Lady Cassandra looked up at the Thulean. “Impressive. That should help us flip an enemy, if that’s something we ever have to do.” 
 
    “Flip an enemy?” 
 
    “Like a giant turtle,” she said. 
 
    “Or mama bearadillo,” Aya said as she raised into the air to practice the maneuver for a second time. “I will kill that bitch.” 
 
    I started to laugh, “She was just protecting her cub.” 
 
    “I will kill her cub too.” 
 
    “I want to keep her cub as a pet. Can I keep her as a pet?” Lady C. pulled at my arm. “Please, Chase, please!” 
 
    “Sure, if we can capture the mother without killing her, you can keep the cub as a pet.” 
 
    Lady Cassandra hugged me. “You’re the best, Chase!” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “Aya is standing over there,” I told Iris as soon as she arrived. 
 
    She wore the same pair of glasses she had yesterday, but now there were two tiny black sensors attached to the frames.  
 
    “She is moving up and down, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I believe she is practicing what it would be like to kill you and, um, body slam you with her ghost limbs.” 
 
    Iris laughed. “That’s nice to know. And Lady C. is next to you, correct?” 
 
    “Can she see us?” Lady Cassandra poked at my shoulder. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I explained. “She has installed something on her glasses that allows her to sense where you are, but she can’t outright see you.” 
 
    “So, she can’t see me waving my book at her?” Lady C. flapped the book in the air, causing her breasts to bounce. 
 
    “No, but she can sense that you are moving.” 
 
    Iris nodded. “I can’t hear you either, but you can hear me, correct?” 
 
    Lady C. considered this for a moment. “Yes, I can hear her, but I don’t really like the sound of her voice.” 
 
    “What did she say?” Iris asked excitedly. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Um, never mind.” 
 
    “I really need to get a code, but they are so rare nowadays,” Iris said, her face dipping into a frown. 
 
    “And you can’t buy one?” 
 
    “Sure, if I had twenty thousand dollars in cash lying around and someone actually willing to sell theirs.” 
 
    “We really, really should have bought gear instead of having me install this. I can uninstall it and give you mine,” I suggested. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” Lady C. said, tugging at my arm again. “You’ll lose us if you do that.” 
 
    Aya stopped going through combat drills and looked over at us. “He’d better not try and unload us.” 
 
    “You can’t give it to me anymore,” Iris said, the wind rustling her curly blonde hair. “Trading won’t work with the codes I got if you’ve already installed them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “To stop the resale of Monster Hunt codes, this year’s release of codes doesn’t allow for the code to be sold or transferred once it is installed. If I were to buy a code, it’d have to be an older one. Or someone would have to give me theirs without first installing it. Anyway. We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” Iris pounded her fist into her open palm. “Let’s get hunting!” 
 
    Aya passed right through her.  
 
    “How is the cute little sweater girl supposed to help us?” The Thulean turned back to examine Iris more closely. “It would be odd if I were this short. She does have a nice figure though, but her clothes are too baggy. Do you think she is sexy, Chase?” 
 
    “I agree with Aya about the baggy clothes. And there’s nothing wrong with being short and sexy,” said Lady C. “You should take her shopping, Chase, treat her.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” Iris asked, her eyes wide with excitement. 
 
    I swore my glasses had started to fog up. “They are saying that, um, that you are beautiful and that your style is cool.” 
 
    “Thanks, ladies!” 
 
    Aya snorted. “I would never compliment a female on her frumpy sweater. And about both of your glasses: I would suggest that she get corrective surgery from one of the Mind Mages in Porthos.” 
 
    I chuckled. Having two “invisible friends” would take some getting used to, especially if they were talking shit. 
 
    “What is it?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Just some mindless banter.” 
 
    Iris clapped her hands together. “I can’t wait to meet them! Should we go to the Dojo first, or do you want to hunt? I’m down for either.” 
 
    “Hunt.” Aya placed her hand on her neck and cracked it. “Definitely.” 
 
    “Dojo,” was Lady Cassandra’s reply. “I want to meet Iris in person.” 
 
    “Well?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Let’s hunt around for a bit. We’ll hit the Dojo a bit later, deal?” 
 
    Iris nodded. “Let’s do it!” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “It’s strange hunting with her around,” Aya said after we’d walked together for a few minutes. 
 
    “Relax, Aya.” 
 
    Iris looked at me and crossed her arms over her chest just as a cold gust of wind moved over the East River. Her face went from a smile to a curious stare. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her. 
 
    “That’s no ordinary breeze!” 
 
    Aya gulped just as Lady Cassandra drew her blades.  
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    The wind’s humanoid form flashed into view.  
 
    It resembled an old man with blue skin, a white beard and a demon-like face with bulging yellow eyes. He wore a leopard skin as a toga and the claws jutting from his toes were sharp and yellow.  
 
    Rather than move through the air, Fujin danced, two clouds billowing around him as he moved.  
 
    “Wait,” I told them both as I looked its stats over. “This one is high powered. It’s listed as ‘Fujin.’” 
 
    Aya cracked a grin. “I can test my new technique against this Fujin,” she said, her orange eyes tracking the breeze moving away from us. 
 
    “You said Fujin, right?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Let me see what I can find out first. Let’s just track it for a moment.” 
 
    Lady Cassandra considered this. “It does seem to be moving relatively slowly. What do you think, Aya?” 
 
    The Thulean shrugged. “I guess we'll see if this Iris girl is helpful or not.” 
 
    The four of us followed the dancing wind mythcrea through the park, keeping a good distance as Iris did some research. Fujin stopped in front of a shrub, observed it for a moment, and moved on. 
 
    We passed an Asian woman walking a Frenchie, the dog barking as soon as it saw us.  
 
    “Okay, to confirm,” Iris said, after the woman dragged her dog away, “Fujin’s class is Ventus and subclass is Glacio. Right?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Okay then, wind power as a main class and ice as a subclass.” 
 
    “That’s what Ventus and Glacio mean?” I asked. 
 
    Aya shook her head. “You, of all people, should know this.” 
 
    “He’s still learning,” Lady C. reminded her. 
 
    “Fujin is a Japanese god of wind, with possible relations to Vayu, the Hindu god of wind,” said Iris as we curved around a bend.  
 
    “Any weaknesses?” I asked. “We can get into the lore later.” 
 
    As we reached a clearing, Fujin stopped and turned to us.  
 
    His eyes flared iceberg blue, his bushy eyebrows growing in size as a snarl formed on his face.  
 
    Suddenly, he was airborne, twisting into a whirlwind of fury as he flew directly at me. 
 
    “Fuck!” I was tossed backwards. Aya dove left, Lady C. right.  
 
    Iris remained standing, a funny look on her face. 
 
    “It’s getting away, Iris!” I said, trying to regain my composure. “Why are you smiling?” 
 
    “I just, well, I’ve seen videos of it, but I had no idea what it would look like from my perspective if you got attacked. That was ...interesting. I’m jealous!” Her face dropped into a frown. “I want to be attacked by Japanese wind gods!” 
 
    “Tell her to shut up,” Aya said as she took off towards the wind god, Lady Cassandra following Fujin with both blades at the ready. 
 
    Aya tried the move she’d just learned. She catapulted herself up into the air and turned towards the ground. Before she could activate her new ability, a giant gust of wind through her off her trajectory, causing her to crack her skull on the ground before being swept up into a mighty gale.  
 
    “Aya!” I shouted as her body landed in the East River. 
 
    The woman nearby with the French bulldog looked at me funny. 
 
    “Shhh,” Iris said, hardly able to contain the excitement on her face. “Look, give me the quickest play by play you can. I’m almost onto something here. I’ve got like six search engine assists running!” 
 
    “Um, Fujin tossed Aya into the East River,” I said hurriedly. “The wind god has whipped himself into a tornado and is chasing Lady C. Maybe we should fall back.” 
 
    “No,” Iris said, “let me just … that’s it!” She looked at the Asian woman with the Frenchie and decided to yell something crazy anyway. “Lady C., run sideways!”  
 
    “Sideways?” Lady Cassandra did a one-armed cartwheel and narrowly avoided a fist made of arctic wind.  
 
    “Trust me!” 
 
    Much to my surprise, Lady C. started doing a side shuffle; the wind god chased after her, making the same exact skipping movement.  
 
    “Where am I supposed to go?” she shouted to us. 
 
    “What’s happening? You have to remember to give me play-by-play, Chase!” 
 
    “She’s running sideways and… shit! She fell over.” 
 
    “The movement should confuse Fujin, at least that’s what I’m reading here,” Iris said, her pupils darting left and right as she read the information she’d curated on GoogleFace. “If it freezes, try to catch it.” 
 
    A tornado scooped Lady Cassandra up, and just as it was about to body-slam her on the pavement, it stopped.  
 
    Fujin’s eyes glazed over, Lady Cassandra still in the air above his body. A look of confusion spread across his fierce blue face and I knew my time had arrived. 
 
    “You’re a genius, Iris!” I ran toward the mythcrea with a charging hand. I stopped, took a step back onto my back foot, and willed my power forward. 
 
    A net of light sprayed forth from my fingers and engulfed the wind god.  
 
    He disappeared in a flash, and Lady Cassandra fell to the ground with a solid umph! 
 
    “Did you catch it?” Iris asked, excitedly. 
 
    “I did!” I raced over to Lady Cassandra and lifted her into my arms. “Sorry I wasn’t fast enough to catch you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” came her reply, her dark eyes softening. “You’re here now.” 
 
    We both turned our heads just in time to see Aya walking out of the water, sopping wet and pissed as hell. She sheathed her sword, the bitter scowl on her face showing no signs of leaving. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Lady Cassandra asked, still in my arms. 
 
    “Not a word,” she told us both as she strained water out of her hair. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything,” Lady C. said genuinely. “I’m glad to see you’re okay, though.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Aya is pissed that she got thrown into the water; Lady Cassandra is, well, she’s her normal self.” 
 
    Lady C. looked at me and smiled. “You’re cute, Chase, you know that?” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “You are, and I can totally tell that Iris has a big crush on you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “Can I set you down?” 
 
    “No, you may not. I’m comfy where I am.” 
 
    “Let’s get to your Dojo,” Iris said. “Don’t you want to see what it looks like?” 
 
    “Sure, but where should we dive from?” I asked. 
 
    Iris shrugged. “My place is closer and I have two visors.” 
 
    “Her place is probably nicer too,” Lady C. added. 
 
    “I’m not carrying you all the way there,” I reminded her. 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Dojo with No Mojo 
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    “Interesting,” Aya said as she stepped into Iris’ efficiency apartment. “There is no pipe here. Look, Lady Cassandra, I can walk without having to limbo. American women have style. American men are slobs.” 
 
    Iris’ apartment was basically one long room about fifteen feet wide. There was a kitchen cut into the wall on the right, adding two more feet of space, and a bathroom near it. Rather than a bed, she had a futon at the back of the room, pressed against the wall. A single window near the kitchen gave the space some light. 
 
    A couple of instruments rested in the corner, a small collection that included an acoustic guitar and a ukulele.  
 
    “Limbo?” Lady C. stepped in the room, her sheathed blades clinking as she walked. “I am unfamiliar with limbo.” 
 
    “Draw your sword and hold it at chest level.” 
 
    Lady C. drew her sword and Aya walked over to her. “A limbo is when you do this.” Aya spread her legs wide and leaned backwards, revealing the tops of her breasts to me. She caught me looking, raised an eyebrow, and started shuffling forward. 
 
    I started to chuckle. 
 
    “What are they doing now?” Iris asked as she dropped her bag near the door. “Also, shoes off.”  
 
    “Got it,” I said as I slipped out of my Vans. “And to answer your question: Aya is teaching Lady C. how to limbo using a sword.” 
 
    “Good to know…” 
 
    “Ah! That’s a limbo. I understand your joke about the pipe in Chase’s room now,” Lady C. said as Aya stood.  
 
    “Yes. While it is an eyesore, it is useful for exercising. Maybe we should put a pipe in the dojo.” 
 
    “Come on,” Iris grabbed my wrist and led me over to her futon. 
 
    “An intimate gesture,” Lady C. said as she watched us walk past her. “I’m noting that.” 
 
    Aya shrugged. “I’m not convinced he would know how to handle a real woman. His arms don’t have a lot of muscles and he wears glasses.” 
 
    “Hey!” I called over to them as Iris let go of my arm. She quickly turned the futon chair into a bed and instructed me to lie down. Just to fuck with me, Aya climbed onto the bed and leaned on her hand, her red hair falling over the side of her face. 
 
    “You ready for us?” 
 
    “Get off the bed,” I started to tell the Thulean. 
 
    “I’m not on the bed, yet.” Iris was now rummaging through her closet. “I need to change sweaters.” 
 
    I looked over at her just in time to see her sweater come off, revealing a Mitherfickers tank top.  
 
    “You bought one of their shirts?” I asked, recalling the Mitherfickers were a punk band we played a few shows with in Williamsburg. While our band, The Lenins, had a sound that didn’t mesh well with The Mitherfickers, the concert was still one of our more lucrative performances. 
 
    “Their merch lady gave me one.” Iris pulled a sweater over her head which read BRUNETTE. 
 
    “Brunette, huh?” 
 
    “Blonde was taken,” she said as she moved over to the bed. “Where is she? I don’t want to lie down on top of her.” 
 
    “Aya, get off the bed.” 
 
    The Thulean huntress pushed herself up, glared at me in a flirty way, and used her ghost limbs to push herself away from the futon. 
 
    “She’s gone now.” 
 
    “Good,” Iris grabbed an Neuronal Visualization Visor she had next to her bed. “I have an extra one.” She cleared her throat. “It was Thad’s – he brought it over and never came back to get it. It’s next to your side of the futon.” 
 
    I sat up and found the NV Visor.  
 
    It was possible to log in to the Proxima Galaxy, where my Dojo was located, using the internet that played out on my retina, iNet. But the NV Visor allowed for better immersion. 
 
    Iris’ visor, or rather Thad’s, was a newer model, sleek, lightweight, and gunmetal gray. 
 
    I strapped it to my head and ignored the fact that I got a scent of Thad in the process. He always wore some cologne, not too sweet and but also not too musky.  
 
     The visor’s sleek design made it easy to lie down. I tried to ignore my olfactory senses, knowing that I wouldn’t be able to smell anything once we reached the Dojo. 
 
    “You log in first,” she instructed, “and once you do, give me access.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Sine waves appeared as soon as I placed the visor over my head.  
 
    The famous Proxima tone, created by famous ambient musician Brian Eno, played in the background. I made sure the earbuds were in, and using the handshake between my iNet operating system and the Proxima dashboard, I scrolled down to the Dojo icon. 
 
    Everything started spinning around me.  
 
    Soon, I stood in an all-encompassing black space, not unlike the space where I first met Aya and Lady Cassandra. Before I could do anything else, I focused on the semi-transparent “settings” icon at the top of my viewing pane.  
 
    I selected “other users” and allowed access to Iris Snout, who had already made a request. Seeing her name there made me briefly remember how much she hated her last name. Personally, I thought it was cool, that it complemented her first name. But she didn’t agree with me. 
 
    As Iris’ avatar spawned, my vision pane lit up with instruction prompts on how to set up my Dojo.  
 
    “You know how to do this stuff, right?” I asked her.  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Then I’ll ignore the prompts.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Iris’ base Proxima avatar looked a lot like how she looked in the real world.  
 
    She still wore glasses, although her glasses here had bigger lenses, and the sweater that covered her upper half was double the size of a sweater she’d wear in the real world. On her legs were a pair of tights, which dipped into ankle-high Converse, the laces untied. 
 
    “She seems a little frumpy.” 
 
    I spun around to find Aya standing in the darkness. As soon as I saw her, the square beneath her feet lit up.  
 
    “I think she’s cute,” said Lady C., who was a few feet away from Iris and to the right. Just as it had happened for her counterpart, as soon as she spoke, the tile beneath her feet lit up.  
 
    A quick glance down and I saw that I too stood on a backlit tile.  
 
    If I took a step forward, I’d step onto another tile and the one I’d previously been standing on would disappear. I turned, trying to understand the vastness of this place. 
 
    I could see nothing except black for miles on end. Above me, I saw the twinkle of stars and streaks of purple and blue. Below me I saw utter darkness, aside from the tile I stood on.  
 
    It was a bit overwhelming. 
 
    I can see now why they don’t like being here, I thought as Iris introduced herself. 
 
    “Iris,” she said as she thrust her hand out to the Thulean. Iris’ hand moved up and down, but it didn’t seem like Aya was actually shaking her hand. 
 
    Ah, her ghost limb. 
 
    Lady Cassandra performed a small curtsy and extended her soft hand to Iris.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” she said with a big smile on her face. 
 
    Iris turned back to me. “Okay, let’s get started. So, you should have starter funds to get your feet wet. Proxima dollars are tradeable on various coin exchanges, but you’ll want to spend these ones because this place sucks at the moment. You should have ten thousand.” 
 
    I looked at the lower right-hand portion of my viewing pane and saw a silhouette of a house. Focusing on this kicked the house to the left and flashed a new set of data on my viewing pane. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $10,000 
 
    Spent: 0 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “I can take out loans?”  
 
    “Yes, but let’s not get into that yet. The interest rate is ridiculous, and unless you know you have some cash coming in, I wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Got it, we can mess with that later. Okay, so ten thousand.” 
 
    Lady Cassandra approached me, her breasts bouncing once she stopped. “I’d like a small personal cottage with stained-glass windows and a library.” 
 
    I felt Aye’s ghost limb land on my shoulder and lightly touch the side of my neck, sending a spark down my spine. 
 
    “It would be better for me if you created a two-room cabin that had an attached gym.” 
 
    Iris laughed. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, ladies.” 
 
    Thank you, Iris, I thought as I moved away from Aya’s ghost limb. 
 
    Aya turned to Iris and glared. “I see whose opinion matters more around here.” 
 
    Iris continued smiling at her. “Don’t feel like that. We have to set up some basic things like a training ground before we can start really customizing the place. We also need a mythcrea quarters.” 
 
    Lady C.’s shoulders slouched forward. “I hate being responsible.” 
 
    “Okay.” I clapped my hands together. “So, basic training ground. Will it be indoors or outdoors?” 
 
    “Indoors would be nicer,” Aya said, “but it probably doesn’t fit your budget.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Iris raised her hand and several designs appeared before her. With the flick of her wrist, the design zipped over to me.  
 
    Stopping on a design caused it to enlarge so that it filled the space between us.  
 
    Each design was outlined in red and green, the green signaling areas that made the design unique, things like a track, a sand pit, a large pond, and so on. Portions rimmed in gold meant that this area had further customizable features. 
 
    After looking through them all, I chose a space called Base Field B that featured a large field, a track around the field, and a starter pond in the northwest corner of the space. The cost? A quarter of my budget. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: 7,500 
 
    Spent: 2,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “Not bad.” Iris’ glasses turned white as she researched basic Dojo design on GoogleFace. “Just as I suspected, there are bonuses that come with choosing certain designs and add-ons. The space you’ve chose, Base Field B, has the perk of doubling the roaming space available if you add a meadow.” 
 
    “Roaming is nice,” Lady Cassandra said. “For animals and humans.” 
 
    “And, by adding a meadow, you are naturally given a rocky terrain good for Ventus classes, aka wind classes, and you’re given a meeting ground. Further, back to the meadow part, adding a meadow will allow for organic life to begin to flourish in this space. Eventually, you’ll be able to add a sun and basically build your own world, but that’s another day. You have to first get the seed planted, literally.” 
 
    “Cool, so I’ll add a meadow. And we need to go over classes.” 
 
    “We will later.” 
 
    The meadow cost fifteen hundred, but it seemed like a good investment for the Dojo. I noticed there were other options for different levels that were grayed out. 
 
    “What’s with these other options?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “I’ll explain in a bit, but long story short: as you progress and level, you’ll be able to unlock more features for the Dojo.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “You’ve made a track, which is great, but no space for pull-up bars and other exercise gear,” Aya commented. 
 
    “Right,” I said as I scrolled through the options.  
 
    At five hundred Proxima dollars, adding a strip of workout gear wasn’t too expensive. There were upgrades available, but I figured this would satisfy Aya for now. 
 
    I made my selection and a series of pull-up bars and other structures to aid in calisthenics took shape on the right-hand portion of the field.  
 
    Proxima Dollars: $5,500 
 
    Spent: $4,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “Thank you,” Aya said as she lightly tapped my cheek with her ghost limb. 
 
    “You should have like five thousand left, right?” Iris said. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Crap, it’s not a lot, but it should be enough for a fairly decent mythcrea quarters.” 
 
    “And what about us, Chase?” Lady C. asked. “Don’t you care about us?” 
 
    I couldn't help but smile at her. “Your personal dwellings will have to come later. We’re going to make this place great, but we need some captures and we need a place to store them where they can flourish.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lady C. said. 
 
    Aya mumbled something in Thulean that sounded like a death threat.  
 
    “So, I should just choose a design?” I asked as I backtracked through the training ground menu to find the base mythcrea quarters. They were pricey.  
 
    “No.” Iris smiled. “I have a few that I’ve already looked at and downloaded for you.” 
 
    “How did you know we were going to design the Dojo today again?”  
 
    “Just a hunch. Check these out.” Her hand glowed as a few designs zipped over to me.  
 
    The first thing I noticed was that we were standing where the quarters would be.  
 
    All around me now were red and green grid lines that showed the architectural outline of the potential space. I looked up and saw the upper rooms, looked down and saw the basement. 
 
    “I can’t really get a sense of it from where I’m standing.” 
 
    “Minimize it with your hand.” 
 
    I squeezed my fingers together and the large outline instantly compressed until it was about the size of a basketball, a square basketball, but at least it was now manageable. 
 
    Iris had selected three different types of quarters, each with their own advantages.  
 
    The first was a four-story space that included an expansive basement. It was spacious, and there was room in the left wing to expand indefinitely. The cost? A mere four thousand Proxima dollars.  
 
    It was definitely an option, but I had a feeling there was a catch. 
 
    The second space she selected looked more like a skyscraper than the first. At nine stories high, I liked the usage of the space, but I didn’t like the cost. At fifteen thousand Proxima dollars, it was well over budget. 
 
    “I thought you said I shouldn’t take out a loan to buy a place,” I told Iris. Lady C. approached me and politely reminded me that she’d like her own cabin. “Got it,” I told her. “In due time.” 
 
    “You can take a mortgage out to pay for your mythcrea quarters. No interest there, and it is something that people are encouraged to do.” 
 
    “Why does that seem like a bad idea?” 
 
    “I don’t think it is a bad idea,” Aya said. The Thulean stood with her arms crossed over her chest, glaring at me as if to say, ‘can we wrap this up?’ 
 
    “Let me check out the third option.” 
 
    The third option resembled the first. It was a three-story building constructed like the AppleSoft headquarters in Palo Alto. It provided plenty of space in the courtyard at the center of the big ring, but it didn’t seem like there was much room for expansion. 
 
    “Let’s go with the first one,” I finally said. “No debt, and we’ll have five hundred left over.” 
 
    “That’s another thing,” said Iris. “You also need a room for splicing, and the equipment necessary to combine mythcrea. I guess the basement in the four-story place will do it, but that is a little Dr. Jekyll, Mr. Hyde.” 
 
    “You can combine mythcrea?”  
 
    “Once you have a bunch of mythcrea, you’ll want to actively combine them and see if you can create more powerful creatures for your Fighting Party. But I guess we can cross that bridge when we get there. And you aren’t quite at the right level to do that. I believe you need to be at least level three.” 
 
    “Will a mortgage cover the cost of the splicing equipment?” Lady Cassandra asked. 
 
    Iris bit her lip as her glasses again turned white. After scrolling through a bunch of data, she nodded. “It would.” 
 
    “I want to go with the four-story place,” I said firmly. “We don’t need nine stories, at least right now, and from what I can see here…” I pressed an icon that said customize and saw that I could add additional stories in the future for ten thousand Proxima dollars per story. “Yep, just as I expected, it’s customizable vertically and horizontally.” 
 
    I selected the four-story building and agreed to purchase it.  
 
    As if pushed forward by a gust of wind, the four of us were moved about a hundred feet away as construction began on the house. This was purely for show, and it was fun to see cranes and tractors drive onto the scene and quickly construct the place.  
 
    What made it even odder to watch was the fact that there were no people involved.  
 
    After the heavy-duty vehicles finished their work, the bricks stacked themselves as did the floors. Once the place was fully constructed, Fujin, the Japanese wind god, and Skin-Walker, the Navajo witch, took shape at the back entrance to the quarters. 
 
    They stood there, Fujin floating with his feet on a small cloud and Skin-Walker in a battle-ready position with her eyes narrowed on me. 
 
    “Can I talk to them?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course you can talk to them.” Iris grabbed my hand and took me over to the two mythcrea. “It’s a good idea, actually, to make friends with them.” 
 
    “Chase,” I said, extending my hand to Fujin. 
 
    Wind swirled around us as he approached me. He bowed his head slightly and his form shattered into millions of tiny shards. These shards lifted into the air and speared into my body.  
 
    +3 Tokens! 
 
    “Tokens?” I asked Iris as one of the bedrooms on the fourth floor of the mythcrea quarters flickered on. 
 
    “He’s just being dramatic. You already had these tokens once you captured him. You get tokens by capturing mythcrea, and tokens allow you to advance to the next level. You can trade and sell them too. I’ll explain all this later.” 
 
    The Skin-Walker approached me, and as she did, her skin rolled back to reveal… 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Thad now stood in front of us, and it freaked out Iris just as much as it bothered me.  
 
    It also got me thinking about something that I hadn’t discussed with her yet. Before I could tell the Skin-Walker to knock it off, she was back to her normal form, in her dark robes with her powerful, alluring eyes locked on me. 
 
    “My name is Altsoba,” she said, her voice androgynous.  
 
    “Chase, I’m Chase.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Iris cleared her throat. I saw the inside of her glasses light up, and knew she was researching the Skin-Walker. 
 
    “You can read our thoughts?” she asked. 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “And your name…” Iris started to ask. 
 
    “It means ‘all are at war.’ A fitting name, considering my addition to your party.” With that, Altsoba’s form shattered, formed a spiral of cosmic dust, and flew into my chest. 
 
    +2 Tokens! 
 
    I glanced up at the mythcrea quarters and saw a light in one of the middle bedrooms come on. 
 
    “That was unsettling,” Iris said.  
 
    “Yeah, it was.” 
 
    “She may become one of the most powerful ones we capture,” Aya said as she approached us. “But we will see.” 
 
    “So back to the tokens,” I said. 
 
    “Do you see the blinking icon on the top portion of your dashboard? Near the settings icon.” 
 
    “I see it.” 
 
    “Focus on that.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
     “Hover over ‘Current Capture,’ and you’ll see that each is worth a certain number of tokens.” 
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    “I see, together they are worth five points, and I need five to get to my next level. Makes sense.” 
 
    “Yep, and this doesn’t necessarily mean that one is better than the other. Having a shape-shifting mythcrea may be more useful than a wind god, but Fujin gets a bonus point for being a god.” 
 
    “And what’s the point of leveling if I can’t fight myself?” 
 
     “Each level you get increases the level of your Huntresses. Your huntresses are at Level Nine and Level Ten.” 
 
    Aya and Lady C.’s stats appeared, much more colorful than the mythcrea. 
 
    I nodded, makes sense. “And I can spend tokens?” 
 
    “Yes, they have Proxima dollar value and can be traded. The only issue with doing this is you can decrease your level by spending too many tokens. Let’s say you are at Level Two with eleven tokens. You spend three, and now you’re back to Level One. Your Huntresses will also lose a level.” 
 
    “Do not touch my level,” Aya warned.  
 
    “Will this number fluctuate if I fuse mythcrea? You said I could do that, right?” 
 
    “No, but fusing mythcrea is expensive, so let’s deal with that later. Finally, do you see the part that says ‘tokens?’ This is definitely something that’s important.” 
 
    “I see it.” 
 
    “You get tokens for completing tournaments, finding rare mythcrea, and if you’re lucky and have the funds, you can set up a mining operation that mines for tokens here in your Dojo. Tokens will get you all sorts of things, from rare weapons for your Huntresses to access to EverLife.” 
 
    “EverLife? Why do I feel like I’ve heard that before?” 
 
    “Because I told you about EverLife,” Aya said. “Can we please go back to the real world now? I’m bored.” 
 
    Iris laughed. “But I can’t see you in the real world.” 
 
    “And? I can still see you.” 
 
    Iris looked at Aya funny for a moment. 
 
    “Never mind her,” I said, stepping between them. “Two more questions before we go back. First, what is EverLife?” 
 
    “EverLife is…” 
 
    “It is the goal of all Alphas and Hunters,” Lady Cassandra said. “It is the source world of everything we go after in your world. If you want to capture bigger, stronger and better mythcrea, you must go to their place of origin, where you can unlock secrets and learn of exclusive brawls and tournaments.” 
 
    “So, I would capture them there?” 
 
    Iris shrugged and looked to the two Huntresses. “Do either of you know?” 
 
    Lady C. shook her head. “I’ve never been.” 
 
    “Same here,” came Aya’s reply. 
 
    “Finally, explain the magic classes to me. I’d like to get a better handle on that.” 
 
    “It’s on your dashboard,” Iris told me. “Click ‘mythcrea’ and go to classes and you’ll find the explanation there.” 
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    “Ah, it makes sense now,” I said aloud as I parsed through the information. The names of the various magic classes mostly had Latin roots, and I was familiar with a few of the terms aside from Ignis, Sana, and Ventus. 
 
    Iris smiled.  “If you need anything else, it’s likely somewhere on your dashboard.” 
 
    “I can help too,” Lady C. offered. 
 
    “Great, thanks. Is everyone ready to go back to New York?” 
 
    “Only if we can go hunting,” Aya said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: Mortem Mythcrea 
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    “We need five mythcrea to join tournaments, right?” I asked as my NV Visor powered down. Twenty or so updates flashed on my iNet screen but I ignored them. They quickly faded into the background as I sat up, waiting for the visor to tell me it was safe to remove. 
 
    “That’s right,” I heard Iris say next to me.  
 
    “There was the bearadillo back at that playground,” I said, as the NV Visor powered down and the words ‘You may remove the visor’ flashed. I took off the headset and turned to Iris, watching as she too waited for the prompt. 
 
    Lady Cassandra sat at the edge of the bed, her shoulder to me. As soon as I saw her, she looked at me over her shoulder and offered me a soft grin as she swept some of her brown hair out of her face. 
 
    “Glad to see you again.” 
 
    “We just saw each other,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I mean here in New York. Ooo, I’d love to explore New York. Are there any big shopping districts we can go to? Maybe some theaters.” 
 
    I started to laugh. 
 
    “What is it?” Iris said as she placed her rigged glasses over the bridge of her nose, which allowed her to at least see imprints of the Huntresses. 
 
    “Lady C. wants to go to Broadway and hit up some shopping.” 
 
    “That would be fun,” Iris said. 
 
    “See, she agrees.” 
 
    Aya scoffed. She leaned against Iris’ dining room table, her arms crossed over her chest. “Of course she agrees. She is female, and she’d directly benefit from going to these places.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “You are some sort of musician, correct? I remember the instruments from your room.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Play this guitar.” 
 
    Lady C. clapped her hands together. “Yes, play for us! That would be so sexy!” 
 
    “They’re asking me to play your guitar,” I told Iris, my cheeks turning red. “They think it would be sexy.” 
 
    “Sexy?” Iris laughed. “I guess that’s one way to describe it. Want me to play ukulele for them too?” 
 
    “I thought we were going hunting?” I told Aya. 
 
    She shrugged. “What harm could one song do? I need some war music before I capture our next mythcrea.” 
 
    “War music?” I turned to Iris. “She’s asking for war music.” 
 
    “Would that be like early twenty-first century death metal?” she asked. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    Iris walked over to get her guitar and her ukulele, then returned to her bed and handed me the acoustic.  
 
    I thumbed an open E to see if it was in tune. As soon as I did this, an app kicked into gear on my viewing pane showing me how far away I was from true E.  
 
    With a quick adjustment, I tuned the first string and worked my way down, E-A-D-G-B-E. Iris quickly tuned hers up, G-C-E-A, and smiled at me.  
 
    “What do you want to play?” I asked her. 
 
    “I thought you’d make that decision.” 
 
    Iris started playing a slow rendition of Happy Birthday and singing in a sultry voice. 
 
    “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday to Aya, happy birthday to you.” 
 
    Aya practically attacked Iris with her buster sword. “Why did you stop?” she cried. “Keep playing. Bravo! Bravo! It is not even my birthday, yet I am overcome with joy!” 
 
    I laughed. “Aya loves it.” 
 
    “Let’s play them something original.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said, reverting to bass mode. While I could play acoustic guitar, it was just as easy to focus on the lower two strings and do some bass work. 
 
    Iris looked at me uncertainly. “How about ‘I Know You’re There?’ I mean, it is kind of appropriate.” 
 
    “But,” I cleared my throat, “but Thad started that one.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you and I wrote it,” she said, and just the mention of this fact triggered a memory of us in my bedroom working out the song, which was based around a repetitive chorus.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “I definitely want to hear it now,” said Lady Cassandra. 
 
    Nodding my head, I counted us off using my fingernail on the front of the acoustic guitar. After a breath, I started palm muting a single, drone-y note. I started singing and Iris joined me on ukulele and backup vocals. 
 
    “I am with you, you are with me, even though I can’t see you I know you’re there.” 
 
    “I know you’re there,” Iris sang. 
 
    “Ooo, I know you’re there.” 
 
    “I know you’re there.” 
 
    “Ooo, I know you’re there.” I added another note to my palm muting. “I can feel you, you can feel me, even though I can’t see you I know you’re there.” 
 
    “I know you’re there.” 
 
    “Ooo, I know you’re there.” 
 
    “I know you’re there.” 
 
    “Ooo, I know you’re there.” I stopped playing. “Anyway, it is something like that.” I looked over at Iris to see her beaming with joy. 
 
    “In the name of the Empress…” Aya brought her hand to her heart. 
 
    “You two are so talented,” Lady C. said, dabbing a tear from her cheek. “My Alpha and his real-life friend, who isn’t a girlfriend but acts like one, are so talented! Maybe people with glasses make better music. Who knows?” 
 
    “I know it isn’t war music, but…” 
 
    “It absolutely is war music!” Aya said. “It reminds me of a Thulean song. Let me sing the translated version.” 
 
    “The Empress and the Holy King tore Reapers from the sky. The battle for Porthos lost, a final place to die. It sounds like your song, right?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, not willing to critique a woman with a giant sword.  
 
    “What are they doing?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Singing to me. Aya just sang a Thulean song.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear it next time we’re at the Dojo, Aya.” 
 
    “Certainly.” Aya punched her hand into her fist. “I am very motivated now. Let’s get out there and capture something. It is close to nighttime, correct?” She walked over to Iris’ single window. “Yes, this is good.” 
 
    “Nighttime is a great for capturing oddities,” Lady C. added. “Shall we go?” 
 
    I turned to Iris. “They’re ready to capture something. Any hotspots around here?” 
 
    Iris thought for a moment. “You know, there is the construction site not far away. It’s pretty big. We’re kind of shooting in the dark until you get a monster locator app, but that will cost money.” 
 
    “Think we can get in?” 
 
    Iris set her ukulele down. “I’m sure we’ll find a way.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    We left Iris’ efficiency apartment and turned left at the bodega about a block away. There was a chill in the air, but it wasn’t too bad, and I didn’t need more than my light jacket. 
 
    “Hold up,” Iris said as we passed the bodega. “They have good tamales here. You hungry?” 
 
    “I haven’t really thought about food, but yes, I could definitely eat something.” 
 
    As she went into the store, Aya stepped over to me and looked me up and down. “Yes, you do need to eat more. You are too thin. Thulean women like strong men.” 
 
    “That’s good for them.” 
 
    “More muscles would be good for you too,” she said. “I believe Lady C. has bigger biceps than you do. And don’t knock Thulean women with the tone of your voice. They are strong, fierce, and will raise your children to be killers.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not really a muscular guy, and I don’t know how to react to that last statement.” 
 
    Lady C. squeezed my bicep with her fingers and giggled. “Lady Aya is right, mine are larger, but it takes muscle to wield two swords. I like a weaker man. It makes me feel even stronger.” 
 
    I tore my arm away from her. “You two sure like to poke at me, don’t you?” 
 
    The flash of my reflection in the bodega’s window caught my eye. 
 
    I had on the same thing I’d had on earlier: an olive green military jacket I’d picked up from a thrift store, a dark shirt, a pair of black jeans, glasses, and old Vans. The jacket was oversized, and while it wasn’t warm, it did block the wind pretty well.  
 
    “And I’m sure you’d like to poke us,” Aya said to Lady C.’s laughter. 
 
    “Ha! Your charm won’t work on me, Aya.” 
 
    “Keep on singing,” the Thulean said as she looked me over. “And you may have your shot.” 
 
    “I see that going poorly.” 
 
    Aya shrugged. “It has happened before. A Thulean princess named Zaena married a commoner such as yourself named FeeTwix Fajer. It was an incredible wedding.” 
 
    “Did you go?” 
 
    “No, no, I just heard.” 
 
    Iris exited the bodega with a plastic bag full of piping hot tamales.  
 
    “Ooo, that looks yummy,” Lady C. said as she watched me take the husk off the first tamale. “I wish we had tamales at the Dojo. Maybe I can get a recipe.” 
 
    “They’re great,” I told Iris, still eating the first one. “Damn. I was hungry. Didn’t even know.” 
 
    “Same here,” she said.  
 
    We ate two more tamales as we walked to the construction site. I mostly ignored Aya, who commented on some of the people she saw across the street. She seemed to be a shit-talker, which was fine, especially since no one could hear her. Lady C. was definitely nicer, but I’d seen her wield those swords and I knew she meant business.  
 
    “Is that it?” We turned the corner, and I saw the barrier they always put up along the sidewalk to protect people from falling objects. 
 
    “That’s the one,” said Iris. 
 
    “And you think something is in there?” I asked as I read the sign. Bjurstrom Construction LLC.  
 
    “It’s a dark place and no one is there. If there’s a place for mythcrea, especially the type that come out at night, this will be the place.”  
 
    We searched around for a moment until I found a hole in the fence. The hole was covered by a blue tarp, and there was just enough room for Iris and me to squeeze through. Aya and Lady C. passed right through the wall, reminding me once again that they weren’t real. 
 
    It was an odd thing to think about.  
 
    While they could pass through walls and objects, they couldn’t, for example, go and spy on a real person in the other room because I couldn’t see that person. They could go ‘off screen’ to chase a mythcrea, but that was different. 
 
    “There is definitely something in here,” Aya said, her elven ears perking. It was dark, but a motion sensor light in the corner flicked on, giving us a small cone of visibility.  
 
    “Two somethings,” Lady C. said as she drew her blades. 
 
    They looked so fierce with their blades drawn and their battle gear. Here I was looking like a chump in my thrift store clothing, my hair unkempt, with glasses on my face. The difference was startling.  
 
    Aya had just taken another step towards the darkness when a purple fireball blew her off her feet.  
 
    “Lady Aya!” Lady C. pinpointed her location, and was just about to use her Time Skip spell to find the attacker when a man emerged from the darkness. 
 
    The bottom part of his face was covered by a veil, and he wore black armor and a black cape. His eyes were purple, his hair was long and black, and the skin of his face was bleach white.  
 
    He drew a long sword as his stats appeared before me. 
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    “What is it?” Iris asked, now able to see the shock on my face. 
 
    “It’s something called a Fext. It’s Level Eleven, and it just took Aya out with a fireball.” 
 
    Iris moved towards a wall and started going through whatever data she could discover on GoogleFace.  
 
    This left me with the battle. 
 
    I wanted to get involved, and for the first time, I decided to take charge of how the battle would be fought. I rushed over to Aya and helped her up, which must have looked strange to Iris, but we were way beyond that point. 
 
    “Aya, I need you to fall back and get ready to do your pounce attack, the one you did earlier in the park.” 
 
    She glanced up. “There isn’t a lot of room here.” 
 
    “Can you do a smaller version? I want to lure him over here through Lady C. then have you attack.” 
 
    Her orange eyes flashed with annoyance. “There are two of them, dammit, did you not hear me say that?” 
 
    “Two Fexts?” 
 
    “Nope.” Aya loosed a throwing knife into the dark and I heard a scream. 
 
    “Shit!” I watched as the Fext went from fighting clean to fighting dirty.  
 
    He flourished his blade, pivoted on his right foot, and as Lady C. went in to strike him with both of her swords, he moved forward and connected the back of his elbow to her head.  
 
    She hit the ground, rolled, and just barely missed his follow up attack. 
 
     Rage spreading across his face, the Fext kicked the living shit out of Lady C. and turned to Aya. 
 
    “He dares challenge me,” she said as she lifted her blade. 
 
    “He already challenged you, Aya. Focus on whoever is casting spells from the dark.” I placed my hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Aya glanced at me, her eyes narrowing. “You think you know what it takes to lead the battle?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m supposed to do, right? I am Alpha, after all.”  
 
    “Yes, but it is too late for that now,” she said solemnly. “He challenged me, and it is a challenge I will accept.” 
 
    “Dammit, Aya, no!” 
 
    But my cries fell on deaf ears.  
 
    Her sword at the ready, Aya turned to the Fext, poised to strike. 
 
    They sized each other up for a moment and he swung into action. He was faster than her, but her sword was larger and its reach was greater. She was just about to get the upper hand when a purple fireball, this one twice as large as the first, fired from the darkness. 
 
    It cracked her in the chest and tossed her into a concrete pillar. Using her ghost limbs, Aya caught herself just in time. 
 
    “Aya, the darkness!” I called at her. Even as fire burnt along her chest plate, singing her hair and skin, Aya launched back into battle. 
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I said as I bolted over to Lady C., who was on her feet, her eyes fixed on the darkness. 
 
    Iris appeared at my side. “It’s a Lich!” she said, out of breath with excitement. “They form partnerships with Fexts and fight together.” 
 
    “And a Fext is?” I asked quickly. 
 
    “A mythological undead creature, Slavic mythology.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as Aya and the Fext’s swords met. “So two catches?” 
 
    “You need to take the weaker one first,” she said hurriedly. “What’s his level?” 
 
    “Eleven.” 
 
    “The Lich should be weaker. Can you see it yet?”  
 
    “Not yet; it’s somewhere over there.” I pointed to the darkness as Aya and the Fext continued to engage each other. 
 
    “It must be the weak to be hiding.” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I asked, turning to Lady C. 
 
    “I’m on it!” 
 
    Her blades at her sides, Lady C. bolted towards the darkness and disappeared as soon as a purple fireball came blazing her way.  
 
    “Watch out!” I shouted to Iris.  
 
    Caught up in the moment and forgetting that she couldn’t experience this battle the same way I could, I dove for Iris and took the brunt of the fireball. 
 
    “Ahhh!” I screamed as the purple flames covered my body, burning my flesh. “Shit!” Tears streamed down my face as I tried to pat myself out, as my skin burned. 
 
    “Chase!” Iris ran towards me and tried to comfort me. “It’s not real, Chase, look at me. Look at me!” She grabbed my face and we locked eyes, hers behind lenses and mine filled with flames. “It’s not real.” 
 
    “It’s burning my flesh,” I cried out as I watched what was left of my clothes burn off. 
 
    “Turn off the app,” she said. “Turn it off now.” 
 
    “No!” I got to my feet and took a staggering step towards the battle. “We’re finishing this.” 
 
    Seeing me in distress, Aya kicked into high gear. While engaging the Fext with her buster sword, she quickly used her ghost limbs to go up and over his body and sweep his legs out from beneath him. 
 
    He hit the ground with his chin, his eyes filling with fury as Aya grabbed him with both ghost limbs and beat him against the ceiling and ground.  
 
    Of course, I couldn’t see her limbs because of the fact that they were invisible.  
 
    Still, it was pretty easy to figure out what was going on after he slipped, cracked his chin on the cement, and started flopping from the ground to the ceiling. 
 
    But it was Lady Cassandra who really turned the tide of the fight. She emerged from the shadows, both swords aimed at the back of an emaciated woman. 
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    “You were right,” I said to Iris. “It is a Lich, and she’s Level Six.” 
 
    “Magnus!” the Lich cried. She wore a gray dress tattered at the ends. A veil covered her face, but I could tell that she was undead, her eyes yellow and her skin the color of aged ivory. 
 
    “Ophelia!” The Fext looked up at Aya with pleading eyes. “Please don’t,” he said as I approached them, my hand charging. 
 
    “You two can reunite in the underworld,” Aya growled, her blade now aimed at his throat. 
 
    “Aya, stand down, now!” 
 
    The man looked at me defiantly with purple, bloodshot eyes. The bottom of his face was covered in scarves, but from the skin that was visible, I could see that portions of his lower jaw were in various states of decay. “End my life if you must, Hunter, but spare Ophelia!” 
 
    “Magnus!” Ophelia screamed again. I glanced over at Aya to see that she was smiling. While she held a sword to the Lich’s back, I got the sense that she thought the love between these two was romantic.  
 
    “You will both fight for me?” I asked, not sure of how this negotiation was supposed to go. I hadn’t negotiated with mythcrea yet.  
 
    “Of course,” Magnus said, his expression changing. “We would gladly fight! You have a formidable party,” he said, glancing from Aya to Lady C. “Rough at the edges, but formidable.”  
 
    “Please, stand then. And Lady C., bring Ophelia over here.” 
 
    Ophelia joined Magnus; as soon as they were next to each other, their hands connected. I waited until my net was fully charged before raising my fingers to them, willing the invisible net made of light forward. 
 
    The net hit their bodies and they disappeared in a flash. 
 
    “We got them both,” I told Iris. 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” Lady Cassandra said to the Thulean, “but that was just about the cutest thing I’ve seen all day. Did you see the way he looked at her when they held hands?” 
 
    “It was a Lich and an undead man,” Aya said, a look of disgust on her face. 
 
    “I know, but ‘true love knows no bounds,’ right?” 
 
    “You okay?” Iris asked, turning to me.  
 
    “Yeah, fine, but I definitely want to chill for a minute.” My arms and clothing had started to heal, but I definitely felt like I’d been put through the wringer. 
 
    “Let’s go back to my place, then,” she said, turning to the exit. 
 
    “Good call. Aya, Lady C., let’s get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: Training Grounds 
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    “I’m going to close the app for a moment,” I told the two Huntresses after we arrived back at Iris’ apartment. “I just need a break, a quick one.” 
 
    “Not fair,” Aya started to say. She was gone in the blink of an eye and I noticed that the battle marks I’d seen on my skin earlier, the ones from the Lich’s purple fireball, were gone.  
 
    “That is really strange,” I said as I looked at my arm.  
 
    “The scars fade away, huh?” Iris took off her scarf and tossed it on the coatrack. She slipped out of her shoes, and reminded me to take mine off. 
 
    “Got it.” Once they were off, we went to her futon and righted it so that we could sit down. “And I’m sorry again for freaking out back there.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Chase, you thought you were on fire. I’d be freaking out too.” 
 
    “If I get seriously attacked, what happens?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “That’s another reason the Monster Hunt app is illegal. While you aren’t actually taking damage, you think you’re taking damage, and some people have gone on to have some pretty serious PTSD from this stuff.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “You won’t be fully healed until the next day, or after a five-hour sleep cycle. This is important to remember: while it isn’t playing out very much now because of your level, once you are at a higher level, and Aya and Lady C. are also at a higher level, actions taken against you can affect them. For example: seeing you bleeding out can bring down morale or cause panic. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Got it. I’ll be careful.” I stretched my arms over my head and yawned. 
 
    “You already tired?” 
 
    “No, well, yes, sure, I’m sleepy, but there’s more I have to do. For one, I want to discuss with you a better way to lead the battles.” 
 
    A look of realization flashed across her face. “Ah, so you are starting to understand your role as an Alpha. You’ve been passive so far.” 
 
    “So I can fight, then?” 
 
    I watched as Iris took one of her bracelets off her wrist and placed it on the nightstand next to her futon. I always liked her wrists. They were so feminine, and the way she moved them, whether it was playing a piano or speaking excitedly, contrasted heavily with how delicate they looked. 
 
    “You can’t fight, but as you were trying to do back there, you can instruct.” 
 
    “Won’t the enemy hear what I’m telling them?” 
 
    “Actually…” Iris’ eyes flashed as she did a quick search on iNet. “No, they won’t hear. The enemy can only hear you after a certain condition is met, and that condition is you capturing them. So you’re good. Yell out commands as much as you’d like.” 
 
    “What about at tournaments?” 
 
    “Same, and I’ll be there at the tournaments too, to guide you,” she said. “You’re allowed an additional partner on the coaching sideline, whether they are an Alpha or not. There’s another thing you should know, and I’ll remind you of this later: The Hunters or Huntresses will be very visible in the opposing team’s Fighting Party.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They’ll be outlined in red. You want to take those ones out first. If the main party members go, the mythcrea take cuts to their attack and defense power.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. It makes for a pretty quick defeat. So, what now? You have more questions?” She smirked. “Or are you ready to go to the Dojo.” 
 
    “Now let’s go to the Dojo. I want to be a more active Alpha, and to do so, I need to see just what Aya and Lady C. are truly capable of.” 
 
    “Yes! Let’s do it.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Iris and I spawned in the center of the field that sat in front of my Dojo. I looked at the four-story building to see that there were now three lights lit. A quick check of my tokens and I saw that I was one point away from leveling up, and once I levelled up, everyone leveled up. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “So glad you could join us.” Aya was doing some sit-ups, Lady C. responsible for keeping her feet planted. To do so and still read, the Metican warrior sat on Aya’s feet with her back to the Thulean. 
 
    “Chase!” Lady Cassandra slammed her book shut and rushed over to me. She gave me a hug and bent over to Iris to do the same.  
 
    “We were only separated a few minutes,” I reminded her. 
 
    “It seems like forever in here because of the darkness.” 
 
    The Dojo space was more of a twilight color, midnight blue with streaks of deep purple in the sky. I could see, however, that having no sun would be kind of strange, kind of like living in Alaska. 
 
    “The sun will come in the future,” Aya said. “Once we spruce this place up, or connect to EverLife.” She rolled up to her feet and placed her hands on her hips. “So, are you here to grope on Lady Cassandra, or are you here to check on your newest mythcrea?” 
 
    “He didn’t grope me!” 
 
    I stepped away from Lady C. and turned to find the four mythcrea I’d captured so far. Seeing them stand there made me feel strange about using the word “capture,” but really, there wasn’t another way to describe it.  
 
    “Hey everyone,” I said to the four. Fujin sat cross-legged on a swirling cloud. Altsoba, the Skin-Walker, had her arms crossed over her chest and a sly look on her face. Magnus the Fext and his counterpart, Ophelia the Lich, stood hand in hand.  
 
    Magnus had a smile on his face; Ophelia, not so much. 
 
    “We need a bigger room,” Magnus said instead of hello. “Our room in the quarters is currently separated.”  
 
    “Which room are you staying in?”  
 
    “On the third floor,” Magnus said. 
 
    I glanced over at the quarters and saw the room in question. Concentrating on it showed me the gridlines that made up the home. By touching a certain wall, I was able to move around it or zoom in or out. I was able to move up to their floor by just pointing at the third floor, and once I was there, I found the wall separating the room that they’d chosen from the adjacent space. 
 
    Would you like to remove this wall? 
 
    Cost: $100. 
 
    (Yes/No?) 
 
    I selected “yes,” and with a flick of my wrist, the wall was gone. 
 
    “Done. Anyone else need anything?” 
 
    Altsoba smiled at me. “I would like an entire room made of mirrors.” 
 
    “Made of mirrors, huh?”  
 
    I looked to Iris and she shrugged. “That may cost something. Let me see the cost.” 
 
    I found Altsoba’s room, pressed my finger against a semi-transparent setting icon, and a list of possible customizations appeared. There were tons, and I quickly found the search bar to help me parse through the options. 
 
    Simply thinking the word ‘mirror’ made a bunch of mirror options appear. This got me thinking… 
 
    “Are all the rooms bare?” 
 
    Fujin nodded. He still hadn’t spoken or given me his name and his stats simply listed his name as “Fujin.” 
 
    I considered this for a moment. “We’ll need to upgrade them then.” 
 
    “Which is why we need to enter tournaments,” Aya reminded me. “Or we could go out for more catches, get some mythcrea and trade them.” 
 
    “What about my mirrors?” Altsoba asked, the dark-skinned shifter stepping towards me.  
 
    I saw the price, a thousand Proxima bucks, and shook my head. “We don’t have money for that right now, but don’t worry, though, we are going to start earning money as soon as humanly possible.” 
 
    “When?” she asked. “And I’m not human.” 
 
    “Tomorrow. Tomorrow night,” I assured her. “We need one more catch and we can enter tournaments. Right now we have four: you, Ophelia, Magnus, and Fujin. One more and we have a fighting party.” 
 
    Altsoba lifted her chin and looked down at me with darkened eyes. “Then we will get mirrors.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Ooo, and don’t forget our cabins,” Lady C. added. “But those can wait a little bit, as long as you have room in your bed for us.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “And the cabins for our Huntresses. Is there anything else?” 
 
    Magnus looked to Ophelia and shook his head. The four mythcrea disappeared, leaving Aya, Lady C., Iris and me standing in an empty field. 
 
    “So, training…” 
 
    “Oh! One thing I was going to tell you,” Iris said, “is about this cool way to train. Okay, sure, you could just ask them to show you what they can do and coordinate it, or you can buy some training gear and have them actually perform the moves on you.” 
 
    “Why in the hell would I do that?” I asked, looking at Aya’s huge buster sword.  
 
    “You won’t die. Your body will automatically come back together after each move is performed, but you can see which move does the most damage.” 
 
    “And let me guess, there’s a cost?” 
 
    “Yep.” Iris laughed. “Everything costs money. Should be between two and eight hundred Proxima dollars.” 
 
    I focused on my dashboard, noticing a semi-transparent store icon next to the gear-shaped settings icon. 
 
    I selected the store icon, and found that I could buy tons of stuff, from gear to various add-ons for my Dojo. 
 
    Hmmmm, I thought as I selected a category called ‘User Items.’  
 
    There were many things here that would come in handy, but I was more focused on the training gear. I only had $400 PD to work with, which wasn’t a lot. The $200 gear just allowed for instant respawn. Iris was wrong about the cost range, as some of the training gear went up to several thousand dollars.  
 
    One, known as the Hunter Breaker, increased the general stress and fear in the vicinity of the user. This created more of a chance for the hunters or huntresses to learn a new technique based out of distress. It also allowed for one to train with the rest of their Fighting Party. Problem was, it cost two thousand PD.  
 
    I settled on the most expensive one I could buy, the $350 gear that allowed for some analysis, including damage taken. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $50 
 
    Spent: $9,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
      
 
    “Got one,” I said as soon as it appeared on my body. While it looked sleek in the 3-D stock version, the real version looked more like one of those outfits a dog trainer wore. 
 
    “This should be interesting,” Aya said as she drew her blade from her back. 
 
    “Actually,” said Lady C., her hands on the hilts of her two swords, “let’s move to the meadow. It operates more like the conditions of a place we may actually fight.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “Ready?” I asked, turning to Aya and Lady C. We were in the center of the meadow, the pond not very far behind me and the mythcrea quarters simply lights on the horizon. “You’re keeping track of their moves, right, Iris?” 
 
    “On it,” she said, her glasses flashing.  
 
    “I’m just worried one of them will knock me out.” 
 
    “You should more worried about this!” Aya did a one-armed cartwheel and came down with her blade, slicing my arm off. 
 
    -150 HP!  
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted as my arm separated from my body and quickly moved back into place, as if it were attached by a string and someone had pulled the string from the other side.  
 
    I watched as the red icons fizzled out before me, letting me know the strength of her attack. 
 
    With a grunt, Aya turned her back to me and brought her blade around using the full motion of her turning body. She cut through my body, from the muscles on my neck out through the side of my body.  
 
    -597 HP! Instakill! 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as my body actually separated, and snapped back together. 
 
    “That’s it!” Iris clapped her hands. “That’s definitely a move you should use again.” 
 
    “Hold up,” I told Aya as she came at me again, sword overhead. She stopped, and slowly lowered her weapon to the ground, glaring at me the entire time. “How do you know it’s a special move?” I asked. 
 
    “You can tell because of the way the weapon glowed when she performed it. Name it so you can call it out.” 
 
    “Got a name for that one?” I asked the Thulean warrior. 
 
    She thought for a moment. “Duchig Destroyer.” 
 
    “Doo-chig destroyer?” 
 
    “My surname is Duchig. It means ‘Death.’ Do you dislike the name?” 
 
    I laughed at the way she now stared at me, and as I did, her glare softened. “No, I very much like it. Okay, Pounce Attack. Hit me with that one.” 
 
    Aya jumped into the air and came down hard with her blade. Rather than slice me with it this time, she landed directly next to me, causing a mini-explosion that sent me sideways. 
 
    -197 HP! 
 
    “Not bad, okay, two special moves then. Let’s get a third one going and then we’ll switch to Lady C.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you like these ‘special moves,’ as you call them,” Aya commented. “Maybe you are a lonely guy.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    She screamed, unleashed three throwing knives, slid towards me, and as the knives went into my chest, she lifted into the air and disappeared. 
 
    -890 HP! Instakill! 
 
    “Whoa!” I said as I saw the tip of her blade press out of my chest. She stood behind me now; I was completely skewered, not to mention the three throwing knives sticking out of my chest. “Where’s the…?” 
 
    Iris, a look of utter shock on her face, pointed to her forehead. I reached my hand up and felt the hilt of the final knife.  
 
    As I did, my skin pressed it out and my training gear did the rest. 
 
    “What’s that one called?” I ask as Aya withdrew her buster sword from my back. 
 
    “How about Lonely Guy? Yes, I like it. Let’s call that one Lonely Guy,” she said with a flirty squeeze of my shoulder. Her hand still on my shoulder, she walked around me and smiled, something flickering behind her orange eyes. 
 
    “Lady C., you’re up,” I said as Aya moved away from me. “Give me what you got, and I want you to focus less on sword moves and more on spell attacks. A combo could also work.” 
 
    “Kick his ass, Cassandra,” Aya said in a playful way as she stepped over to Iris. She turned to Iris, patted her on the head – Iris was a foot shorter than the Thulean – and touched her glasses. “They are powerful magic glasses, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Iris said, beaming up at Aya.  
 
    I cleared my throat as Lady C. approached me. “The first thing I want you to practice is using your Time Skip ability to deliver a finishing blow. I mean, I’ve seen that you can do something like that, but let’s solidify it,” I said, growing in confidence as I instructed a woman who, if this were real life, could fillet me in a heartbeat. 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    Lady Cassandra approached me with her blades drawn. She was behind me in a flash, her blades visible in my peripheral vision as they pressed over my shoulders. 
 
    Like scissors, I thought as I waited for her to finish the move. “Just do it,” I told her. “Wait, start over from the front and try again. I need to judge the full effect.” 
 
    She returned to my front, grimaced, and disappeared again. 
 
    -560 HP! Instakill! 
 
    My head separated from my body, and I was quickly pulled back into place.  
 
    “That’s a damn good move.” I rubbed my neck and turned to her. 
 
    Iris spoke up. “The problem with that one is that you don’t want to kill mythcrea. This is also the problem with two of the new moves Aya learned. Your goal is to disable, not kill. If you kill, you can’t capture them. You must have some finesse. That said, you can and should use these in tournaments and brawls.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s fine. What do you want to call that one, Lady C.?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have a name.” 
 
    “It should be called Time Scissors,” Aya suggested. 
 
    “Good, that works for me. Since Aya will be focused more on combat, let’s focus more on disabling. What other books on magic have you read?” 
 
    “Recently?” Lady C. asked, her face lighting up. Apparently, this was the right question to ask her. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I read a book called Lume Glacio, which is about using lightning and ice magic.” 
 
    “That sounds awesome,” Iris said. 
 
    “Okay, Lady C., were there any spells in Lume Glacio that you thought were interesting?” 
 
    “There were plenty!” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m not finished. Interesting and that you can use at your current level.” 
 
    “There was one spell that I’m pretty sure I can cast. It’s a Level One spell, and the requirements are just that you have a certain amount of mana. It’s called Bomb Cyclone.” 
 
    “Let’s see it.” 
 
    Lady C. sheathed her swords and raised both hands in the air. Thunder rumbled above me as snow flurries poured out of her open palms. Soon, the snow swirled so quickly around me that I became confused.  
 
    “Shit,” I said as I grew increasingly concerned that I was somehow stuck in a snowy vortex. “Okay! I got it,” I called out into the snow flurries. They landed on my body, my face, blurred my vision, they were everywhere, and then suddenly, they were simply gone. 
 
    “Bomb Cyclone,” Lady C. said with a grin on her face. “That should help us.” 
 
    “It surely will,” Aya commented. “I can rush into that and, ha, disable a mythcrea.” 
 
    “What’s it look like from the outside?” I asked Iris. “I mean, from your perspective.” 
 
    “It looked like you were trapped in a mini-cyclone.” 
 
    “That is definitely going on the list. Anything else from Lume Glacio?” I asked her. 
 
    “Not that I can perform at this level.” 
 
    “Other books? What else have you read that had spells?” 
 
    “Lothar Shane’s Terra Incognita Volume One detailed some old Unigaean earth spells.” Lady C. pulled out the leather-bound tome, and started flipping through the pages. 
 
    “That’s a huge book,” Aya said. 
 
    “Yep, and it’s pretty boring too, and that’s coming from a person who likes boring books. But like I’ve said in the past, the best information can usually be found in the most boring of places. Here it is. It’s a spell called Mudslide.” 
 
    Her hands came up and magic spread between her fingers. A whooshing sound was accompanied by the ground beneath my feet giving way. I tried to move away, but each step I took was completely weighted.  
 
    One glance down and I saw that I was sinking into a hole made of mud, and no matter how much I tried to get out of it, I wasn’t able to free myself. 
 
    It was freaky as hell. 
 
    My heart beating against my ribcage, I tried to claw at the ground to free myself from the hole. I cried out, and it was then that the mud suddenly stopped, and I stood once again on solid ground. 
 
    “That’s ...whew! That’s craziness right there. It will definitely help us capture creatures, though.” 
 
    Lady C. frowned. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “That spell takes a lot of mana, and it also has a just above average chance of hitting.” 
 
    “That’s fine, at least it is in our arsenal. What else do you have? What else have you read?” 
 
    “Recent books I’ve read,” Lady C. said, and paced for a moment. “I’ve read a few romances, but those are just for fun. I like paranormal romances. They’re cute. I wouldn’t date a ghost, though. Anyways, nope, that’s all I can think of for now.” 
 
    “We need to practice at least one or two offensive moves,” I said. “Can you do anything like cast magic on your swords? What about one sword Lume and the other Glacio?” 
 
    “I never thought about trying to cast spells on my weapons.” She drew one of her swords and waved her hand before it. The blade shifted from silver to an icy blue.  
 
    “Attack me with that,” I said, a smile forming on my face. 
 
    “Um, okay…” Lady C. approached me with her blade at the ready. She was just about to swing when something peculiar happened. She stopped, inches away from the skin on my arm, and an ice explosion sent me hurling sideways. 
 
    -350 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    “Ouch! Yes!” I shouted as I got back to my feet. “Again, Lady C., do whatever you just did.” 
 
    I ran at her and the same thing happened. Her sword never touched me; rather, it stopped inches away from my skin and caused an explosion instead. 
 
    -371 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    “Ice Explosion. That should really help. Okay, what about lightning, I mean, Lume.” 
 
    She lifted her hand and tried to add lightning damage to her sword. It fizzled and sparked, but nothing else.  
 
    “Try a different blade,” I said. “Not the one you just cast the ice magic on.” 
 
    She sheathed her icy blue blade and made a cute brrrr sound as a portion of the cold blade touched her skin. She retrieved her other sword, tried to cast her lightning spell on it, and failed again. 
 
    “Nope, doesn’t work with that one,” she said. “Not yet anyway.” 
 
    “Good, all this is good. We’ll do this again soon, and learn some new techniques and spells once we get our next capture.” I rubbed my hands together, tired, but happy we’d had so much progress. “Let’s head back to New York.” 
 
    “You can stay at my place if you want,” Iris offered.  
 
    Aya looked to Lady C., who looked to me with her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Maybe another time.” 
 
    “Come on, just stay,” Iris said, “like you used to. Besides, it’s late. No sense in paying extra for an UberLyft.” 
 
    It was true, there were several times I’d ended up crashing at Iris’ place because it was too late to try to get home; that, or I was broke and couldn’t afford a taxi until my next universal basic income payment came in.  
 
    I ignored the two Huntresses as I said, “Sure, I’ll stay at your place tonight.” 
 
    “We’re going too,” Aya said, winking at Iris. “Someone has to keep an eye on Chase.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: Little Little Bear 
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    What a day, I thought as I lay down next to Iris. It wasn’t often that one walked around New York surrounded by warrior women catching mythological creatures. I offered to sleep on the floor, but she insisted that I sleep on the futon. I’d shared it with her before. 
 
    Realizing I still had my glasses on, I removed them and placed them on the table near her bed. I was in one of our old band shirts and my boxers. The shirt was two sizes too large, perfect for a sleep shirt. 
 
    Iris wore her sleep clothes – an XXXL Curious George shirt that read “Chicks Dig Me,” and a pair of panties – at least I assumed she was wearing panties. Her hair was pulled back into a short ponytail, and she’d just finished applying night cream to her face. Iris’ face was extra pink too, her cheeks reflective from whatever cream she’d applied. 
 
    Of course, Aya and Lady C. had also changed into their sleep clothes, which I thought Aya did just to fuck with me.  
 
    While the sleeves and the legs of her pajamas had some lace, Lady Cassandra’s sleepwear was pretty modest. Just a two piece that buttoned up in the front. She did wear her pants a little saggy, which was sexy. She also had a matching sleep mask. 
 
    Aya was another story entirely.  
 
    The Thulean wore a pair of leggings and a sleeveless shirt that bared her midriff. Covering her face was an overnight clay mask, and her hair had been pinned back to prevent her orange locks from messing with the mask. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” she asked as she approached the bed, her hips slinking side to side with each step.  
 
    “Nice clay mask.” 
 
    She placed her hands on her sides and her shirt lifted, revealing more of her muscled stomach. “You’re going to make room for us, right?” 
 
    “That’s totally not happening.” 
 
    “We have to stop you from molesting Iris,” Lady C. said with an innocuous look on her face. 
 
    “I’m not going to molest Iris!” 
 
    Iris raised an eyebrow at me, but she didn’t move away. 
 
    “They’re giving me shit,” I said, remembering at that instant that she couldn’t hear or see them. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “No, really.” 
 
    “We can just lay on the bed,” said Lady C. “I’m sure we can fit in the space between you and her. We can make a little sandwich.” 
 
    “It’s a futon, and no, you can’t.” 
 
    Iris rolled her eyes. “Just tell them to go away,” she whispered. 
 
    “Okay, both of you, back to the Dojo.” 
 
    “No!” Aya genuinely looked hurt. “I mean,” she cleared her throat, “let us stay here. We’ll behave. I think I have a sleeping bag in my inventory list. Ah!” She pulled out a cape stained with blood. “Nope, not that one.”  
 
    I started to laugh. 
 
    The Thulean tossed the bloodied cape over her shoulder and it disappeared. “Don’t make us beg. It is beneath you,” she said with a growl. 
 
    “I have a quilt, Lady Aya.” Lady C. equipped a large quilt with a floral pattern on one side.  
 
    “That will work. We can sleep on this, and let you lovebirds be.” The Thulean offered me another wolfish grin. 
 
    “Just ...behave,” I told them as I returned my attention to Iris. “You sure it's okay if I sleep up here?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” she asked. “You have before.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but think about her hooking up with Thad. Of all fucking people, why do the douchebags so often get the girl?  
 
    Lying on my side now, I stared at Iris for a moment as her eyes flickered. 
 
    “Lots of messages.” 
 
    She frowned. “Yeah, from Thad.” 
 
    “He ready to pay us back for the gear he thrashed?” I asked. “And another thing, I was totally out at the time – yeah, he sucker punched me – but why didn’t you call the cops? You could have, you know. We could still call the cops. He broke our gear, my Rickenbacker. He smashed your Juno 60. That thing is priceless. Hell, the mods you had on it were worth a couple thousand. We have it on video,” I reminded her, touching the side of my forehead. 
 
    She hesitated. “I can still repair it.” 
 
    “Why are you defending him?” 
 
    “I’m not, I’m just saying we have another way to make money now, and you know me, I’m not one to stir up drama. Sure, Thad should pay for all that shit, I don’t disagree with you there, but how are we supposed to get the money from him? Besides, he’s become ...increasingly unstable.” 
 
    “Because of the pollutes,” I said with a grunt. “He’s on some of that crazy stuff. He was a dick before…” 
 
    “Why did we start a band with him then?” she asked. “We could have formed Linens with someone else.” 
 
    “I mean, look, neither of us are the front man type, whatever that means,” I told her. “Stupid to say now, really. Look what having a front man did to us. We should have just been a duo.” 
 
    A look of realization flashed across her eyes. “We could still be a duo.” 
 
    Not quite sure of what she meant by that, or at the very least, hoping she meant more, I returned to the topic at hand. “Our gear, that should be our number one priority. It will take me forever to save for new stuff, even if I can get a discount on the repair of my bass stack. My bass ...damn.”  
 
    I recalled Thad stomping on the neck of the guitar and breaking it. That snap, the sound that followed, fuck him.  
 
    Iris waved my concern away. She was so hopeful, even if our situation seemed increasingly stressful and stupid. “We’ll get money at the tournament, I promise.” 
 
    “So, you really think we’ll win?” 
 
    “Of course you’re going to win. Aya is a badass, as is Lady C.,” Iris whispered. 
 
    “She’s right,” Aya said from her sleeping bag. 
 
     “And look, you’re just starting out, but there’s a reason these codes are so rare. Once you get used to the mechanics, you can make a crapton of cash. Just trust me on that. Or look it up. You can look this stuff up, you know.” 
 
    “I just wish you hadn’t given the other code to Thad.” 
 
    “Chase…” 
 
    “Don’t give me that look, I’m not trying to dig a knife in or anything, I’m just saying: I wish you and I were doing this together.” 
 
    “It was a mistake,” she admitted. “I was caught up in the moment.” 
 
    “When did it happen?” I asked. “When did you give him the code?” 
 
    “A few nights back. We were having an argument and I received the email that I’d won during the argument. I was ecstatic. He said he wanted a code, there were two, I gave him one.” 
 
    “And what were you originally going to do with the other?” 
 
    “Use it, but I never got around to it because of this damn test I was studying for. As soon as all that shit went down at practice, I knew I needed to give the code to you. It was just clear to me.” 
 
    “But you’d be way better at this than me. I mean, I’m just figuring out how to train them.” 
 
    “You’ll get better, and if we’re lucky, another code will come along. And then we can really join forces,” she said with a smile. “Until then, I’ll help you. I can be in the tournaments on the sidelines with you, and I can help you in the field and the Dojo.” 
 
    I yawned. “You are great.” 
 
    “You are too, Chase.” 
 
    “Both of you are awesome,” Lady Cassandra said from the floor. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I awoke to the sound of Iris lightly singing a song I hadn’t heard before. 
 
    I decided to play like I was asleep and listen for a moment. 
 
     “I’m so lost, when you’re around. I’m so off, when you’re around.” 
 
    I listened for just a little bit longer as she sung what sounded like a verse. 
 
    “I finally have the strength to tell you that I feel alone when you’re around. I hope you’re not offended but the statement stands, I’m in you’re out. I’m so lost, when you’re around. I’m so off, when you’re around.” 
 
    I knew instantly who it was about, and rather than say something about it, I made a show of waking up, starting with a great big yawn. “Hey, Iris,” I said, “top of the fucking morning to you.” 
 
    “Top of the fucking morning to you as well,” she said with a smile. “I’m glad you’re up; I have to get to class and …” 
 
    “I can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Well, no, you can, but I don’t have an extra key, so you’d have to stay until I came back, which will be this afternoon. I figured you have some hunting to do.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Why won’t she sing happy birthday?” Aya sat up, straight as a board. She had the figure of someone who does yoga a lot, and as she stretched her hands over her head, Lady Cassandra sat up next to her, her brown hair a mess. 
 
    They had slept head to foot, and Lady C. still had her night mask on to block the light. For that matter, Aya still had her clay mask on, the corners of which had started to crack. 
 
    “Tell her to sing that last one again,” Lady C. said. “That was a good song. I woke up to singing. Very nice.” 
 
    “I’d prefer happy birthday.” 
 
    “Chase,” Iris said, “are you paying attention to me?” 
 
    “Sorry.” I stood and ran my hand through my hair. “They were talking about singing. Aya wants to hear happy birthday.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, but I’m not going to sing this every day.” Iris placed her hand on the kitchen counter and arched her body in a provocative way. She started singing happy birthday in a sultry Marilyn Monroe style. 
 
     “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday, Mr. President, happy birthday to you.” 
 
    Aya clapped. “I am not a mister, nor am I a president, but that was good.” 
 
    “I’m going back to bed.” Lady C. fell backwards with a thump that sounded painful. 
 
    “Sorry, you two, we have to go. Iris is kicking us out.” 
 
    Iris laughed. “Not true, everyone. Look, we’ll meet up later. I have to go to school for now, and by the way, I already found a tournament for you to enter. I’ll send you the link. Just accept it and you’ll be registered.” She said as she grabbed her backpack. “If you don’t have a final Fighting Party member by then, well, you’ll have to forfeit your spot.” 
 
    “No, we’ll get a final member, the bearadillo. Isn’t that right, ladies?” 
 
    Aya stood, and with a quick spin, she was decked out in her battle regalia, buster sword across her back. “We will kick the ass of that mama bearadillo. I will make armor out of the baby.” 
 
    “No, we will capture her,” I reminded Aya. “We’re in the capturing business, not the ass-kicking business.” 
 
    Iris laughed. “Watching you have conversations with people I can’t see is the new highlight of my day. Let’s go.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go anywhere,” Lady C. moaned. “It’s too early.” 
 
    Aya dropped to her knees and patted Lady Cassandra on the shoulder. “Come on,” she said, helping her up. “We can sleep in tomorrow.” 
 
    Her sleep mask still over her eyes, Lady C. turned to me and grinned. “You’ll let us sleep in tomorrow, right? In your bed, and not on the floor.” 
 
    “If we do well in the tournament tonight, sure.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Iris now on her way to college, I took the train back to Bushwick. This time, I sent the two Huntresses to the Dojo rather than deal with them on the train.  
 
    It was the first breather I’d had in a while, and even though the subway station was busy and there wasn’t a seat available on the train, I felt a small amount of peace. The sound of the train moving soothed me, the New Yorkers talking loudly, eating, arguing – not quite white noise, but there was a rhythm to it, and I’d gotten used to the sounds long ago. 
 
    I activated the Monster Hunt app as soon as I arrived at the station. I wasn’t even past the platform when I decided to pull the trigger, and as they had done before, Lady Cassandra and Aya appeared as if they’d been there the entire time. 
 
    “Thank god we’re back,” Lady C. said, as we took a short flight of stairs, “it was starting to get boring in there.” 
 
    “Haven’t you two picked rooms yet in the quarters?” 
 
    Aya scoffed at this suggestion. “You have promised us cabins. Once we have these cabins, we will have our quarters. We will not stay with the mythcrea. We are not like them,” she said, coldly. 
 
    “So you just sit in the field then?” 
 
    “I do,” Lady C. said. “I sit and read while she works out.” 
 
    “Got it, cabins for my two favorite Huntresses are next on my list,” I told them as we left the subway. “We just need to get some funds.” 
 
    Aya stepped in front of me and narrowed her orange eyes. “You’d better not lie to us.”  
 
    “Hey, relax,” I started to say. She turned and looked at me over her shoulder, her orange hair beating in the wind. “Just playing with you.”  
 
    “Yeah, okay, let’s just focus on the catch.”  
 
    I’d met women like the Thulean before, especially after late night gigs. They were flirty, sure, but they also had a sense of danger to them, and I could never tell if their flirt was as strong as their bite. 
 
     Alcohol fueled most of my previous encounters, as the miracle brew let people act in ways they wouldn’t normally act. I had no idea what fueled Aya, but as she walked ahead of me, looking once again over her shoulder at me to make sure I was still focused on her, I came to the realization that maybe she just wanted attention.  
 
    Maybe that’s what everyone wanted. 
 
    Lady C. hooked her hand around my arm. “She’s a little too devious for you,” the Metican warrior said under her breath. “Trust me, I can tell.” 
 
    “And you’re not?” 
 
    She laughed. “Me? Hardly. I’m the girl next door, the girl in the cabin next door.” 
 
    “The girl in the cabin next door with two swords and the ability to cast magic.” 
 
    Lady C. shrugged. “Yeah, like I said, the girl next door. Ooo! That’s the playground, right?” 
 
    I saw the entrance to the bearadillo’s playground across the street and turned to it.  
 
    A couple on bicycles zipped past us, the woman wearing a long trench coat that was inches away from getting caught in the spokes of her bike.  
 
    Anything for fashion, right? I thought as we entered the playground.  
 
    Aya lifted into the air as if she were floating. I realized very quickly that she was using her ghost limbs to carry her body, which if I could actually see her mysterious appendages, would look as if she were walking on stilts.  
 
    A woman pushing a stroller passed under Aya and I almost told the woman to be careful.  
 
    Keep your cool, I reminded myself.  
 
    That thought needed to always be at the back of my mind: these things you are seeing can’t been seen by others.  
 
    “Nothing from up here,” Aya said as she lowered herself back down. “The other day, the bearadillo mama was over there.” She pointed to a patch of woods near a water fountain. 
 
    “And the baby was here,” said Lady C. “Shoot. I really wanted a bearadillo cub.” 
 
    “They aren’t ours to want,” I reminded her. “I mean, they aren’t pets. That’s what I mean. If we can get the bearadillo mama, we’ll add somewhat of a defensive line to our Fighting Party.” 
 
    I could picture it in my head, two swordswomen, the Fext with his sword, the Lich with her fire magic, the Skin-Walker with her shapeshifting ability, Fujin with his wind powers, and a big bad bear with armadillo-like protective capabilities ready to maul at a moment’s notice. 
 
    It was cool to picture. 
 
    “Come out, little bear!” Lady C. shouted, her hands cupped around her cheeks. 
 
    “Oh little, little bear, come out and get some free food!” Aya said. 
 
    I watched for a few minutes as the two tried a variety of calls, none of which worked. Eventually, I found a bench and sat on it, waiting for a dad with his toddler son to walk past.  
 
    “What should we do?” Lady C. asked as she looked over to me. “We can try to find something else.” 
 
    “Stupid bearadillo.” Aya drew her sword and swung it into a tree. Splinters sailed into the air as she brought her sword back to swing it again. 
 
    “You will draw attention to us,” Lady C. called over to her. 
 
    “The bearadillos are long gone. It is hibernating season.” 
 
    How to lure out a bearadillo? I thought. An idea came to me, and I figured it would work better than hacking at trees with Aya. “You guys like hearing our music, right?” 
 
    They both looked at me. 
 
    “Okay, then, I kind of want to try something, we just need to wait until everyone in the vicinity is gone.” 
 
    I looked over at the dad and his son, both of whom were nearing the exit of the park. 
 
    “Ooo, you know a bear call?” Lady C. asked, excitement on her face. “There’s a book about bear calls I haven’t read. Did you read it?” 
 
    I laughed. “No, nothing like that. I’m going to try to sing and lure them out.” 
 
    “What song will you sing?” Aya asked as she lowered her buster sword, her shoulders heaving up and down as she caught her breath. 
 
    “I don’t know. Something about bears. Maybe I’ll just make one up on the spot. I want you two to get behind something. Aya, you get behind that tree over there, and Lady C., you crouch near that fountain.” 
 
    “I hope this works,” Aya said as she brandished her sword. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I approached the spot where we last saw the baby bearadillo a few days ago. A wind from the east skipped past, carrying with it a few leaves and the earthy smell of fall.  
 
    Here goes nothing, I thought as I placed my hands behind my back. I checked to make sure Aya was in place, and looked to see Lady C. crouched behind the fountain, her swords slightly visible. I waved my hand at her to indicate that she should hide better and she got the hint. 
 
     “Little little bear.” I cleared my throat and glanced to Aya, who gave me the ‘wrap it up’ followed by the ‘I’m going to cut your throat’ gesture. 
 
    “Little, little bear, little, little bear, ohhh, come out, little, little bear.” 
 
    It was an incredibly stupid song, something that would be in a preschooler’s cartoon, but it was the first thing that came to me and I went for it again, this time with a little more gusto. 
 
    “Little, little bear, little, little bear, ohhh, come out, little, little bear.” 
 
    The baby bearadillo appeared behind the playscape. As I sang the verse again, it peeked over at me from behind the slide. 
 
    It’s working, I thought as I took a very slow step towards it.  
 
    “Little, little bear, little, little bear, ohhh, come out, little, little bear.” 
 
    It sneezed, and I took this to mean that it wanted some type of verse. 
 
    “Um…”  
 
    I had the chorus down, but I needed a little more to seal the deal. I figured, like I had many times before, that I’d just let the music take over and speak through me, simply being a vessel for the sound to channel. I sang the chorus again and let the words flow: 
 
    “Little little bear, little little bear, ohhh, come out, little little bear. Do you want to join my party? Do you want to be my best bear? Do you want to get some honey? Do you want to win some money?” 
 
    Aya chortled and the cub, who had started to approach me, looked in her direction. It caught a glimpse of her, and as it did, I started singing more rapidly. 
 
    “Do you want to have some honey? Do you want to win some money? Do you want to…” 
 
    The bearadillo cub rolled onto its side and showed me its belly.  
 
    I approached it carefully, still humming the dumb bear song, and once I was directly over it, I lifted the cub into my arms. 
 
    The bearadillo cub licked my face and smiled at me with its big black eyes.  
 
    “We got you, little guy.” As soon as I stopped singing, the little bearadillo let out a loud shriek and began clawing at me. “Shit!” 
 
    The cub’s cry for help triggered mama bearadillo, who came charging out of the wooded area, right past Aya.  
 
    Everything happened in slow motion at this point.  
 
    Mama bearadillo had begun to lift up onto her hind legs to engage me when Aya dropped in front of her. 
 
    Ghost limbs, again, I thought as I dove out of the way, dropping the cub from my hands. 
 
    Aya met the bearadillo’s swipe with her buster sword, and while she didn’t connect with its paw, she did connect with one of its claws, sending the finger and nail flying. 
 
    The angry mama bellowed, her eyes filling with unmitigated rage. 
 
    As soon as I was back to my feet, I gave Lady C. the signal, and just as we planned, she lifted her hand in the air, a white mist cycloning out of her palm. 
 
    “Aya! Bomb Cyclone coming your way!” 
 
    Aya backflipped over a swipe from the mama bearadillo, hit the ground, and used her ghost limbs to pull her up into the trees. 
 
    The whirling snow flurries hit the mama bearadillo, and as they spun around her, she cried out in anger and agony. 
 
    “Aya, Bounce!” 
 
    Using her position in the trees, Aya came down hard next to the mama bearadillo, causing a mini explosion that rocketed the creature off its feet.  
 
    “Now!”  
 
    As the cyclone filtered away, Aya stood strong, her huge weapon held at the snarling creature’s neck. The cub came running towards its mother, and once it reached her, it started scratching its paws against the ground in an attempt to get under her body. 
 
    I approached the mama bearadillo with Lady C. at my side, her swords drawn, just in case something happened.  
 
    As the web of light formed between my fingertips, I took an offensive pose, brought my arm back, and captured the next member of our fighting party. 
 
    The two instantly disappeared, and I felt a great pressure lift from my chest. “We did it,” I whispered, a smiled aimed at Aya and Lady C. “Great work, you two. That was much, much easier than the first time we tried to get these two. Now, let’s get back to my place and go to the Dojo.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: Party Time, Excellent 
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    My roommate, Alex, was asleep on the couch when I got home. On the coffee table in front of him sat a half-eaten slice of pizza. The walk over had been brief, and it mostly revolved around Aya teasing me about the song I’d sung to the bearadillo cub, and Lady C. complimenting me.  
 
    “Your roommate is a pig,” Aya said as she walked over to him. With her back to me, she bent over in front of the slice of pizza and sniffed it. “Pig food, I think.” 
 
    “I’m just happy to be home,” Lady C. said as she passed by me. I opened my bedroom door, ducked under the pipe cutting through my room, and fell onto my bed.  
 
    The right wall of my room was covered by screen printed gig posters. I looked over at them as I recalled some of the concerts and the artists who had made the posters. Our band, Linens, had played a ton of shows. 
 
    There were some posters selling towels; others going for that Soviet vibe and a play on words; another with a half-naked woman with her shirt barely covering her chest and the word ‘Linens’ tattooed across her chest; one that imagined our name as if it were a constellation; and a particularly strange one made of blackened stains on a white tablecloth. 
 
    We were a New York indie rock band. Our stuff had to be avant-garde to fit the stereotype. 
 
    “And now we’re a two piece,” I said to myself.  
 
    Iris had hinted that she wanted to do more music with me, and I definitely wanted to do more with her, but we’d probably need to change our name.  
 
    Besides, the name ‘Linens’ was kind of dumb anyway.  
 
    We had two albums out, and it generated some royalties from sales, but not that much, and the royalties from music subscription sites barely came in as a few dollars per month. We hadn’t even spoken to our label in the last month. 
 
    We needed something new.  
 
    Lady C. plopped down on the bed next to me. “Were you napping? You should take your glasses off if you’re going to sleep.” 
 
    “No, I was thinking,” I said as I rolled onto my back and put my arms under my head. She placed her head in the nook of my armpit. “We’re cuddling now?” 
 
    “I thought we were going to the Dojo, not staring at your band posters recalling a time that you were half the man you are today,” she said softly. 
 
    “Half the man I am today?” 
 
    Her head still in the nook of my armpit, Lady C. looked up at me and smiled. “Just look at you now: you’re about to win this tournament and you have three close female friends. Were you that lucky a week ago? It doesn’t seem like women ever came here.” 
 
    “That, I can agree with,” Aya said. She stood before the band posters looking them over, clearly not impressed.  
 
    “Um, yeah, let’s log in.” 
 
    Mentioning the phrase caused the Monster Hunt app to flash.  
 
    Lady C. was suddenly gone, as was Aya, giving me a moment of peace and quiet. I lay there for a second longer, looking at the gig posters. 
 
    I missed playing music.  
 
    It’d only been a few days, but I already felt my chops slipping away from me. From this thought, I replayed what had happened in our band’s practice space for the thousandth time. 
 
    Could I have avoided the sucker punch? Likely not, but seeing Lady C. and Aya move so quickly had poisoned my brain, making me think that I possessed those types of powers too.  
 
    You’re only human, I reminded myself as I set up my NV Visor. Leave the battling to the Huntresses.  
 
    The link Iris sent me earlier came into view as soon as I placed the visor over my head. Focusing on it activated an explosion of color on my pane of vision.  
 
    Congratulations, you have entered your first tournament! Click here to learn more about tournament rules.  
 
    A new window appeared, letting me know that my fighting party had been registered, and giving me the rules for the tournament. 
 
    Nothing out of the ordinary, aside from the fact that the tournament had no wild card rounds and a message stating that players were allowed to purchase battlegrounds that worked to their advantage.  
 
    With our place in the tournament logged and our time given, I relaxed onto my bed and waited for my NV Visor to take effect. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I spawned in the field in front of the Dojo’s quarters.  
 
    The sky above me was dark, streaked with stars and blips of light purple. A dark blue undertone had taken shape in the western sky, the borders of which reached the purple and created a hue that made me instantly feel calm. 
 
    Level up! 
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    Aya and Lady C.’s updated stats came and I briefly scanned through them. 
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    Since I still had access to GoogleFace within my Dojo, something that had only become available over the last eight years once neuronal physicists figured out how to allow a person to surf the internet from within a Proxima world, I performed a quick search on Monster Hunt tokens to get a better understanding of what I could do with them. Iris had mentioned something, but I wanted to be clear. 
 
    Monster Hunt tokens are randomly dropped in tournaments and in real time captures. The tokens can be traded for rare items, mythcrea, or exchanged for money. Alphas and their Hunters level up through tokens, and an Alpha can also sacrifice tokens to trade, enter a tournament, or place a wager. Doing so can adversely affect the Alpha’s level. Tokens can also be saved and used to purchase entry into EverLife. 
 
    Focusing on ‘EverLife’ gave me the description I’d been meaning to look up.  
 
    EverLife is the most exclusive Proxima world in the Proxima Galaxy. Created in the 2080s, EverLife serves as a vehicle for the NPCs from flourishing and extinguished Proxima worlds. A living Proxima World that is modified by users, there are twelve realms tied to the twelve spell classes used in Monster Hunt. Once a person is granted access to EverLife, their Dojo is permanently connected to one of these realms.  
 
    Damn, I thought as I turned to my Fighting Party. Everyone was there – Altsoba, Fujin, Magnus, Ophelia and now the bearadillo. 
 
    Altsoba, the Skin-Walker, was the first to speak. “Have you acquired my mirrors?” 
 
    “No, but I did get a final member for our first fighting party. Everyone meet Mama Bearadillo.” 
 
    The towering beast looked at the others just as her cub slipped out from underneath her. Seeing the cub immediately caused me to hum a bit from the Little Bear song I’d made up in the park. 
 
    The cub glanced to its mother, and with a simple nod, she encouraged it to move over to me.  
 
    The cub came forward, sniffed my hand, licked it, and moved back to its mother. 
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    I am glad to join your Fighting Party, a voice said in my head. 
 
    “You’re ...telepathic?” 
 
    I am now your familiar. 
 
    “I know the space isn’t much,” I said as I waved my hand at the meadow behind the track. “But it will grow.” 
 
    I am sure. 
 
    “And is this what I should call you, Rose?” 
 
    Yes, Rose, and my cub’s name is Gobi.  
 
    “Great. Everyone, this is Rose.” 
 
    Aya stepped next to me and greeted everyone. “Today is our day to win,” she told the others, cutting straight to the chase. 
 
    “And what do we get if we win?” asked Ophelia the Lich. 
 
    She shrugged. “We get better stuff at the Dojo, but you already knew that. Any specific requests?” she asked. “Chase here will hook us up. He’s willing to buy us anything.” 
 
    “Aya…” 
 
    “He’s really trying hard to make this place better,” Lady C. interrupted, “but we are very limited in what we can do right now in terms of training.” 
 
    “We can fight each other,” Magnus said. 
 
    “We can, but we also want to save some of our energy for the tournament tonight. I do suggest that we work on formations,” Lady C. said. “Chase, do you agree?” 
 
    “Definitely, okay, so Rose, you’re up front.” 
 
    The bearadillo nodded her head. I will do my best.  
 
    “Your role is to ravage and engage the biggest member of their party. If the biggest enemy is a magic caster, focus on the next largest non-magic user. Your class is Terra which is ...” 
 
    “Earth-based,” Lady C. said, before a prompt could tell me the same thing. 
 
    “Thanks. Um…” Focusing on her special skills – Roll Charge, Slide Spike, and Beary Bite – formed an additional window on my viewing pane.  
 
    The phrase “Roll Charge” spawned a video on my pane of view. In the footage, Rose jumped, curled midair and hit the ground. Like Sonic the Hedgehog, she rolled forward, tearing through the soil as she advances. 
 
    The “Slide Spike” video began with her charging at an enemy. She slid, lifted one paw, hit an invisible barrier, and then came down hard with the paw, using her forward momentum to sweeten the blow. 
 
    Her final special skill, “Beary Bite” was pretty awesome. Rather than a normal bite, her jaw unhinged, allowing her to take a bite three times the size of a normal chomp. 
 
    “Great stuff,” I told her after I’d reviewed her skills. “Use the Roll Charge ability to help a teammate in need. The others, use at your discretion. Your Beary Bite skill may also intimidate enemies, which is a good thing.” 
 
    As you wish. 
 
    “Altsoba,” I said, turning to the Skin-Walker. Her stats appeared before me.  
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    “Since your main class is algo…” Focusing on the word expanded the abbreviation. “Ah, algorithmic magic, and your subclass is psychologically based, I want you to focus on staying back and confusing the enemies.” 
 
    “That will be easy for me,” she said. Altsoba was intimidating as hell, beautiful too, with her dark skin, soulless eyes, and black hair. As she looked at me, her form started to change to that of Iris. 
 
    “Knock it off,” I told her as I began reviewing her special abilities. 
 
    Her first skill, “Morph,” was pretty much self-explanatory. Altsoba was able to morph into most things, including smaller stationary objects such as a potted plant. 
 
    I watched the video play for her second skill, “Fear Inducer.” This one was similar to 
“Morph,” but focused exclusively on things that would bring terror to an opponent. 
 
    Her third skill, “Possess,” was one that I hadn’t expected from her. In the video that played, a small rabbit hopped in front of her. Focusing on the rabbit, Altsoba took over its body, evident in the fact the rabbit’s eyes flashed black. 
 
    “Trauma Mock” was another skill that would really help us. With this spell, she focused on an enemy’s weakness and exploited it. Her ability to partially tap into people’s minds made it much more powerful, allowing her to focus on their inner fears or desires. 
 
    “This is great, Altsoba,” I finally said. 
 
    “I’m glad I have pleased you. Now, buy me my mirrors.”  
 
    With that she turned away, allowing Fujin, the Japanese wind god, to approach. 
 
    Fujin bowed and once he looked back up at me, lightning flashed behind his eyes. He had the face of a demon, but up close he didn’t seem as scary as he did when on the battlefield. His stats appeared. 
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    His first skill, “Winter Gust,” was what you’d expect from the skill’s name. It did, however, have the ability to freeze an opponent, which could prove handy. 
 
    His second skill was one that was pretty sweet. While “Death Wind” sounded like it would add some sort of toxicity to the air around an opponent, it did the exact opposite. As the dummy NPC in the video was hit by the spell, they began choking to death. 
 
    Nice, I thought as I reviewed the feed again. It suffocates an enemy. 
 
    His final skill, “Toxic Tornado,” created a tornado filled with sharp debris capable of striking multiple opponents. It was good to have something that would attack a large group, especially if we were going against a fighting party of seven people. 
 
    “Toxic Tornado is a great opener,” I finally told him. “I want you to open a few of our battles with this.” 
 
    He nodded, bowed his head again, and stepped back. 
 
    Magnus the Fext stepped up holding hands with Ophelia the Lich. His stats flashed before me: 
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    Hovering over the word Sana told me it meant healing. “That’s right, you’re an interesting combination,” I told him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, his voice foreign and mysterious. 
 
    “Your main class is healing, subclass is death magic. Kind of a best of both worlds thing going on here.” 
 
    A window popped up showing me his first special move. “Death Sword” was an attack which cursed the opponent, taking their HP with each moment that passed.  
 
    Not bad, I thought as I checked out his second skill, “Party Heal,” which used the magic derived from his Sana class to heal everyone in the party.  
 
    His third skill, “HP Drain,” was pretty self-explanatory: it took life away from the opponent and gave it to him, a vampiric move if there ever was one. 
 
    Magnus, the bottom portion of his face concealed by a thick black scarf, looked me over. The purple of his eyes intensified as he stared into what felt like my digital soul. His eyes suddenly softened. “Thank you for allowing us to fight with you.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure.” I said as I turned to the Lich. Ophelia. She was a much lower level than Magnus, but her magic was strong, especially her fireball skill. 
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    “Fireball” was exactly what I expected it to be, and it was tied to her subclass of Ignis. As the video played on the pop-up window, a fireball rimmed in white and purple formed in her hands, growing with intensity as she charged it. It did a ton of damage upon impact, and it also had a burn affect which continued until the opponent nullified the spell’s effect. 
 
    “Raise Dead” looked pretty awesome. The only issue, which I was able figure out from an additional popup, was that she couldn’t cast it on opponents more than two levels higher than her.  
 
    Still, it looked useful. A necromancer was always a good thing to have around. 
 
    Her final base specialty, “Sigil Curse,” took a little clarifying for me to truly understand. The prompts passed over the screen and I read them quickly, finally realizing that the skill wasn’t for an opponent per se, it was for an Alpha. 
 
    “A spell you can cast on another human player?” I said as Lady C. wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “Hey,” I told her under my breath, “I’m a little busy here.” She didn’t let go, and as she stood there, her sheathed sword pressed into my side. 
 
    “The Sigil Curse allows her to target an actual player and exploit the Fighting Party’s weakness,” Lady C. explained, still with her arm around my shoulder. “This spell, which can only be used once per fight, reveals details about the party’s vulnerability. If there is a vulnerability for fire, for example, she will be able to tell us this.” 
 
    “And how will we share the information?” 
 
    Lady C. removed her arm and pointed at her eyes. “It will appear here, on your eyes.” 
 
    “Ah, on my pane of vision. Got it. Great stuff, everyone. Ophelia, I want you to cast that at the beginning of every fight. You’re a lower level than the others, so focus on laying down fireballs and raising the dead if they are close to your level.” 
 
    I turned to Magnus, her counterpart. 
 
    “And I want you to be the on the second line of defense alongside Aya and Lady Cassandra. To review: Rose is on the front line; Magnus, Aya, Lady C. on the second; Ophelia on the third. Fujin will be our floater. Altsoba too.” 
 
    The wind god smiled. 
 
    “I thought you’d like that. And Altsoba?” 
 
    “Yes?” she asked, her face expressionless. 
 
    “You can do some backup floating as well. I know you need to get closer to really exploit our opponents, but I want them to be hacked down to size a bit first.” I rubbed my hands together. “That’s it, everyone. Aya, Lady C., I’m going back to New York to meet up with Iris.” 
 
    “We want to come,” Aya said. 
 
    “Subway ride.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe we’ll wait until you arrive.” The Thulean approached me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Now is your chance to try something with Iris, if you’d like.” 
 
    I took her hand, giving her a smirk in the process. “That’s not at all what this is about.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Lady C. and me. We won’t be jealous.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Okay, good. I mean, that’s not what I mean. Got it.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing you’re forgetting,” Lady C. said. “We both leveled when you leveled. I believe I will be able to learn a new spell.” 
 
    “Good, look through your books while you are here and see if anything comes up. If not, we’ll do that Lume Glacio one you mentioned earlier.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: Tournament Jam 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I was ecstatic by the time I arrived at Iris’ place. I’d spent the train ride over researching Monster Hunt battle strategies only to find that my gut instinct was right: putting the tank up front, followed by a second line of warriors, followed by spell casters was a tried and true strategy.  
 
    What made my strategy different was using Fujin and Altsoba as floaters. Having a fairly powerful fighter and a shifter able to help anyone in a jiffy would definitely prove useful. I read about some similar tactics, mostly using rogues, but from what I could find, not many used a magic wielder in that way. 
 
    Aside from a few attack styles, there wasn’t as much info on GoogleFace as I would have liked.  
 
    I didn’t know where Iris did her searches, but aside from a few Subreddits and a few GoogleFace groups, actual strategies were hard to come by. There were a few thousand TwitchTubeRed videos, but it would take me hours to figure out which ones were relevant, even if I paid for an AI parsing service to help me sift through the data.  
 
    Still, I was excited.  
 
    “Hi!” Iris said as she ran up to me. We stood on the sidewalk in front of her apartment, Iris in a blue, oversized sweater with a raccoon on its front and a pair of tights tucked into red Converse. I wore my typical mid-week getup: shirt, glasses, Vans, and an old military jacket.  
 
    “I got the team in order,” I told her with a smile on my face. “I placed Rose the bearadillo on the front line.” 
 
    “Bearadillo?”  
 
    “Our final Fighting Party member. It’s the one I told you about, the one in the park.” 
 
    “Good, you’ve got something big on the front line.” 
 
    “Sure do. Then the sword users, Magnus, Aya, and Lady C.; and then the spellcaster, Ophelia. Fujin is playing the role of floater, as is Altsoba the shifter.” 
 
    Iris nodded as she unlocked the door to her building’s lobby. The lobby smelt of mold, something clearly due to the fact that the building was quite old. We took the stairs to the second floor and she let me in. 
 
    “No shoes,” she reminded me. 
 
    “How many times have I been to your place?” I asked, jokingly.  
 
    “Too many.” She smiled at me as she set her bag down.  
 
    After my Vans were off, I naturally went over to her acoustic guitar and picked it up. I began playing a small intro I’d been working on. I finger picked, increasing my speed as I brought the tune up to a good stopping point. 
 
    “Nice,” Iris said as she sat across from me with a glass of tea. I’d been so focused on playing that I hadn’t heard her in the kitchen boiling the water. She took a sip from her tea and reached into a basket near her chair. 
 
    “When did you get that?” I asked as she pulled out a small child’s piano from a drawer. After another sip of her tea, she flicked the piano on and began playing some chords. 
 
    “I always like gear like that,” I told her. “You really never know what sound you’ll find.” 
 
    “Seriously.” She turned on a drum loop and nodded her head for a moment. “You hear that?” she asked, her face lighting up. 
 
    “You mean on the open high hat?” 
 
    “Yeah, that, like, millisecond of reverb. It doesn’t even last the entire note…” 
 
    “It’s cool.” 
 
    Iris started playing a simple one-two rhythm. “Remember this one?” she asked as she played it with one hand. 
 
    I nodded. It was one of our older songs, a duet of sorts. Iris sang part of it and Thad, his vocals heavily warped by a vocoder mic, sang the other part.  
 
    I liked the song, but I didn’t like his interpretation of the lyrics, which Iris wrote. 
 
    She looked to me, encouraging me to sing the next part.  
 
    I didn’t often sing in our former band, Linens. Sometimes I had a backup part, but Thad thought my singing voice was shit and that was that. But as Iris started playing again, and as she looked at me earnestly, I decided to give it my best.  
 
    After playing the synthy intro, she started up again, singing her part. It wasn’t long before I was playing along with her, my fingers moving up and down the fretboard.   
 
    “Message, message, world end, message. The rates are great, so low, so low, so low.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and sung the next line. “Give, give, take, take, open heart, break, break. It’s all the same to me, to me, to me.” 
 
    Iris stopped playing for a moment, surprised I’d taken her up on the offer.  
 
    She continued: “Island, by land, blow the bridge, my land. The goal is to expose, dispose, enclose.” 
 
    We played for another thirty minutes or so, just playing freely and seeing what came up. We hit a few chords and choruses of our former songs, but we also played some new things, especially after Iris exchanged her keyboard for her ukulele. By the end it almost felt like we were at a Linens band practice again. 
 
    But this is band practice, I reminded myself. We're still technically a band, even though Thad is long gone. 
 
    “What is it about music?” Iris asked.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I took a deep breath, finally able to relax after focusing on the music. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” she said as she placed her ukulele in its case. 
 
    I set her acoustic guitar down onto its stand and nodded. “Yeah, I know what you mean, and no, I don’t know what it is about music.” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s about as good of an explanation as I can come up with.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to say? Music is the ultimate art.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” she said as she approached me with her pair of NV Visors. “Kind of a strange change, right? From playing to fighting in a Monster Hunt tournament.” 
 
    “Definitely strange,” I said as I sat on to her futon. “But what can you do? We need cash, and the Dojo needs ...mirrors. It needs mirrors, two cabins too. Or Aya and Lady C. are going to kill me. Also, keep this little jam session between us. I don’t want to hear any of their crap right now.” 
 
    “Will do,” she said as she lay down next to me. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Our avatars took shape in a massive arena. The sky above us was dark, streaked in a few subtle hues not unlike the sky above our Dojo. The ground was soft, as if there had been rain a day ago, and there was no discernable scent in the air.  
 
    “This is going to be crazy,” Aya said. She brandished her buster sword and brought it to the ready.  
 
    The crowd in the stands was wild. NPCs and other players alike, they screamed, drank, and screamed some more. 
 
    Fireworks appeared in the air above the crowd, followed by the cranking sound of a great gate opening.  
 
    The first battle would begin soon. 
 
    My Fighting Party began to appear one at a time, starting with Fujin. 
 
    I remained on the sidelines with Iris. She had a smug look on her face, the front of her glasses lit up white. Lady Cassandra was near her, still looking at a book that she was reading back at the Dojo as Aya stepped past her to the front line. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked Lady C. 
 
    She snapped her book shut and I caught a glimpse of the cover, Lume Glacio.  
 
    “What kind of spell are you thinking?” 
 
    “From the Lume class, a spell called Chain Lightning. The spell allows me to hit multiple opponents, and as we progress, I will be able to hold the lightning longer, causing more damage. Also, for hunting, it may allow me to momentarily stun an enemy.” 
 
    We had been in such a hurry when we arrived at the Dojo, that I didn't take the time to actually see if she had learned a new spell. “That is awesome,” I told her as I looked to Iris. “What do I do now?” 
 
    She laughed. “Stage fright?” 
 
    “Not really.” I glanced around at the cheering crowd and back to the giant battlefield that lay before us. While it was just as nerve-wracking being on a stage in front of ten people at a dive bar, I had to admit that I was feeling a little apprehensive. 
 
    A great booming voice rang out from the far corners of the stadium.  
 
    ~~“Let the tournament begin! Fighting Parties get into place!”~~ 
 
    Rose the bearadillo took her place at the front of the party and everyone else filed behind her, just as we had practiced. 
 
    A young girl stepped out of a portal across the battlefield. She was thin, with long stringy hair, and she wore a black dress with puffy sleeves. We never made eye contact, even as her Fighting Party formed on the opposite side of the battlefield. 
 
    “Five of the same mythcrea,” I said to Iris. The female mythcrea were all air based, Ventus class, evident in the way they floated on billowy clouds. 
 
    “A type of min-maxing,” Iris said quickly as thirty seconds appeared on the timer that had dropped into my pane of vision.  
 
    I knew, from what little I had read online, that this was my chance to set my opening move. 
 
    The opposing party’s two Hunters were male, one an ogre and the other a centaur. While I could have told they were different from the air-based mythcrea just by appearance, a red outline on the Hunters also told me of their status.  
 
    The ogre had two gnarly clubs, the centaur a golden lance. I wasn’t able to see their levels, which made deciphering how I should go at them a bit difficult. 
 
    My mind kicked into gear. “Ophelia, Sigil Curse!” I called over to her.  
 
    The Lich simply looked at me and nodded. She turned to the girl on the sidelines, her magic swelling in her hand. 
 
    “Good call,” Iris said, her glasses white as she reviewed my Fighting Party’s skills. “If we can take their mythcrea out, we’ll only have the Hunters to contend with.” 
 
    “Everyone else play defense until we find their weaknesses!” I called to the fighting party. 
 
    The timer hit zero and the booming voice rang out all around us. 
 
    ~~“Begin Fight!”~~ 
 
    Ophelia blasted the opposing Alpha with her Sigil Curse spell. As soon as the spell touched the girl, and before her wind-based mythcrea could even begin the fight, a prompt appeared on my pane of vision. 
 
    Weak against fire, ballistics, and psychological magic.  
 
    “Fireballs,” I told the Lich. I glanced to the Skin-Walker and shouted, “Altsoba, Fear Inducer. Aya, Magnus, Lady C., Fujin, engage hunters!” 
 
    Aya and Lady C. went to meet the ogre. Fujin, Magnus and Rose went for the centaur. 
 
    The ogre swung at Lady C. with both his clubs. She parried as Aya used her ghost limbs to throw herself into the melee. 
 
    Coming down behind the ogre, the Thulean went to work with her big blade. The ogre actually held his own for a moment, spinning to meet Aya’s attack and then returning to meet Lady Cassandra, who continued slicing at him with her two swords. 
 
    Aya was the first to draw blood. 
 
    As the ogre pivoted, his face turned from anger to shock as Aya managed to cut through his armor with her buster sword.  
 
    It was a one in a million shot, one that only hit because of an exposed portion of his body. Her blade passed through the side of his torso, dark blood spraying from the exit point.  
 
    The ogre cried out as he tried to swing his gnarled club around. 
 
    The Thulean was long gone by this point, using her ghost limbs to yank her body backwards. Lady Cassandra appeared behind the ogre and used her Time Scissors skill to cut his head clean off. 
 
    “Yes!” I cried. I looked to Iris and she pumped a fist in the air. 
 
    Ophelia brought down two of the wind-based mythcrea with her fireballs, enraged after one of them tossed Magnus to the far side of the area with a great gust of wind. The two spasmed against the ground as the fire overtook them.  
 
    Fujin continued to engage the centaur, flashing around him and confusing the four-legged foe, forcing him to slow down. Rose activated her Roll Charge ability and the sound of her hitting the centaur ricocheted to the far corners of the arena, causing gasps and cheers from the crowd. 
 
    Altsoba, finally able to reach the front of the melee, morphed into a terrifying demon with a forked tongue. Her skin was infected, covered in red splotches, her eyes suddenly gone, her arms and legs long and her lungs exposed.  
 
    Each breath in caused pulsating black veins to appear across the demon’s pale, nude body. 
 
    Two of the wind-based mythcrea simply disappeared. 
 
    Iris cheered. “Whoo! Fear Inducer is the shit! I didn’t think they’d just log out.” 
 
    The final mythcrea left standing was quickly taken down by a fireball, leaving it in a prone position. 
 
    Aya, her blade at her side, walked to the winged mythcrea and drove her blade into the back of the woman’s head. She moved to the first charred one and did the same. She reached the third charred one, just as Rose finished mauling the centaur to death.  
 
    “Finish it, Aya!” 
 
    She turned to me, smirked, and whipped her blade over her shoulder and down onto the winged mythcrea’s body, severing her torso. 
 
    ~~“Match!”~~ 
 
    The words appeared before me. 
 
    Winner: Chase Knowles, Alpha 
 
    Prize: 2,000 Proxima Dollars 
 
    “Two thousand Proxima dollars,” I told Iris. 
 
    “Not bad, especially for an easy fight.” 
 
    The eight of us suddenly flashed away and our avatars formed in a large room with a relaxing bath in the middle.  
 
    My bank account appeared and faded: 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $2,050 
 
    Spent: $9,950 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
      
 
    “This is where they charge up and heal for the next fight,” Iris said, before I could ask. “Think of it as a private locker room.” 
 
    “I assumed so.” I turned to the party and smiled at them: Magnus and Ophelia leaned on one another; Aya stood strong with her arms crossed over her chest; Lady C. had already sat cross-legged on the ground to look at a book; Rose was in the corner of the large space with Gobi, her cub; Fujin was floating on a cloud and meditating; and Altsoba was still in her demon form. 
 
    “How long you planning to keep that form?” I asked her. 
 
    “You don’t like it?” she said, her voice still not her own. It was melodic yet scary, as if she had run a mic through a distortion pedal. 
 
    “It’s definitely fear inducing.” 
 
    The demon’s form melted away as Altsoba’s true form took shape. “Mirrors,” she reminded me. “Or I keep this form every time we meet.” 
 
    “We will get your mirrors, I promise. And good work, everyone. The next fight starts in just a few minutes. We’ll go with a similar strategy. If Sigil Curse doesn’t work, Fujin, I want you to immediately cast Toxic Tornado. The quicker we get through the fights, the better.” 
 
    Iris nodded. “If we give our opponents time to strike and to formulate plans, then it will be much easier to lose.” 
 
    “So we have two coaches now, one Alpha and the other the Alpha’s friend?” Aya walked over to Iris and bent over in front of her. “That’s fine,” she said, inches away from her face now. “I like you.”  
 
    She patted her on the head. 
 
    “I, um, like you too,” Iris said nervously. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: Close but no Cigar 
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    Our Fighting Party respawned on the battlefield. There was something about this field that was familiar yet different. While the throngs of screaming NPCs were still ever-present, the field was smaller, the ground rougher with ridges in some places. 
 
    “Why is the battlefield different?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “Likely your opponent paid to have a tournament space created in their advantage.” 
 
    I noticed then that all the rough ground was on our side of the field, and that the other side had none of the dips and shallow holes that were prominent in ours.  
 
    “Right,” I finally said. “I remember seeing something about that in the rules.” 
 
    ~~“Fighting Parties get into place!”~~ 
 
    The avatar of a tall man with blonde hair and a black trench coat materialized on the opposite side of the battleground. He had an eye tattoo at the center of his forehead and there were spikes jutting out from his boots.  
 
    He looked at me, spit, and lifted two middle fingers. 
 
    Iris laughed. “Such a fucking tough guy, right? This guy is probably living in his mother’s basement in Newport.” 
 
    “Why Newport?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It was the first place that came to mind.” 
 
    A barbarian took shape on Middle Finger’s side of the arena. This guy was all muscles and armor, a huge axe gripped tightly in his hands. 
 
    He was followed by a woman in head to toe steampunk gear and a jetpack. She drew two pistols and struck an aggressive pose. 
 
    Both of them had red outlines around their bodies, indicating they were Hunters. 
 
    The rest of his Fighting Party appeared.  
 
    From what I could tell – and granted, I still didn’t have access to stats or levels – there were two healers, evident by their robes, and a fire user, a guess based on the fact that his head was aflame.  
 
    The other two Fighting Party members were pretty easy to identify. They were both some type of brawler, one a towering sasquatch and the other a small rogue with the head of a frog. 
 
    The thirty second timer appeared on the clock as my Fighting Party got into place.  
 
    “This is going to be a tough one,” Iris said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right.” 
 
    “Let me manage the back line – Altsoba, Ophelia, and Fujin – and you manage our muscle.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I raised my hands to the sides of my mouth to relay the instructions to the Fighting Party.  
 
    ~~“Begin Fight!”~~ 
 
    As we had previously discussed, Ophelia tried her Sigil Curse spell and failed. 
 
    Before the opposing Alpha could offer us a smug response, Fujin cast his Toxic Tornado spell. 
 
    Powerful winds whipped into the battlefield, sharp debris flinging throughout enemy lines, scattering the two healers and giving hell to the steampunk Huntress.  
 
    “Magnus, Death Sword! Rose, take the sasquatch, Aya and Lady C., provide support!” 
 
    A black vine formed around Magnus’ arm and moved towards his blade. It overtook the hilt of his weapon and pulsed once it reached the blade, as if it were a leech.  
 
    The barbarian charged Magnus and the mysterious man sidestepped his first axe attack. Magnus was almost poetic in his movements, and watching him move reminded me of a person who had spent years studying dance. 
 
    His grace was at odds with the barbarian, who was brute force and sheer animosity, muscles upon sinewy muscle. The barbarian was a powerhouse, but Magnus wasn’t there to engage him head on, he was there to use his Death Sword. 
 
    The warrior came down with his axe over his head, creating a small crater in front of him and kicking up dust, but by this point Magnus was already moving in to strike. 
 
    His black vine covered blade sliced into the warrior’s exposed bicep and Magnus quickly retreated. The warrior’s veins became visible under his skin. They were purple now, as were his eyes. 
 
    The spell had worked. 
 
    The warrior lurched forward, as if to vomit. Aya stepped in with her buster sword; he just barely managed to block her swipe with the handle of his axe.  
 
    He shoved her forward, the barbarian much stronger than Aya, and the Thulean flew back and hit a ridge in the dirt. 
 
    To their right, Rose had fully engaged the sasquatch. The two rolled around on the ground, each trying to overpower the another. They were evenly matched, but the sasquatch had more upper body mobility. 
 
    “Chain Lightning!” I called to Lady C. 
 
    She stopped tracking Aya, Magnus and the barbarian. The Metican warrior sheathed her blades, and produced a swirling ball of electricity between her fingers. 
 
    The electricity surged from her fingertips and struck the barbarian, jumped to the fire hair guy, then to the two healers, the sasquatch, and finally the steampunk huntress. 
 
    “Nice!” Iris said. “Okay, um, Altsoba, Possess Ignis mythcrea!” 
 
    “I just was calling him the fire hair guy,” I said under my breath.  
 
    Golden magic rose from the ground, swirled up Altsoba’s legs, and exited through the palms of her hands. The bolt of golden energy hit the fire guy’s chest and his eyes flashed black. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I whispered as the possessed fire wielder turned towards the two healers, who were still stabilizing after the lightning attack. 
 
    “It was a risk,” Iris said quickly, “and I didn’t know if he was around her level or not. Turns out, he was!” 
 
    But our hopes vanished when bullets rained down from the sky, cutting through Altsoba and sending her to the ground. 
 
    “Shit!” Iris said as the steampunk Huntress flew towards the Skin-Walker, unloading the magazines of her guns, shells flying in the air behind her.  
 
    Once her mags were spent, she kicked back, popped new mags in and landed next to Altsoba, who was bleeding out. 
 
    “Magnus, Party Heal!” The words left my lips a moment later than I would have liked.  
 
    The steampunk Huntress killed Altsoba, and jumped back into the air. 
 
    “Aya, Lonely Guy, Huntress!” I shouted as the possessed fire wielder immediately regained consciousness. 
 
    Aya stopped engaging the barbarian and stepped aside so Lady C. could take over. Catlike in her movements, Lady C. dodged the barbarian’s attacks with ease.  
 
    Meanwhile, Aya tracked the steampunk Huntress, her shoulders hunched, her head nodding left and right as she waited for her chance to strike.  
 
    The steampunk Huntress was just about to fire at Magnus when Aya caught her in the chest with three throwing knives.  
 
    Her rockets kicked her up in the air and puttered out, sending her straight to the ground, where she was quickly greeted by Aya. 
 
    Aya withdrew her blade and dropped next to the dead Huntress, a smirk on her face as she watched her die. Once the woman was dead, Aya took her peaked cap and placed it on her head. She turned to me, winked, and returned to the melee. 
 
    One glance over to Middle Fingers, and I caught him screaming at the battlefield. I waited for him to see that I was looking at him, and once he did, I offered him my own two finger salute. 
 
    Iris laughed. “Don’t get cocky.” 
 
    “Sorry not sorry?” I smiled at her as determination swept over me. “Let’s finish this,” I said, re-living Altsoba’s death by gunfire. 
 
    “Lady C., Bomb Cyclone, fire guy!” 
 
    Lady Cassandra flipped backwards just as Aya took her place in front of the increasingly aggressive barbarian, who had lost a fair bit of life due to Magnus’ spell. The barbarian’s eyes were red now, which I assumed meant he’d activated a rage spell. 
 
    The problem was the healers. Every hit he or fire guy took was instantly healed. 
 
    “Lady C.,” I called to her. “Focus all power on healers!” 
 
    She turned her magic towards the two mages clad in white robes. 
 
    Iris heard me and told Ophelia and Fujin to do the same.  
 
    Fujin flashed out of existence and appeared next to one of the mages. The mage, his hand still charging with white magic, tried to take a swing at the wind god. His attack was caught by an uppercut propelled by a great gust of wind. 
 
    “Hell yes!” I clapped my hands together as Lady C. cast Bomb Cyclone on the other mage, just as the mage was about to heal the barbarian. 
 
    The spinning vortex of winter caused the mage’s spell to fail; a fireball passed through the wintery tornado, killing the healer.  
 
    The other healer quickly met the same fate, this time at the hands of Fujin, who punched the mage in the throat, used his wind power to lift him into the air, and slammed him down onto the top of his head. 
 
    New skill learned! 
 
    “Throat Punch Airstrike,” I said, naming Fujin’s skill so I could investigate later.  
 
    “Let’s finish this,” Iris said, a grin spreading across her face. What I would have given in that moment to hug her, tell her this was fucking awesome, and thank her for opening up this new chapter of my life. 
 
    Instead, I focused on Aya, who still wore the steampunk Huntress’ peaked hat. “Aya, Duchig Destroyer, fire guy!” 
 
    Her buster sword in her other hand, Aya performed a one-handed cartwheel and Magnus took her place, his grace and poise on full display as he took on the barbarian.  
 
    The fire mage laid down a huge stream of flames that cut through the battlefield, separating him from the melee. As naturally as one would step over a puddle, Aya used her invisible ghost limbs to propel herself over the fire wall. 
 
    “Fujin, Death Wind, Sasquatch!” 
 
    “Rose, get out of the way,” I shouted to the bearadillo. 
 
    As you wish. 
 
    Her voice came to me, and as it did, she used her Roll Charge ability to roll away from the sasquatch, who was quickly hit by Fujin’s Death Wind spell. The sasquatch brought his furry hands to his throat as he began to suffocate. 
 
    Aya reached Fire Guy and performed her special move, slicing him from the side of his neck all the way through his body, severing internal organs and spine.  
 
    He couldn’t even cry out in pain.  
 
    His body simply shifted and he fell, a pool of blood forming around him. 
 
    The sasquatch fell to his knees and Fujin performed his Throat Punch Airstrike ability again. The sasquatch lifted into the air, shifted slightly, and came down hard on its neck and the top of its spine, killing it instantly. 
 
    One left, I thought, excitement surging through me. 
 
    Magnus flourished his blade as he delivered a strike that sliced into the barbarian’s face. As the man’s jaw separated from his skull, Magnus spun back around and cut the big man down. 
 
    ~~“Match!”~~ 
 
    Winner: Chase Knowles, Alpha 
 
    Prize: 5,000 Proxima Dollars. 100 US Dollars. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god.” I took a deep breath, as the prize update faded away. “That was intense!” 
 
    Iris did a little dance. “We did it!” She jumped into my arms as the spoils of battle appeared. We had won five thousand Proxima Dollars, and a hundred real world dollars. 
 
    Apparently, Alpha Middle Fingers was several levels higher than us, which was why we received the bonus. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said as our avatars began to disappear. “Not bad at all.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “She shot me,” Altsoba said as soon as our avatars spawned in the locker room. The Skin-Walker seemed pretty disappointed that she had let the Fighting Party down. She sulked, her hands on her hips as she stared down at the floor. 
 
     “It doesn't matter,” I told her. “What matters is we won, and you, Altsoba, are going to get your mirrors.”  
 
    My bank account faded as she stepped away. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $7,050 
 
    Spent: $9,950 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “What about our cabins?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “We will figure out what to do with the money once we actually have it,” I said.  
 
    “Do you like my new hat?” Aya asked. She approached me like a model on a runway: sexy and light, yet poised to strike. She spun once, and used her ghost limb to lift the hat off her head and place it on Iris’ head. 
 
    The hat was too big for Iris, and it slipped down her skull to a point just above her eyebrows, forcing her golden curls to press down onto her neck. 
 
    “It looks better on you, Aya,” Iris said. 
 
    “I suppose you're right.” The hat lifted into the air for a second time, and Aya placed it on her head, making sure to tuck her orange hair behind her ears so it could sit better. 
 
    Possibly sensing some tension between the two, Lady C. stepped forward and told everyone to take a drink from the pool of water in the center of the room. 
 
    Altsoba was the first to approach. She bent forward, scooped some of the water into her mouth. 
 
    “Ah, so this is what you meant when you told me that they could heal up after each battle,” I said to Iris.  
 
    “You catch on quick, Chase,” she said with an ironic grin. 
 
    “I think I've done pretty well getting into Monster Hunt in just a few days. I know there are some gamers out there who would hand me my ass in the same amount of time, but for a guy who usually skips the video games for band practice, I give myself an A plus.” 
 
     “Would you?” Iris asked as the others gathered around the pool of healing water. 
 
    “B minus,” Aya called over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’d give you two As,” said Lady Cassandra as she carried a wooden bowl of healing water over to Rose. 
 
    Rose lapped at the water, and when she finished, she shared the rest with her cub, Gobi. 
 
    ~~“Your next match will begin shortly.”~~ 
 
    “Okay everyone, let's see what we can do this time around. I want to go with the same strategy as before: Ophelia, cast Sigil Curse as soon as the battle starts, and Fujin, cast Toxic Tornado. Let's also try something a little different this time. Lady C., I want you to guess which enemy is the strongest and cast Bomb Cyclone on them. In the future we will have someone in our party who can reveal stats for us, or we will have something that I can use ...” I looked to Iris for confirmation and she nodded. “For now, we're just going to have to play things by ear, which for those of you who don’t know me, is something I like to do.” 
 
    Magnus bowed his head at me. “I look forward to crushing our enemies.”  
 
    “Um, yeah, exactly. What Magnus just said is how we need to go into this next battle. We need to crush them, and we need to do so before they can get a feel for our fighting style, or get a sense of where we are at level-wise. One more thing, Aya, after Lady C. has cast Bomb Cyclone, I want you to perform your Pounce Attack on that very same opponent. I'm talking immediately after, let's go for a shock and awe type of campaign here. Hit them with everything we got, and Rose?”  
 
    I looked to the bearadillo in the corner of the room. She glanced up at me and nodded. 
 
    Yes? 
 
    “I know I told you to play defense and/or go for the strongest opponent, but this time, I want you to do a variation of the same thing: I want you to use one of your specialties, possibly Beary Bite, on the weakest opponent nearest to you if you are given an opening.”  
 
    I look forward to it. 
 
    I clapped my hands together. “I don't want to say something like 'Let's do this for the money,' but really, our Dojo needs some work and I want to reward all of you for your effort, for your teamwork, and ...” I glanced at Iris, seeing if there was anything she wanted to add. 
 
    “Your passionate fighting,” Iris said.  
 
    Fujin nodded, a grin spreading across his bluish demon face. Magnus, Ophelia, and Lady C. also nodded, and next to them, Altsoba began morphing into a twin replica of Iris. Aya drew her sword and held it at the ready just as our forms began to pixelate. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    ~~“Fighting Parties get into place!”~~ 
 
    Iris and I now stood on the sidelines of the first arena, no modifications to the battle grounds this time around. The crowd roared as my Fighting Party took shape, the cries the loudest I’d heard them yet. 
 
    Damn, I thought as I looked around at the crowd, it would be awesome to play a concert in front of this many people.  
 
    Like the duo Iris and I had formed, there were two Alphas on the sideline across from us. From what I could guess, and this was based solely on a feeling I had in my gut, the two Alphas were brothers.  
 
    One Alpha was a bit larger, his hair brown, his eyes dark, and a thick mustache covering his upper lips. He wore armor, even though we weren't technically allowed to fight, and a pair of combat boots. 
 
    The other was shorter, thinner, and he had blonde hair and green eyes. He wore a striped shirt and a pair of blue jeans, his hands in his pockets as he took us in. 
 
    The other Fighting Party appeared on the battleground and the crowd roared in response. 
 
    The front line consisted of two zombie-like women, their bodies raging with flames. Behind them was a feathered serpent easily three feet thick and twenty feet long.  
 
    A nude female, her body partially concealed by a light fabric, floated in the right-hand quadrant of their lineup. She had a ghastly face, no eyes, and as she opened her mouth, her jaw began to unhinge from her skull. 
 
    A man with a devil’s tail and red skin pointed a trident at Rose, his bushy eyes forming an angry V as they met in the middle.  
 
    “Is the devil one of their Hunters?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Yep…” 
 
    Next to him stood the other Hunter, a warlock in a hooded cape and armor crafted from yellow bone. Green eyes flashed under his hood; as he looked us over, his hands began to charge, and a snarl formed on the parts of his face that I could see. 
 
    At the back of the Fighting Party was one of the most grotesque women I'd ever seen. She was definitely a witch, her hair stringy, her face jowly and covered in warts, her posture terrible as if she were the cousin of the Hunchback of Notre Dame, her legs bony and bow-legged. 
 
    There was a mortar and pestle in her clawed, wrinkled and withered hands, and as she ground something in the mortar, it grew in size until she could no longer hold it.  
 
    She let it drop onto the ground, the mortar doubling in size again, and once it was big enough for her to climb into, she got into the mortar and it lifted into the air, spinning like a flying saucer. 
 
    “What do you think, Iris?” 
 
     “I think that this is going to be a pretty tough fight,” she whispered to me. 
 
    “Yeah? Shit, I got that same vibe too.” I cupped my hands around my mouth and called out to my fighters, “Focus all attacks on the devil and the warlock!”  
 
    “Should I still take the spellcasters?” Iris ask as the timer counted down. 
 
    “Definitely, and go ahead and command Magnus as you see fit. You may see an opportunity for healing while I'm focused on something else.” 
 
    “Good call.”  
 
    I had the sense that we were in over our heads in this match, but I knew that there was nothing we could do now, and I believed in my Fighting Party.  
 
    “Let’s just hope luck is on our side,” I said under my breath. 
 
    ~~“Begin Fight!”~~ 
 
    Ophelia's Sigil Curse spell fizzled and failed. 
 
    Fujin’s Toxic Tornado hit, but it hardly did any damage to the opposing team. By this point, the devil had engaged Rose, driving his trident through an opening in her scaly armor. 
 
    “Rose!”  
 
    The bearadillo cried in agony and Aya responded, her ghost limbs propelling her over to the devil. 
 
    Meanwhile, the fire zombies had descended upon Lady Cassandra, who, by the look on her face, was just about as terrified as she could possibly be and still hold two swords. 
 
    What’s going on with her? I thought as she turned and began to run. 
 
    “Ice Explosion!” I called to her.  
 
    Lady C. looked at me with pleading eyes, doubled back around, sheathed one of her blades, and used her other hand to cast an ice spell on the other blade.  
 
    She swung her sword at the first fire zombie and an explosion of ice sent it flying. Gaining confidence, she swung at the other one to similar effect. 
 
    Altsoba tried to take her stoneman form, only to be lifted into the air by the feathered serpent’s tail and slammed hard against the ground. 
 
    My eyes jumped from the Skin-Walker to the ghastly woman floating nude above the battle, her hair whipping in the wind. The woman’s mouth unhinged from her jaw and a great force of energy surrounded by a cyclone of static and accompanied by an ear-piercing scream slammed into Altsoba and Ophelia, killing the Lich instantly. 
 
    “Ophelia!” Iris shouted.  
 
    Altsoba, who was pretty bad off by this point, tried to crawl away and get back on her feet, only now, the opposing team’s warlock had focused on Ophelia’s dead body, and as his eyes rolled into the back of his head, Ophelia stood, her head bowed and her shoulders hunched forward. 
 
    “He’s a necromancer,” Iris gasped.  
 
    I glanced to the front line to see Magnus engaging the devil man.  
 
    I knew Magnus would flip if he turned and saw Ophelia. Luckily, Aya had hung back a little, and as I looked at Magnus, she glanced over to me and made eye contact. 
 
    Aya understood what I meant when I careened my head towards the possessed Lich, who was charging up a fireball to finish off Altsoba. 
 
    Her ghost limbs like a slingshot, the half-dragon half-human warrior shot into the air and landed behind Ophelia, beheading her with a quick swipe of her buster sword. 
 
     From there, she moved over to Altsoba, helped her to her feet, and returned to the battle, this time focusing on the necromancer, who now wielded a heavy staff decorated with skulls. 
 
    My attention shifted back to Rose.  
 
    The feathered serpent had wrapped herself around Rose’s body, and was starting to squeeze the life out of her. 
 
    “Magnus! Help Rose!”  
 
    Magnus was just about to engage the devil man with another series of thrusts, but hearing my command, he immediately struck a graceful defensive pose, blocked a strike from the devil man’s trident, and was cut to the ground by a bird made of glass. 
 
    Where the hell did that come from? I thought, as the bird made of glass began tearing at Magnus with its talons. He tried to get out from under the bird, tried desperately to block its attacks, but his struggle ultimately failed.  
 
    The witch’s glass terror bird tore Magnus’ torso into two pieces, his entrails spilling out and blood pooling around his body. 
 
     I was in shock; the battle looked as if it were only going to get worse, an intuition come to fruition when the feathered serpent killed Rose, snapping the bearadillo’s spine. 
 
    Three of my Fighting Party were down. 
 
    “We’re fucked,” I whispered as the necromancer blasted Aya away, turned to Rose, and raised the towering bearadillo from the dead.  
 
    Undead Rose slobbered and hacked as her eyes turned white and she got to her feet. She turned to Altsoba, who immediately tried to change forms to somehow intimidate Rose. 
 
    This ended poorly.  
 
    I watched with my hand over my mouth as our own bearadillo took Altsoba down and swiftly mauled her to death.  
 
    “Four down, fuck!” I shouted.  
 
    This left Fujin, Lady Cassandra, and Aya still alive.  
 
    Aya, a look of utter fury and terror on her face, cried “Aye!” as she tossed three throwing stars at the necromancer, going for her Lonely Guy attack. 
 
    The daggers pierced his chest; Aya went up and over. The tip of her buster sword bloomed from his chest. The necromancer was down. 
 
    Iris whooped; I shouted for Fujin to concentrate his Winter Gust attack on the banshee, who was seconds away from blasting our three fighters with a Spector-esque Wall of Sound.  
 
    The Japanese wind god sucked in a huge cloud of air, and baring his fangs, he exhaled the cloud in the direction of the banshee. 
 
    “Fuck yes!” I clapped my hands together as the banshee froze; she fell to the ground, shattering into hunks of frozen flesh. 
 
    “She had a weakness to Glacio magic,” Iris said with excitement. “We can do this, Chase, I really think we can win this one!” 
 
    Our hopes were shattered when one of the fire zombies finally made contact with Lady C. 
 
    The Infectious fire swiftly spread up her arm, moved to her shoulder, and from there to the rest of the Metican warrior’s body. 
 
    Screaming in terror, she fell to the ground as the wicked flames engulfed her.  
 
    “Cassandra!” I cried. 
 
    I gasped as she stood back up, fire consuming her body as she turned to Aya. 
 
    The Thulean narrowed her eyes at Lady C. She ignored the fact that the feathered serpent was approaching her from behind, that the devil man was only a few feet away. 
 
    Aya raised her sword and the two Huntresses charged each other, the possessed Lady C. wildly swinging her two flaming blades. 
 
    Their swords connected; Aya quickly overpowered Lady C. I hated to shout it, but I knew that having a possessed Lady C. would be one surefire way to end this match in our opponent’s favor. 
 
     “Aya,” I cried out, “Duchig Destroyer!” 
 
    Even though they were a good thirty feet away, I could still see the smile spread across her face as she cut Lady C. down from the neck to the side of her torso. 
 
    Aya’s smile remained on her face as a bolt of sharpened glass decapitated her. 
 
    “No!” Iris cried as the headless Thulean warrior fell to her knees, and from there, to the soil. 
 
    “Only Fujin’s left,” I said, shaking my head, barely able to control my angst. I kicked at the dirt, looked back at the crowd to see they were eating this up. I hated them. “Fuck, we’re not going to win this one. Fuck!” I slammed my fist into my other hand. 
 
    “Focus everything on the witch,” Iris said suddenly, her eyes filling with light. “The others may not be able to touch Fujin.” 
 
    “The witch! Fujin, the witch!” 
 
     The Japanese wind god zipped in and out of reality as he hustled over to the witch sailing around in her mortar.  
 
    Just as he neared her, Fujin was struck by a blast from the devil man’s trident, a blast which caused his body to bloat, pulsate, and ultimately brought him to the ground, where the feathered serpent finished him off.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen: Floral Cheer and the Brawl Add-On 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Iris and I spawned back in the field in front of the Dojo. My initial assumption was that Aya was the one who was going to be angry about losing the fight. Instead, it was Lady C., who kept her fists at her sides as she paced back and forth. 
 
    “They had the afflicted. I died as one of the afflicted!” She turned to me, tears of anger starting to form in her eyes, her hands on the hilts of her swords. 
 
    “Let’s just relax,” I told them all. Magnus consoled Ophelia; Rose lay with her head on the ground, a solemn look on her face as Gobi ran over to her; Fujin couldn’t stop bowing to me; and Altsoba sat on the ground with her hands placed on her knees.  
 
    “We didn’t do so badly,” Iris said. “Seriously, everyone, we did well. Two matches, and that second match wasn’t easy. This was our first tournament. There will be more, and now we have some funds to work with.” 
 
    The 7,500 Proxima dollars. I knew instantly what to do, and while I would have rather cashed it out on the exchange, my Fighting Party’s morale was equally important. 
 
    “Altsoba, mirrors.” 
 
    Saying the words caused a carousel of room options to appear in the air before us. I found the option I’d looked at earlier and quickly purchased them. 
 
    “You ...bought them?” she asked as she stood. A look of joy spread across her face as she turned to the main quarters. “You won’t be disappointed, Chase,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    “Everyone is getting something,” I said as I rubbed my hands together, “because seriously, people, we did well. Iris and I…” I smiled at her as I started telling them some of the terrible gigs we’d played.  
 
    “You played for free?” Aya laughed. “How pathetic.” 
 
    “That’s just part of the process,” I told her, “and this was also part of the process. We learned a ton, and we can get a few things to make us more comfortable here. So, what do you want? If it is within budget, we’ll get it. Rose? What would you like?” 
 
    Gobi the cub climbed up his mother’s side and tumbled back down.  
 
    We would like animals here to hunt, she said inside my head. 
 
    “Animals to ...hunt?” I considered this for a moment.  
 
    I was just about to ask Iris if that was even an option when I decided to take a look for myself. As I went through lists of options for my Dojo, I came across a portion called ‘Wildlife’ and clicked on it. 
 
    The options available at my current budget – hopefully around the thousand Proxima dollar range – weren’t too shabby. There were your typical woodland animals, as well as options for fish and other water wildlife.  
 
    We had the pond, so that could be a good option, but I wanted to run it by Rose first. 
 
    Woodland animals, for now, she said after I’d asked her what she preferred.  
 
    “We can get more later,” I promised her. 
 
    Selecting ‘Woodland Creatures’ for a thousand bucks gave me the bonus option of ‘breeding’. Upon further investigation, I found that paying a measly two hundred PD more would allow the woodland creatures to procreate on their own.  
 
    Considering this a no-brainer, I immediately selected this option as well. 
 
    Gobi’s ears perked up as he heard something in the grass near the meadow. He turned to it, and with his mother’s encouragement, he began stalking his way over to the meadow. Retail therapy was working. 
 
    Iris laughed. “That’s adorable.” 
 
    “Magnus and Ophelia, what would you like?” 
 
    The Fext and the Lich turned to one another and he nodded, suggesting that she tell me.  
 
    Ophelia cleared her throat. “We were discussing how nice it would be to have a larger bed, and possibly a tub.” 
 
    “What exactly is in the guild quarters?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “Care to see?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s.” 
 
    It only took us about two minutes to reach the back door of the guild quarters. The door opened into a large space that was separated by the stairwell which went to the higher floors. 
 
    I gulped. 
 
    It was completely bare, almost uncomfortably so; the fact that there was no furniture to absorb sound only made the patter of our footsteps that much louder.  
 
    “I had no idea…” I said as we took the stairs. 
 
    “Now do you see why we want our own cabins?” Aya asked. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, you wanted those before I built this building.” 
 
    “That’s true, but now we really want them.” 
 
    “In due time,” I said as we reached Magnus and Ophelia’s room. It was lit by a lamp in the corner, and the center wall had been removed. They’d pushed two single beds next to each other, and other than that, the space was bare. 
 
    “Done,” I said as a carousel of housing items appeared before me.  
 
    I went through a few lists and finally arrived at the bedding section. I selected a queen size bed, at the cost of nine hundred dollars, and it materialized where the single beds used to be.  
 
    It came with a frame and a headboard, and looked pretty damn comfy, much better than the bed I had back in New York. From there I scrolled back out of the bedroom sublist and found the bath department. 
 
    “And there are actual baths in the quarters, right?” I asked them. 
 
    “Showers in the basement,” Aya said. She still wore the hat she’d taken off the steampunk woman, and as she caught me looking at it, she tipped the bill at me. 
 
    “Okay, everyone will eventually get something like this.” 
 
    I selected a model I thought they would like, and it wasn’t cheap either. A Japanese bathtub appeared in the corner of the room near the window. It was round, and it provided a nice view of the field outside and the meadow beyond that. It cost eleven hundred dollars.  
 
    “That’s so nice,” Lady C. said. I could tell it was taking all of her willpower not to hop in. 
 
    “It is wonderful,” said Magnus. He turned to Ophelia and she moved into his arms. “Would you mind leaving us?” he asked without taking his eyes off her. 
 
    “Will do. Let’s move back down to the main living room area.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the living room area without a couch,” Aya reminded me. Iris chuckled at this as we walked down the stairs. So far, of the 7,500 Proxima dollars, I’d spent just over four thousand. A quick glance to my viewing pane bank and I saw where I stood. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $2,850 
 
    Spent: $14,050 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
     “Fujin.” I turned to the Japanese wind god and approached him cautiously. Something moved behind his eyes, an intense energy I hadn’t seen before. “Would you like anything?” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. 
 
    “Okay, moving along…” 
 
    Iris pulled me aside just as we reached the bottom of the stairs. “Buy Lady C. a bookcase. This will allow her to learn new spells,” she whispered quickly. 
 
    “Damn, good call.” I glanced to a small room off the main room. It looked like a perfect place for a study, and while I didn’t have enough to really make it nice, I could at least put a bookshelf in there. 
 
    I selected an affordable bookshelf at $200 and found a nice leather sofa chair to go along with it. The sofa chair came with an ottoman for a grand total of $850. 
 
    “For me?” Lady C. asked as soon as the items solidified in the study. She ran up and hugged me, a close hug too, one that lasted a few seconds longer than it should have. The Metican warrior pressed her forehead into mine and looked at me eye to eye. “Thank you.” 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $2,000 
 
    Spent: $14,900 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “I will get a nice, big wraparound couch later, and your cabins, of course. We can move the bookshelf to your cabin, Lady C., once we’ve built it.” 
 
    Aya smirked.  
 
    “You want something too?” 
 
    “I’m fine, do what you will with the rest of the funds.” 
 
    I’d received one hundred real world dollars from the second battle, and to see just how lucrative battles could be, I selected the money icon at the top of my viewing pane. 
 
    “Just give me a second,” I told them as Lady C. went to her library. Dozens of books had appeared on the shelves, books likely stored in her inventory list. 
 
    “Checking the exchange?” Iris asked me. 
 
    “Thinking about it. Hmmm…” 
 
    “It’s currently 12.3 PD to 1 USD,” she said.  
 
    “So if I cashed out a thousand Proxima dollars it would put me at …” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not great.” 
 
    “A little over eighty real dollars. Okay, so not at lucrative as I would have liked, but still, we only won two matches. Just think if we’d won more.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Iris said. “And also, the exchange rate fluctuates. From a quick search, I see that it’s been as low as 8.9 PD to 1 USD. I say hold it for a bit. Besides, most of the bigger tournaments require either an access code or a fee to enter.” 
 
    “I want something,” Aya said suddenly.  
 
    “Sure, anything.” 
 
    She nodded to the far corner, away from Iris, Fujin who just seemed to follow us around, and Lady C., who was looking through a book. 
 
    “Okay,” I said after we stepped a few feet away. “What is it?” 
 
    “Flowers. I want flowers everywhere.” 
 
    “You mean like potted plants or outside?” 
 
    “Outside.” 
 
    “Why is this a secret?” 
 
    “I don’t want the others to think I’m weak. Thuleans consider those who like flowers to be weak.” 
 
    “Got it, I’ll make it seem like it was my idea.” I turned to the others. “Sorry, Aya,” I said loudly. “We just don’t have the budget for, um, a theater. But we do have some money for flowers. Let’s go outside, everyone, and see if we can’t bring a little floral cheer to this place.” 
 
    “Floral cheer?” Iris said. 
 
    “Just come outside with me.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I waited for the NV Visor to power off. I was on Iris’ bed, and she was next to me, also waiting for her visor to power down. It was a quick process, but the Proxima Company suggested that you wait thirty seconds to a minute before removing the visor. 
 
    “Those flowers were gorgeous,” Iris said, her visor still over her eyes. 
 
    “They were, and they only cost six hundred Proxima dollars.” 
 
    I recalled what it looked like to have hundreds upon hundreds of flowers bloom all at the same time. It was something else, and the fact that these particular flowers, called broken blooms, mirrored the dark purple and blue sky only made them more surreal.  
 
    “Tell me the truth,” she said as she removed her visor, “that was Aya’s request, right?” 
 
    “I plead the fifth.” I stood and stretched my arms over my head. It was late, and I was tired and slightly delirious from the tournament. That’s something I hadn’t expected: it felt as if I’d had an actual adrenaline rush and was coming down from it. 
 
    “So, let's talk about the tournament a little more,” Iris said. 
 
     “Yeah, I figured now that we have a little peace and quiet, we'd be able to discuss what happened.” 
 
     I sat down on her floor, my knees tucked under my body. 
 
    After getting a glass of water and drinking it, she joined me. Her hair was a little messy from the NV Visor, and her cheeks were flushed, but she was as beautiful as ever, and when she put her glasses on, I was reminded of the way she looked in the Proxima Galaxy. 
 
    “We could have done a lot better,” she said, which came as a surprise to me. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We were able to take out two of them, and if we had taken one more, I think it would have been the tipping point in our favor.” 
 
    “What could I have done differently?” I wasn’t defensive in the least bit. Iris was very good at being critical in a way that shared blame and didn’t point fingers. 
 
    “I think…” She bit her lip. “I think a couple of things, really. First off, the Fighting Party needs to get better at working together. They could have taken the necromancer out early on, and then focused on the witch. But that’s just my first impression. You may just need to be at a bit higher level, and you may need to replace a member or two of the party.” 
 
    “Who do you think I should replace?” 
 
    “Possibly Rose, although she’s good at just being a big force to be reckoned with. Actually, I like your party for now, they just need to be higher levels.” 
 
    “And I need to participate in more tournaments to level them, right?” 
 
    “Exactly. That said, you can continue to level up Aya and Lady Cassandra by capturing more mythcrea. You can also level up your mythcrea individually through brawling. How many tokens do you need to get to the next level? Do you remember?” 
 
    “Fourteen tokens to the next level.” 
 
    “So fourteen to the next level, and at the moment, you’re only able to capture lower level mythcrea, which will give you one to four points at best. Fine. So let’s get brawling. At least you can level up a little that way by bringing your mythcrea along. Definitely, it’s time to brawl.” 
 
    I put my fists up playfully. 
 
    “I would totally beat you in a fight.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m talking about the Monster Hunt Brawls. In a nutshell, now that you have a fighting party, you can take part in real life fights happening around the city.” 
 
    “That sounds crazy.” 
 
    “Imagine going up against other Alphas and their Hunters. You pick a spot, meet up, and as a bonus, you’re allowed to bring one or two of your mythcrea. This and tournaments are the only ways to individually level your mythcrea. Now your Huntresses, they level with tokens, but leveling your mythcrea is trickier. I was going to say something about this back when you were looking at the exchange.” 
 
    “Yeah? Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to go over it with you in person. So here’s the deal: you have two thousand Proxima dollars, right?” 
 
    “Exactly, and a hundred real dollars to my name.” 
 
    “Nothing in your bank account?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “I, uh, haven’t got my universal basic income check, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll fund the other half of the app cost.” 
 
    “Iris, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “Look, we started this because we need new gear, right?” 
 
    I smirked at her. “Actually, you gave me the code and I installed it, and now look what has happened!”  
 
    This wasn’t the time for a flashback, but I did recall just a few days ago that I had gone from a guy broke as a joke, to a guy broke as a joke surrounded by sword-wielding females, catching mythcrea, and growing… 
 
    I glanced at Iris. I was sure I’d stay here tonight, two nights in a row, and we were definitely growing closer.  
 
    “To get more funds, we need better captures and stronger Huntresses. To do that, we need to take part in Monster Hunt Brawls. There are random item drops through these brawls, and it’s a serious way to level up.” 
 
    “I’m all for taking part in brawls, Iris.” 
 
    “And to take part in brawls, we need the Brawl add-on, which costs ...” She bit her lip as she scanned through some information. “Six hundred dollars.” 
 
    My heart sank. “I only have a hundred.” 
 
    “You said you have two thousand Proxima dollars, right?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “If you cash out two thousand PD it’ll be roughly a hundred-sixty USD.” 
 
    “That brings us to two-sixty,” I said. “We still need more to buy the add-on.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll throw in the three-twenty we need.” 
 
    I glanced down at her hardwood floor. I hated talking about money with people, and this was the reason why. I usually came up short, and Iris had floated our band funds before that never got paid back. 
 
    “I can’t take money from you,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m giving it to you, and you’ll give it right back to me. Look, tonight you made nearly eight thousand Proxima dollars. That’s like six hundred fifty cash if you had decided to trade it on the exchange.” 
 
    I instantly regretted decking out my Dojo, and Iris could tell this by the look on my face. 
 
    “Don’t worry about spending it on your Dojo. That will make your mythcrea happier, and it will likely result in new skills and better morale, which can lead to better teamwork.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about this stuff?” I asked her. I'd been meaning to ask it for some time now, but we've been so worked up with all this that the words have never left my lips. 
 
    “Look, I kind of just get into these types of things. I heard about Monster Hunt through some classmates; they were just talking about it, and I started looking into it. I don't know, I just became sort of fascinated by it.” 
 
    “Then how did you get the codes? You never actually told me that.” 
 
    “I thought I told you.” 
 
    “If you did, I don’t remember.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I heard about this contest that was a tied to watching a bunch of TwitchTubeRed videos by this famous streamer named FeeTwix. The prize was two Monster Hunt codes. I honestly didn't think I would win, but here we are.” 
 
    I laughed. “We are definitely here. Okay, back to the Brawl talks. There are more tournaments coming up, right?” I asked.  
 
    If I could win eight thousand in what was basically two fights, I should be able to pay Iris back quickly, I thought as she started speaking. 
 
    “Of course there are. There is one I already read about in two days. In the meantime, you can focus on getting your Fighting Party and your Huntresses leveled up using the Brawl add-on. There’s another thing about this add-on that you may find helpful, but install it first. You’ll see what I mean.” 
 
    “And you’re sure.” 
 
    “Do it, Chase, now. I’m serious,” she said earnestly. 
 
    My bank account flashed, letting me know money had been transferred. Seconds after, a prompt appeared on my pane of vision, sent from Iris. I mentally clicked the link which led to the Brawl add-on. My bank account flashed on the left-hand side of my vision pane. 
 
    $635 dollars to my name, I thought as I hesitated to purchase the app. 
 
    “Here goes…” 
 
    I clicked the ‘buy’ button and an icon flashed, letting me know the Brawl add-on was downloading. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen: Central Park Fight Club 
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    The Brawl add-on was definitely going to come in handy. I didn’t play with it much before dozing off, but a quick test run showed me that it was fairly simple to use.  
 
    For Brawls, I would simply toggle a switch that said “available.” Once I was available, I would see other anonymous Monster Hunters who were also available. I would see only their general location and their level, and I was able to then send them what was known as a Brawl Request.  
 
    The Brawl Request also had a prompt for the number of mythcrea that would join the battle, one or two, and another prompt in which Proxima dollars could be wagered. 
 
    As I briefly tested the app, it appeared there were a good many brawls available in New York, many around Central Park, and I even received a few requests in the ten minutes or so I had the app open. Of course, some of these requests weren’t in my favor, such as the Level Ten Monster Hunter who wanted to Brawl and wager fifteen thousand PDs. 
 
    Iris had hinted that the Brawl add-on had an additional feature I’d like, and she wasn’t wrong. “Monster Locator” produced a grid of my current location and large, shaded circles indicating where mythcrea might be located.  
 
    I could see that just a few blocks away, there was a mythcrea behind the bodega we’d eaten tamales at. There were others in the vicinity, and pulling up a map of other parts of the city also showed these potential catches. 
 
    Of course, there were other upgrades available, upgrades which allowed the Monster Locator to search for mythcrea based on class and scarcity, and like the Brawl add-on, the upgrades weren’t cheap.  
 
    The basic Monster Locator upgrade, which added a red tracking reticle to pinpoint the mythcrea’s exact location, rather than just a vicinity location, cost a thousand dollars. 
 
    The one I really wanted, the ability to search for mythcrea based on class and level, was a staggering five thousand dollars. 
 
    Even so, the sonar-like Monster Locator which came with the Brawl add-on would work for now. It’d at least give me something to work with, which was better than simply winging it. 
 
    I liked that part about this add on, even if it cost me more and more to drill down and improve my tech.  
 
    Something about it reminded me of getting musical gear, starting with something basic and then slowly improving your rig. Yeah, you might have started with a turquoise Fender Squire, but then you got that Electro Harmonix Metal Muff, and you had that double coil pickup installed, and you got a serious 15W Orange stack, and then you were cooking with fire.  
 
    Of course, you only started there. 
 
     Once you got the stack, you eventually got more pedals, and you got rid of that Squire for something a little more shred-ready, and you eventually got another stack, or another guitar, or one of those expensive Ibanez iNet add-ons that allowed you to see and play guitar chords in real time.  
 
    I liked the upgrade part. 
 
    And I liked sleep as well.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to fall asleep, again sharing the futon with Iris. Dreams came to me, warped dreams from the tournaments, highlights from another dimension. I saw Fujin zipping across the sky, Aya throwing her full force into a fight, Magnus with purple energy surrounding him, spit flying out of Rose’s maw as she roared, Altsoba changing into… 
 
    Thad. 
 
    “Attack!” I shouted as soon as I saw him, and the rest of my fighters turned to him and took his ass down. 
 
    I awoke with Iris’s hand on my chest.  
 
    We were closer together now than we were when we first got into bed, and I was fine with that. A bit of light peeked in through the single window of her efficiency apartment, and in that moment, a determination to make this endeavor a success swelled in my chest. 
 
    I activated my Monster Hunt app, and Aya and Lady C. appeared. 
 
    “Looks like someone has a new friend,” was Aya’s first comment when she saw Iris sleeping so close to me. Lady C. simply looked away. 
 
    “No,” I said with a grin, “we’ve been friends for a while now. And I’m sorry you two had to sleep at the Dojo last night.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Iris went to class, and as I left her place, I immediately set myself to “available” on the Brawl add-on app. Even as she said goodbye, I already saw Monster Location information populating on my pane of vision. 
 
    There was some activity not far from here, in the alley behind the bodega. 
 
    Definitely the same activity I saw last night, I thought as I turned to the location.  
 
     Lady C. was on my right, walking while reading. A woman clad in killer armor with two long swords on her hips walking through the streets of Brooklyn while skimming through a  book called Lume Glacio?  
 
    It was undeniably cute in a fanboy kind of way. 
 
    Aya was on my left, commenting on people she thought looked funny or who were shaped in a weird way, including an Asian guy who was short and round and a thin black man with dreads down to his lower back. 
 
    My only hope at the time was that the mythcrea we were stalking wasn’t a high enough level that it would prove difficult for Aya and Lady Cassandra. We needed a win, especially after last night’s tournament. 
 
    As we walked, I explained to them that we would be taking part in a Brawl in about an hour and a half at Central Park.  
 
    It was a Brawl offered to me last night, when I was briefly available. Since the other Hunter was only at Level Three, I figured we had a shot, especially if we added two of our Fighting Party members to the mix. 
 
    Magnus and Ophelia, I thought as we reached the bodega.  
 
    I mainly wanted to see what Ophelia had to offer on her level up, and if it was something that could truly help us. Magnus’ ability to heal and steal life from our soon-to-be opponents would also prove handy. 
 
    But for now, the focus was on this first catch that the Monster Locator had discovered. 
 
    “It’s somewhere around here,” I told the Huntresses.  
 
    Aya unsheathed her blade.  
 
    There wasn’t a lot of room in the alley we entered, so to keep her blade drawn, she was forced to walk a bit ahead of us. I naturally took the place between the two, feeling like I was surrounded by bodyguards, which in a way, I was. 
 
    We continued down the alley, which stunk of rotten food, and once we reached an intersection, I focused on the Monster Locator app and saw that we were now on the outer edge of the circle. 
 
    We need to head deeper, I thought, as I signaled Aya and Lady C. to turn left.  
 
    We took a left, moved into an area defined by its fire escapes and some clothes hanging outside to dry. Another right and we finally reached a dead end. 
 
    I heard an animal rummaging through garbage.  
 
    A large creature stepped out of a small enclosure created where an old building met a newer one and the contractors hadn’t worked to fill the gap. 
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    “It’s rare,” I whispered to the two Huntresses.  
 
    The creature had the head of a donkey and the body of a camel, with coarse golden fur on its back. Its neck was long, graceful, and it had a very light hue of red to its mane.  
 
    The allocamelus’ ears flipped back when it saw us. It bared its donkey-like teeth. 
 
    If the allocamelus charged, it would surely take us out. Aya, who had her sword drawn, might get in an attack, but I didn’t even know if she had enough room to swing her blade. 
 
    “What do we do, Chase?” the Thulean asked me over her shoulder. 
 
    An idea came and I decided to go with it. It had worked before, and there weren’t many other options for us.  
 
    I cleared my throat; the allocamelus lowered its head and snapped its teeth. 
 
    “Aya, Lady C., get behind me and try to make a wall of blades.” 
 
    “Wall of blades?” 
 
    “Hold your blades out at varying angles so if the creatures gets over me, we still cause damage. It’s worth four tokens; we definitely want this one.” 
 
    Aya slipped past me, causing the allocamelus to tap its foot against the ground, as if it were gearing up to charge. 
 
    I had no idea how to serenade a camel with the head of a donkey, but I figured I’d start with something a little jazzy. 
 
    “Allocamelus, you have an ass for a face, an ass for a face, and a camel for an ass…” 
 
    The allocamelus raised its head. Its nostrils flared as it sniffed the air. 
 
    I started up the song again, this time as softly as possible. Even while the thought this cannot be happening fired at the back of my mind, I kept singing the strange song I had concocted on the spot.  
 
    The allocamelus approached me, snorted, and let me place my hand on its snout. 
 
     Its eyes were beautiful, the color of fall in New England, and as it gazed at me, its form began to pixelate. Seconds later and the allocamelus was gone, my easiest catch ever. 
 
    “I can’t believe that worked,” Aya said after the creature was gone. She laughed. “And that song! Terribly stupid!” 
 
    “I can’t either,” I said, “but now we have a new mythcrea and we’re closer to our next level.” 
 
    “Where to now?” Lady Cassandra asked. She was her normal bubbly self, and just seeing her  smile at me warmed my heart.  
 
    “To Central Park for this Brawl. Do you two want to ride the subway, or would you rather go to the Dojo and have me call you back once I get there?” 
 
    They exchanged glances. 
 
    “Dojo,” they said at the same time.  
 
    “Actually,” Lady C. said to Aya. “You go to the Dojo, I want to give the subway another shot.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Luckily for me, the train wasn’t very crowded and I was able to find a seat.  
 
    Not wanting to stand, Lady C. asked if she could sit on my lap, and I obliged. The augmented reality portion of the app and the way it made things feel real was beyond me. It only reminded me how much power our visuals had over what we experienced. 
 
    Even then, as I technically sat alone on a subway train, I could actually feel Lady C.’s body against mine, her weight, her warmth. I swore I could even smell a light melon scent coming from her hair. 
 
    I’d be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t attracted to her.  
 
    As she sat on my lap, the back of her skirt-like armor digging into my hip bones, she read from a book called Ignis Ignite, which looked to be mostly about casting fire spells. 
 
    Even though I tried not to respond – so as not to draw attention to myself – Lady C. occasionally would turn to me, smile, and show me a particular passage about some spell. The books were written in a language I couldn’t understand. I could, however, understand the pictures. 
 
    And some looked pretty awesome. 
 
    The drawings reminded of the medieval stuff one might find in a museum. Colorful, but no depth to them. Yet the point they were trying to make was abundantly clear: fire was a hell of a way to take down an enemy. 
 
    The A train came to a stop at Columbus Circle Station and we quickly filed out just as another Brawl invitation popped up, one set for the same location and about thirty minutes after the start of my first Brawl. 
 
    I accepted it.  
 
    Hellbent on paying Iris back, and determined to really do well at the next tournament, we needed all the brawls and captures we could get.  
 
    The crowd of New Yorkers swelled around us as we took the exit towards Central Park. A man sitting with his back against the wall and a display of books laid out before him beckoned me over. 
 
    “I’ve got to run,” I told him, not sure if he was serious or not. 
 
    “You and your lady friend might like some of these books,” he said, his yellow teeth emerging from his mouth as he smiled.  
 
    “My lady friend?” 
 
    The guy looked homeless in his layer upon layer of clothing and his dirty, oversized boots. Lady C. glanced to me, back to him, and quickly approached the man.  
 
    She crouched before him, her swords lifting off her lower back as she crab-walked a hair to the right. “Can we buy some?” she asked me. 
 
    “We’re kind of broke at the moment,” I told her. 
 
    I had figured by this point that the man was a rare book dealer, that he wasn’t real, and that I was probably the only person seeing him. 
 
    “These books are from EverLife,” he told her, a twinkle behind his eyes.  
 
    I was unaware that these types of occurrences were possible, but it totally made sense. Too bad I’d cashed out all my PD for the Brawl add-on.  
 
    “How long will you be here?” I asked the seller.  
 
    “Who knows?” was his reply. 
 
    “If he’s still here when we return to the station,” I told Lady C., “and we’ve somehow come across some cash, then we’ll get something.” 
 
    She stood, a sad look on her face. “But those books are really rare.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I told her as I turned to the exit. 
 
    Hopefully we’d run into the guy, or someone like him, again. I had a feeling an influx of cash was coming on, but to make that happen, we needed to get some wins under our belt. 
 
     Aya spawned as soon as we crossed the street and entered Central Park.  
 
    The sky above us was gray, slightly foreboding, and as a crisp wind blew past, I had the feeling it might rain in the near future. Or sleet. It was November and we were due for snow any day now. 
 
    “Why do you look so sad?” Aya asked Lady C. as we walked through Central Park. 
 
    “We encountered a rare book seller back there, but we didn’t have any money to buy the books.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Aya said, “I have a book you can read.” 
 
    Lady Cassandra turned to her. “You do?” 
 
    “It’s on Thulean royal lineage.” 
 
    The Metican warrior bit her lip. 
 
    “What? Not interested?” 
 
    “I’m interested, but I’m more interested in books that have detailed passages about magic.” 
 
    “There is tons of magic in this book,” Aya assured her. The thick book appeared in her hands. The pages were brittle, and portions of the leather cover were rotten. 
 
    “It’s written in Thulean,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Yeah, that will be a problem.” 
 
    “Heads up,” I told the two as I turned to a swath of green.  
 
    My Brawl add-on flashed as I took in the form of a young girl, no older than eleven, who wore a sweater that doubled as a long dress and a pair of black combat boots. Sunglasses concealed her face and I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that she was an Alpha. 
 
    She was joined by her first Hunter, a towering cyclops, as well as a Hunter fairy, pixie dust falling off her body as she hovered in the air. 
 
    Aya and Lady C. drew their blades as we stepped into the open space.  
 
    There were a couple of people doing yoga nearby, a man smoking from a pollution mask hooked to his back, and a father and son throwing a football. 
 
    None of this mattered to me at the moment.  
 
    I was focused on the two dogs that spawned in front of the young girl. One, a black beast with terrible eyes and a distended jaw, snapped its teeth and growled. The other had the head of a canine, but the body of a wispy cloud, so that it kind of resembled the spirit of a dog. 
 
    A prompt appeared before me asking me to select my mythcrea.  
 
    I quickly selected Magnus and Ophelia, and their forms took shape next to me. A new prompt asked me if I was ready to begin the brawl. 
 
     Ophelia approached me with a smile on her pale face. 
 
    “I have something for you.” As she spoke, a flash of sparkling magic drizzled over my shoulders. I turned to look at my opponent’s Fighting Party. 
 
    I could suddenly see their levels. 
 
    The Alpha teen was a Level Three, her cyclops and her fairy also at Level Three. As it had been in the tournament, there was faint red outline around the two Hunters. The ability Ophelia had just granted me also allowed me to see the level of her mythcrea. 
 
    [Hellhound, Level 6] 
 
    [Inugami, Level 8] 
 
    The black Hellhound snarled and snapped its teeth as it charged towards us. 
 
    The floating Inugami wasn’t far behind, and rather than have Ophelia go with her opening Sigil Curse, which would have let me see their weaknesses, I decided to focus on the two charging beasts and hit them with everything I had. 
 
    “Ophelia, Magnus, Lady C., take the mythcrea! Aya, you’ve got the cyclops.” 
 
    Aya smiled as she sprang into action, clearly stoked to be able to take on the one-eyed monster, who was about nine feet tall, bald, and had a shoulder span of at least five feet. A gnarly club was held tightly in his beefy paws, about the same size as Aya’s buster sword. 
 
    A fireball knocked the Hellhound off his feet just as Lady C. leapt over him, meeting the Inugami with her two swords.  
 
    Her swipe went right through the floating dog spirit. She stumbled, did a badass aerial, and landed on her feet, just in time for Magnus to come in for the distraction. 
 
    Damn, I wish Iris was here, I thought as Magnus gracefully sidestepped the Inugami’s bite, and swung around with a massive strike from his sword. This strike connected, likely because Magnus’ sword was cursed, and the Inugami disappeared in a flash. 
 
    Something told me it wasn’t dead.  
 
    The Hellhound dove for Lady C., who shrieked as the beast’s mangled jaw came apart, increasing his strike range. 
 
    But Lady C. was fast, and by the time the beast moved in for its strike, she cast her Bomb Cyclone spell, instantly creating a whirling cloud of flurries around the monstrosity.  
 
    “Aye!” The Thulean yelled out as she used her ghost limbs to flip her body up and onto the shoulders of the towering cyclops. He threw her to the ground; she landed like a cat and bounced back, her buster sword at the ready.  
 
    Their weapons met and I whooped for Aya as she held her own.  
 
    She dropped, rolled, and then she did something that made everyone in the fight stop and turn to the two. 
 
    As she came up from her roll, Aya loosed a throwing knife at the cyclops’ single eye and it connected. 
 
    The goliath staggered for a moment, the dagger sticking out of his eye, dropped his weapon and fell down face first. 
 
     He hit the ground hard.  
 
    His teenage Alpha shrieked and the people around us, people who were just going about their lives, oblivious to the fact that there was a serious battle happening in their vicinity, looked towards her.  
 
    She apologized, turned to me, glared, and as Aya stood over the cyclops, the fairy raced over to her, magic swirling all around. 
 
    I cringed as Aya knocked the fairy out of the air like she was a goddamn tennis ball. With absolutely no remorse on her face, the Thulean stepped on the fairy with her heeled boot, killing it instantly. 
 
    The teenage Alpha gasped.  
 
    New skill learned! 
 
    Magnus cut down the Hellhound with a magic spell that turned his sword into an enormous black wave of energy.  
 
    “Sword of Doom,” I said, and just whispering the name for the spell caused Magnus’ stats to appear and the spell to be added as a special ability. 
 
    The Inugami flashed into existence and Ophelia, a devilish look on her undead face, raised the Hellhound from the dead. The Hellhound, his eyes now completely white, attacked the Inugami and quickly tore its throat out.  
 
    The brawl was over. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    The teenage Alpha started crying. Softly, so as to not draw attention, but crying nonetheless. 
 
    Aya stepped up to me and whispered, “Maybe you should console her, then again, maybe you should gloat.” She reached her hand out and pinched my cheek. “But you aren’t really the gloating type, are you?” 
 
    “Everyone return to the Dojo for a moment.” 
 
    I deactivated the Monster Hunt app and walked over to the teenage Alpha. 
 
    “Just relax,” I told her, “there’s no need to cry.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, you didn’t just have your ass handed to you,” she said bitterly. “My first fucking Brawl too.” 
 
    I started to laugh. I wasn’t expecting to hear her curse. “That was also my first Brawl. I just got lucky, I guess.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She turned away from me. 
 
    “I’m Chase, by the way.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at me. “Keegan.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll see you around.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    Keegan turned and ran off. Once she got a good distance away from me, she stopped, looked at me once more, and turned away.  
 
    I felt bad for her, I really did, but she knew what she was getting into when she purchased and installed the Brawl add-on. Sitting on a bench, and still about fifteen minutes away from the time I’d scheduled with another Alpha, I reactivated the Monster Hunt app. 
 
    Aya and Lady C. stood there as if they’d been there the whole time. 
 
    “Let me sit next to you,” Lady C. said, and even though there was the entire right side of the bench to sit on, she chose smallest portion to my left.  
 
    Aya unsheathed her blade, flipped it around and drove it into the ground. She set her hat on the hilt, fixed her hair, and returned the hat to her head. 
 
    She placed her hand on the cross guard and leaned into it a little. A split in the gray sky overhead made it look like she was being blessed. 
 
    After a quick yawn, she narrowed her slitted eyes at me. “Where did the little girl run off to?”  
 
    “I really don't know.”  
 
    “Were you able to get her to stop crying?” 
 
     “Well, sort of. She was angry because she lost and it was her first match, or should I say, it was her first brawl.” 
 
    “No sense in crying over spilt drorikh.” 
 
    “Drorikh?” I asked. 
 
    “Ooo, I know that one,” Lady C. said. “Drorikh is fermented dragon’s milk. We had it in Unigaea too, but it is more common in Aya’s world, Tritania.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Lady C. yawned. “Shouldn’t we be napping right now?” She laid her head on my shoulder. “It’d be nice to take a little rest. We could just lay a blanket out, read, and relax the rest of the day.” 
 
    Aya scoffed at this idea. “And waste precious time? Chase has big dreams for us, and he owes Iris big money.” 
 
    “I told you earlier that I’d pay her back as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I don’t like the fact that we are in debt,” she said, toying with me.  
 
    “You aren’t in debt, I am in debt. Big difference.” 
 
    My Monster Hunt app flashed and I saw a heavy man in a black trench coat about twenty yards away. The Alpha had a neckbeard, acne, and his ponytail was pulled so tight that it looked like his hair was going to tear free of his head. His eyes were hidden by a pair of black sunglasses with light blue rims. 
 
    I stood, and told Aya and Lady C. to get into position. 
 
    A prompt appeared in front of me, asking if I’d like to accept the Brawl. I knew the guy was two levels higher than me, but I was confident in my fighters.  
 
    The next prompt brought up my available mythcrea.  
 
    Hoping to level Magnus and Ophelia, I chose the pair and they spawned in front of me, Magnus in all black with the lower portion of his face covered by a scarf, and Ophelia in a tattered white dress. 
 
    Still gruesome, I thought as they greeted me. 
 
    The other Alpha’s Hunters appeared and Aya gasped.  
 
    Standing across from her was a Thulean man, evident in his skin tone, the shape of his face, and the vertical tattoo that stretched from his chin to his throat. His stats appeared over his head, confirming it. 
 
    [Thulean Warrior, Level 4] 
 
    The second Hunter was a beast of a man, some type of were-guy, with bulging muscles, a predatory gait, and sharp teeth. 
 
    [Aswang, Level 4] 
 
    Aswang?  
 
    Focusing on the word caused a definition to appear on my vision pane.  
 
    Aswang is a shapeshifting monster of Filipino lore, the name of which is derived from the Sanskrit word asura, meaning demon. Aswangs predominantly take a single form, and many are known for their long proboscises, used to suck fetuses from the womb.  
 
    “What in the…” 
 
    The Alpha’s two mythcrea appeared. The first was an eyeless red worm easily ten feet long and three feet in diameter which snapped dozens upon dozens of razor sharp teeth. 
 
    Lady C. made an uncomfortable sound. “I hate bugs,” she whispered as she unsheathed both blades. 
 
    [Deathworm, Level 10] 
 
    “That’s no ordinary bug,” I said quickly. “That’s a deathworm, and it’s at a pretty high level.” 
 
    The second mythcrea was a female with the head of a black lioness. Clearly an Egyptian mythological being, the only thing covering her lady bits was a thin bit of string. 
 
    It seemed impractical, but when I saw her level, and I watched a cobra-shaped staff form in her hands, I knew that we were in for a hell of a fight.  
 
    [Bastet, Level 15] 
 
    I wondered then if I should switch Magnus or Ophelia out for someone else.  
 
    Fujin could come in handy, and it would be simple to send Rose after the Deathworm, but my gut told me to stick with the Fighting Party I had and I went with it. 
 
    “Ophelia, Sigil Curse, and please, please find something we can work with.” 
 
    “Aya, take the Aswang. Lady C., the Thulean.” 
 
    “I want the Thulean,” Aya gritted out. 
 
    “No, that’s what they’ll be expecting. Magnus, do something to that goddamn Deathworm.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Magnus did not disappoint. As his significant other cast her Sigil Curse spell, he cut the Deathworm down with his Sword of Doom attack. 
 
    A prismatic, black bolt of energy sliced the Deathworm’s tail off and to the horror of Lady C., the tail became self-aware, adding another opponent to their side.  
 
    “Shit, shit…” 
 
    With an angry grunt, Lady C. went for the male Thulean, who wielded a quarterstaff with a Persian blade on the end. He was fierce, but Lady C. was cheetah-fast, and as he lunged for her, she skipped left and sliced her blades in front of her body, almost as if she was trying to take out a cluster of butterflies. 
 
    I realized instantly what she was doing: the Thulean was trying to grab her with his ghost limbs and she was doing her best to set some sort of trap for them. 
 
    Yes! I thought as the man cried out and she bent backwards, curved right, and brought both blades forward, only to switch her trajectory at the last moment, and cut off one of his ghost limbs. 
 
    “Ay!” Aya screamed, even though she was busy engaging the shapeshifter werewolf, who had kept his canine form.  
 
    Losing a ghost limb must be as painful as losing a regular limb, and it quickly took its toll on the opposing Thulean. His eyes red with fury, he lost his cool and tried to all out charge Lady C. 
 
    Ophelia’s Sigil Curse took effect, and I saw that two of our opponents had a weakness to fire. 
 
    “Ophelia, fireball, Bastet!” 
 
    The fireball struck the Egyptian goddess just as Lady C. performed her Time Scissors move, appearing behind the Thulean man in a flash, her swords like a pair of giant shears. 
 
    She swiftly took his head off. 
 
    I caught my counterpart, the Alpha in the black trench coat, slamming his fist into his other hand. The worms turned to Lady C. 
 
    Oh, great, I thought as she started to backpedal. 
 
    “Magnus!” 
 
    He glanced over to me just as one half of the Deathworm, the side with the teeth, burrowed into the ground. The damn thing was like a drill. 
 
    Aya returned her focus the shapeshifting werewolf. She had regained her composure, and I decided it was time to change things up a bit. 
 
    “Aya, Lady C., switch!” 
 
    The Thulean’s ghost limbs propelled her over to the bifurcated Deathworm; Lady C. used her Time Skip ability to appear in front of the shifter werewolf. 
 
    “Now!” I cried. 
 
    Lady C. parried as icy tendrils swirled around her left blade. One Ice Explosion later and the shifter cried out. He was tossed sideways, his chest and upper body pierced by razor sharp slivers of ice. 
 
    A fireball sailed over them and connected with the lion-headed Egyptian goddess. Her golden robes caught fire, and even as she burned, her clawed hand came up and wispy strings of magic formed around her fingers. 
 
    “Magnus!” 
 
    Translucent hieroglyphs appeared in the air, growing in body until they were all pointed at their ends. Once they’d leveled off, the wall of spikes cut Magnus down, the spell similar to what Lady C. had just cast. 
 
    Magnus’ eyes went wide as black ink spread over his body, dipping into the wounds caused by the sharp hieroglyphs.  
 
    His eyes roll into the back of his head and he died. 
 
    Ophelia, her fragile form filled with rage, clenched her fists together as great wings of fire formed on her back. The wings peeled off her back and shoulders to create a huge flaming bird, its features accented by bits of blue flame. 
 
    New skill learned! 
 
    The firebird screeched, lifted into the air, and dove into the Egyptian goddess, killing her instantly. Ophelia fell backwards too; only the Deathworm and shifter were left standing. 
 
    “Phoenix Kill,” I said, naming the spell. 
 
    Aya was having fun with the pieces of the Deathworm, bouncing left and right as she avoided its layers of teeth.   
 
    “Watch this, Chase!” she shouted to me as she distracted the head of the Deathworm, got between it and its severed tail, and jumped just in time to avoid its attack.  
 
    Its sharp teeth latched onto its own tail, and before the creature could separate, Aya went airborne, gripping her ironing board of a sword by the hilt tightly as she drove her sword down into the Deathworm’s skull. 
 
    “Yes, Aya!” I shouted, remembered I was in a public park, and quickly looked around to see how many people had heard me. 
 
    Her blade still stuck in its head, Aya casually tipped her hat. I gave her the “wrap it up” signal and she sprang into action, her blade still covered in purple Deathworm blood as she advanced towards the shifter. 
 
    With Aya on one side, and Lady C. on the other with her two blades, it didn’t take them long to bring the shifter down.  
 
    As they did, a prompt let me know I’d won the fight, and that I’ve received a token for my troubles. I also saw that both Ophelia and Magnus had gained a level, even though they’d died during the battle. 
 
    Not bad at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen: Sucker Punched 
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    “You got a token, huh?” the other Alpha asked after he walked over to me. He had a thick East Coast accent and he walked with a slight limp. 
 
    “I did, and good fight, by the way.” I was still unsure what to say to someone after beating them. I quickly sent my Fighting Party away; it was less distracting with them around. 
 
    “What can I say?” he asked, his face red and his eyes bloodshot – the man looked very unhealthy. He was about three hundred pounds overweight, his ponytail greasy and his hands chubby little stumps. “That was one hell of an ass-beating I took back there.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll see you around.” 
 
    I started to turn away from him when he called out to me. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to trade that token, would you?” he asked. 
 
    I knew tokens were rare drops, and also that I could get more by catching more mythcrea; still, they weren’t easy to come by. Plus a transferable token, like the one I’d received, was worth some real-world cash. 
 
    My iNet screen came up and I checked the exchange. They’re worth five hundred dollars? Apparently, the price had been ticking up over the last few months with predictions of a token hitting a thousand by this time next year. 
 
    “Not interested,” I finally told him. With that money, I could almost pay Iris off. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute now,” he said, giving me his biggest, toothiest grin. “I’ve got something else much more valuable than that.” 
 
    “Then why do you want mine?” 
 
    “I make a living trading Proxima cryptocurrencies. Tritanian Rupees, Steam shillings, hell, I even have a little Unigaean lira, among other things. Anyway, I’ll be frank with you, tokens are going up in price, and I want in.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t turn away, at least let me finish my piece. Look, kid…” 
 
    “Chase.” 
 
    “Okay, Chase, you can call me Sal. Anyway, we don’t really need to know each other’s names. I just want to offer you a little proposal.” His hands came up, waving away my concern. “Just consider it.” 
 
    “Hurry.” 
 
    “Wow, okay, I’ll make it short and sweet: I have an exclusive ticket to enter Sagelock’s yearly tournament.” 
 
    “Sagelock?” 
 
    “Ever heard of an NVA Seed?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Well, look it up later,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Anyway, this Sagelock is pretty big in EverLife, and he has a yearly tournament for newcomers, like you and me, except I’m not a newcomer, I have another Monster Hunt app installed on a backup life chip. Anyway, you want this invite, that’s what I’m trying to say here.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    He looked at me like I was an idiot. “Because the winner not only wins a ton of cash, they win an exclusive prize. Last year, it was entry to EverLife. I heard you get a choice actually, entry or a Monster Hunt code to distribute.” 
 
    I considered this for a moment as a plane moved in the sky above us. It was still gray, but the clouds were slowly fading away. “How do I know you aren’t bullshitting me?” 
 
    “Take a look for yourself, pal.” 
 
    A prompt appeared on my pane of vision and I quickly read through it. The Sagelock’s tournament was indeed legit, and the man also showed me in real time that his invite was good by using an auto-evaluator program.  
 
    “So you give me the token, I give you the invite,” he said. “How’s that sound?” 
 
    “Why is there a dress code?” I asked, scanning the invite again. 
 
    “This Sagelock is a big fashion lover, so all the Alphas got to dress up. Get yourself a suit, kid, and make sure your Huntresses are presentable, talk about two hot pieces of ass. So what will it be? We doing this? You want this invite or what?” 
 
    I bit my lip as I considered the man’s offer. If I could get a Monster Hunt code, Iris would be able to hunt with me.  
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    The man had just left when Iris appeared on my pane of vision. “I need you to come quick,” she said, “Thad is on his way over to my apartment.” 
 
    I froze, and the people in Central Park continued to move all around me. Aya, who now stood to my left in her hat, noticed the look on my face. Her ghost limb lightly touched down on my shoulder, and Lady C., who was walking and reading, stopped and turned back to us. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “I’ll be over as soon as I can,” I told Iris. 
 
    “Oh, that’s what’s wrong,” Aya said. “Your girlfriend needs your help.” 
 
    “She’s not his girlfriend,” Lady C. reminded the Thulean. 
 
    I had twenty-five dollars in my bank account, which was enough to take an aeros to Clinton Hill. The thought of an aeros triggered the UberLyft app. I selected a pickup location, the driver’s information was presented to me, and I accepted the charges. 
 
    It was a joke seeing my bank account go down to less than a dollar, but something had to give, and I wanted to be there when Thad arrived. I fired off an instant message to Iris as I took off towards the pickup point. The words appeared on my pane of vision next to a listening icon that quickly faded away. 
 
    Me: Why don’t we call the cops? 
 
    Iris: I don’t want them to get involved. 
 
    Me: What if he has a weapon? 
 
    Iris: He won’t. 
 
    “Dammit, Iris,” I said as I reached the pickup point.  
 
    Aeros landed and lifted into the air; people exiting pressed their hats down as a breeze blew past; a policeman in head to toe armor stood at the park’s entry point, a PHASR in his hands. 
 
    “Your policemen look so serious,” Aya said. 
 
    “That’s their job,” I replied with a grunt. 
 
    “Do you want us to kill this Thad of yours?” the Thulean asked, no hint of humor in her voice. 
 
    I wish. 
 
    “We would if we could, Chase,” Lady C. said as she snapped her book shut. She watched one of the aeros land. “Is our transport going to be similar to the train?” 
 
    “You two haven’t been in an aeros before, right?” 
 
    They shook their heads. A grandmother standing near them saw me talking to thin air and gave me a funny look. 
 
    “Just get ready,” I told them both. 
 
    The UberLyft landed and the door opened on its own. I got inside, and the self-driving vehicle rose into the air. It found its appropriate airlane, the vehicle completely oblivious to the ‘ooos’ and ‘ahhhs’ of Lady C., and the vomit face from Aya. 
 
    “I don’t think you two should be there when I confront him,” I said suddenly. 
 
    “Why? We can tell you if we think he’d beat you or not. Maybe give you some advice about how to throw a better punch.” 
 
    Even though Aya looked like she was going to vomit, she laughed at Lady C.’s joke. 
 
     I had no idea what I’d say to Thad when I saw him, but it was going to take a lot of willpower to not lash out at him. 
 
    Or worse. 
 
    “I was just teasing you, relax,” Lady C. said as she placed her hand on my leg. I glanced over, down a bit to see her partially exposed breasts, away, and then back to her, arriving at her eyes this time. 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    The UberLyft dropped in front of Iris’ apartment and I quickly got out.  
 
    “At least let us see him,” Aya said as she filed out after me. Her buster sword reappeared on her back and I realized then that I didn’t remember seeing it disappear in the first place. 
 
    “That’s him,” I gulped, as I caught Iris standing in front of her place, her face red, her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “He looks like a skeleton,” Lady C. started to say as I deactivated the Monster Hunt app. 
 
    “Bye,” I told the two Huntresses, even though they had already faded away. 
 
    Thad stood in front of Iris, his form shaky, his eyes bloodshot. He had blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and he was tall, at least a foot taller than me. Thad was thin, his nose long and his shoulders hunched forward in a way that made his shirt look uneven.  
 
    “...I didn’t do shit and you know it,” he told Iris as I approached. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Thad turned and a crooked grin spread across his face. “What’s up, Chase?” 
 
    “You know what the fuck is up,” I said, trying to contain my anger but failing. “You destroyed our gear and you fucking punched me. I’m calling the cops if you don’t get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Calling the cops?” He stroked his chin as he laughed, his eyes twitching back and forth. He was wasted, evident in his gait, evident in his dilated pupils and the sneer on his face. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here,” I started to mumble. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Chase, this isn’t about you. I don’t even know how you knew I was coming over here.” He glanced lazily to Iris. “Oh yeah, that’s right, you two always had a thing, although I’m the one that, ha, had that thing. Past tense, but still. I don’t have time for this. So if you’ll get me my shit, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    I took another step closer to him, my fists clenching up.  
 
    I could do it.  
 
    If I had swung right then, I would have easily taken him off his feet. But then what? And what about the people across the street? What about the cameras installed on every street lamp? 
 
    “You going to try something?” he asked, his eyes dropping to my clenched fists. 
 
    I tried to think of a clever comeback but it didn’t come. Instead I just grunted. 
 
    “Relax, Chase,” Iris said. “Just go inside. I’ll get his stuff.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You broke my rig, man, all of it. You broke my fucking bass. Who ...who does something like that?” 
 
    “Broke your what?” he asks, genuine confusion spreading across his face. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    Thad took a step closer to me, reminding me of his size advantage. 
 
    I looked away, gritting my teeth as I again saw the path I’d need to take to knock the shit out of him. This isn’t a game, I reminded myself. 
 
    “You can’t do it,” he whispered, a predatory smile forming on his face. I tried to move past him to walk up Iris’ stoop and Thad made a mistake he’d come to regret as he rammed his shoulder into me. 
 
    It was on.  
 
    I reared back and connected with his face, my fist squishing against his cheek and nose. 
 
    “Fuck!” he shrieked as he hit the ground. 
 
    “Chase!” 
 
    I looked down at Thad, back to my fist, back to Thad, not sure of what to do as the adrenaline surged through me.  
 
    Everything was suddenly a blur.  
 
    Even though I’d experienced augmented adrenaline recently, and even though I’d felt adrenaline before on stage, I’d never actually fought someone. 
 
    I was reeling by the time I reached Iris’ top step. 
 
    My senses were heightened. I was ready to snap back at a moment’s notice; and even though Thad was now on his feet, wiping blood on his jacket sleeve, I was ready for him to come at me. 
 
    We made eye contact just as Iris pulled me into her building. 
 
    “Chase, can you hear me?” she asked, her voice cutting in and out of my head. “Chase. Chase!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Everything was suddenly still, in its right place. Thad was out there, I was in here, and what had happened had happened. There’d be repercussions, but that was to be expected. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, bowing my head slightly. 
 
    “Just get inside.” 
 
    She led me to her door, pushed me in, and followed after me. I turned to her to see the sweatered twenty-one-year-old in glasses frantically moving to a box near her door. 
 
    Thad’s stuff. 
 
    I wished then that I hadn’t punched him, that I hadn’t let Iris see that side of me. The adrenaline leaving my body made my mouth dry, made me feel cold. I was practically panting as Iris left, my heart still thumping in my chest, my fists still clenched together. 
 
    I sat down on Iris’ futon, took a deep breath, and rested my elbows on my knees. I wanted water, I wanted to take back what I just done only for Iris’ sake, only so she wouldn't have seen a dark side of me. 
 
    The Monster Hunt app flashed on my viewing pane, I wanted to activate it, I wanted Aya or Lady C. to spawn here. I wanted them to be here, I wanted to talk to someone. 
 
    “Keep your cool,” I whispered to myself. If I could somehow rewind time and prevented what I’d just done ... 
 
    It’s too late.  
 
    I had opened that door, I had laid in that bed, and now, it had become part of who I was. 
 
    What were all these thoughts racing through my mind? Why couldn't I get control of my thoughts, why couldn't I focus? 
 
    Adrenaline. 
 
    My God was adrenaline powerful, and even though it had left my body, it had done its damage. I stood, stepped over to Iris’ small kitchen, and poured myself a glass of water. 
 
    The water did nothing to quench my thirst, so I filled up another glass and chugged it down again. 
 
    I pressed my palm on Iris’ countertop and bent over, the urge to vomit rising in me. 
 
    “No, Chase, no,” I kept telling myself. 
 
    After steadying myself, I returned to the futon, and thankfully, my heart started to relax. 
 
     I could finally take a full breath in, I could now recall in detail what had just happened, remembering what it felt like to calculate my trajectory, remembering what it felt like to strike someone. 
 
    I looked down at my fist.  
 
    It was slightly red, my knuckles just a little pink. I touched it with my other hand, felt my skin, noticed the fresh blood that had risen to the surface. 
 
    I took another deep breath, closed my eyes, and lay back on her futon. 
 
    I heard the door open. 
 
    “You really shouldn't have done that, Chase,” said Iris. 
 
    “I'm ... Sorry,” I whispered, not able to open my eyes and look at her. 
 
    “It's just going to make more trouble for us.” 
 
     “I don't know what came over me,” I said, looking up at her. “He stepped in front of me, and, I just did it. It was almost as if I couldn't control myself, my fist connected with his face before I could stop it. If he hadn't stepped in front of me, I wouldn't have done it, but he slammed his shoulder into me, you saw that, right?” 
 
    “I saw it,” she said softly. “But you just shouldn't have done it.” 
 
     “Why? Do you still like him?”  
 
    “Of course not, and that's not what matters! You just shouldn't have done it because it was ... We were, yeah, that's it, we were out in public. Maybe you could have done it back at the practice space, or, backstage at a gig or something, but not out in public, you could get in trouble for this, and he would get away with what he did! If he tries to do something like file charges…” 
 
     “We can prove that he did something,” I pointed at my eyes. “We both saw it.” 
 
    The truth was, everyone recorded everything at all times. iNet allowed for this. We actually had him on video destroying our gear, just like he had me on video slugging him. 
 
    “There are just so many factors,” she said, as she sat next to me. 
 
    I pressed myself up and looked at her as calmly as I could. “I didn't mean to do it, Iris, and you know that. I'm sorry, I'm sorry for getting you involved with all this, I'm sorry ...”  
 
    “It's okay, Chase,” she said, raising a hand to my cheek. We held eye contact for a moment, both our eyes shielded by our glasses. 
 
    It was a nerdy moment. A moment that lasted a few seconds longer than it should have. I swallowed hard and Iris pulled her hand away. 
 
    “What now?” she asked.  
 
    “Let’s go to the Dojo. Let’s escape for a moment and…” I grinned at her.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have a small surprise for you.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I never thought taking a breath in what was essentially a Proxima world, albeit a small one, could be such a relief.  
 
    My avatar materialized before Iris’, and as soon as it took shape, Aya and Lady C. appeared around me. 
 
    “What happened?” Aya asked, excitement in her eyes. “Did you destroy your enemy and burn his home to the ground?” 
 
    “Did I what?” I smiled awkwardly at her. “I, well, not exactly.” 
 
    I still wasn’t proud of what I did, and I didn’t feel like exploring the topic. 
 
    “Oh, how cute,” Aya said as she pinched my cheek with her ghost limb. “You did it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Lady C. placed her hand on Aya’s shoulder. “Leave him alone about it. If he wants to talk, he will.” 
 
    Aya didn’t exactly roll her eyes, but she did blow a strand of hair out of her face. Iris’ avatar took shape and she smiled as she saw the two Huntresses. 
 
    “So, what is it you wanted to tell me?” she asked, her smile thinning for me. 
 
    “First, I have a new capture.” 
 
    “Did he attack his enemy?” Aya asked Iris. 
 
    “His enemy? Oh.” She shook her head.  
 
    “Is that a ‘yes’ or a ‘no?’” Lady C. asked, overtaken by curiosity. “It is hard to tell with American women.” 
 
    “I punched him,” I told them both. “End of story. Now, as I was saying, check out my new capture, Iris.” 
 
    The golden allocamelus was in the meadow to the north of the space. He, it was clearly a he, ate some grass and didn’t pay very much attention to us as we approached. 
 
    “It was worth four tokens,” I told Iris. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not really fighting party material. Still,” she said as she placed her hand on its muzzle. The allocamelus’ big eyes were shielded by huge lashes. It blinked slowly as Iris petted it. “It’s good to have these types of mythcrea around. They can attract other, rare, dojo-only creatures.” 
 
    “You can ride it too,” Aya said. “Lady C. and I already rode it. Just for a second though.” 
 
    “It’s a bumpy ride,” said Lady Cassandra with a cute smile on her face. 
 
    “Up to you, Iris.” 
 
    “You ride, I’ll walk,” she said, and I could tell by her tone that she wasn’t through being agitated at me. 
 
    “Ooo, lover’s quarrel. Those are always fun,” Aya said, winking at me.  
 
    “Yeah,” Iris said, her voice rising as she turned to the Thulean. “I’m mad at Chase because he lost his temper and punched Thad. Now, who knows what will happen. Your guess is as good as mine. Point is, there are repercussions in our world up there.” 
 
    Aya scoffed at this statement. “I would have done much worse to this Thad of yours than punch him. Did he provoke you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with certainty. 
 
    She shrugged. “Then he got what was coming to him.” 
 
    “If he provoked our Alpha, then he got what he deserved,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “Please don’t call me your Alpha like that,” I reminded her. She’d done it once or twice before and it rubbed me the wrong way. 
 
    Iris cleared her throat. “Things are a bit more complicated than that in our world, but for argument's sake, let’s forget about it.” 
 
    “I am definitely cool with that,” I said as I lay down on the cool grass. I heard something rustling in the flowers nearby and figured it was one of the creatures I’d added through my wildlife purchase.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Lady C. stepped over, so that a foot was on either side of my waist. 
 
    “I just feel like relaxing.” 
 
    “Well, at least use a mat or a sleeping bag. Besides, the bearadillo shits over here,” she said, offering me a hand. “I’ll show you the good spot.” 
 
    I followed Lady C. and Aya to the pond. Iris reluctantly walked behind us, keeping her head down. I really didn't know what had gotten into her, I mean, I could understand why she was upset with me, but was she really that concerned about Thad? 
 
    It just seemed weird. 
 
    “Okay, first thing,” I told Iris as we sat in front of the pond. Rose and her cub, Gobi, were on the opposite side of the pond, lounging by the water. She looked up as we sat, and then returned her gaze to the dark, purple streaked sky. “Music seems to work.” 
 
    “Music seems to work? What do you mean?” Iris sat next to me and pulled her knees to her chest. Her Proxima clothing resembled what she wore in the real world, aside from the fact that her leggings were lined with a thin strip of neon. She still wore a sweater; stitched across the front was a Space Invader alien. 
 
    “I’ve tested it twice now; it worked with Rose and it worked with the allocamelus. Singing to mythcrea is one way to lure them out. By the way, allocamelus is a hard word to say, can we just call him Joe?” 
 
    “As in ‘Joe Camel?’”  
 
    Lady C. laughed. “That’s a funny name for a camel!” She stood to my left, her hands behind her back as she stared out at the water. Already bored with our conversation, Aya hung from a tree limb doing sit-ups. 
 
    “Yeah, Joe Camel. Or just Joe for short. It’s a guy.” 
 
    “I saw that,” Iris said, a grin spreading across her face. “But let’s get back to what you were saying before. What is this about music?” 
 
    “Music seems to work, or at least, using music has lured two of them out.” 
 
    “What song did you sing?” 
 
    “I kind of made it up on the spot.” 
 
    “I’d love to hear Happy Birthday,” Aya said as she did another sit-up. 
 
    “Later,” Iris promised her. “Really, Chase, what did you sing?” 
 
    “Well, to Rose I sang a song about bears. It went little little bear, little little bear, oh come here little little bear, or something like that.” 
 
    Iris snorted. “That’s ...fucking great!” 
 
    I cringed. “Really?” I thought it was kind of stupid. 
 
    “No, it’s great, really. What about for the camel?” 
 
    “You mean Joe?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she laughed, “Joe Camel.” 
 
    “It’s pretty bad.” 
 
    “Try me,” she said in a way that was borderline flirty. 
 
    “Allocamelus, you have an ass for a face, an ass for a face, and a camel for an ass.” 
 
    Iris fell over laughing.  
 
    “Well, it worked, so don’t make fun of me!” 
 
    “I’m not,” she said, her face flushed from laughing. “Trust me.” 
 
    “So, I want to try it, I want to try to lure them out with more music. Let’s go hunting tonight, or to a Brawl or something using my new add-on. Well, a Brawl won’t work, but we can do that and hit up a hunt easy. What do you think?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I mean, sure, if that’s what you want to do.” 
 
    “And that brings me into my next announcement.” 
 
    “Which is?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “You’re going to like this one,” Lady C. chimed in. Even though she had equipped the book titled Ignis Ignis and was sitting next to us cross-legged with a book on her lap, she was still listening in. 
 
    “I, um, kind of won a token at my last Brawl. It was a drop.” 
 
    “That’s great!” 
 
    “Well, there's a bit more to it than that. Um, I traded the guy for an exclusive code to a tournament happening in two days.” 
 
    “Why did you trade it? You could have done quite a bit with that. I mean, you're trying to get to the next level, right? And the token drops that you can pick up in the real world are transferable, so if you saved up a bunch ...” 
 
    “This isn't just any tournament,” I told her. “This one is put on by some guy called Sagelock, and the prize is pretty awesome.” 
 
     “What is it?” 
 
     “Access to EverLife or ...” I looked at Iris earnestly. “Or a Monster Hunt access code.”  
 
    She pushed away a bit. “Chase, you don't need to get that for me, and besides, I mean, this is a big tournament, there are going to be people far stronger than us there.” 
 
    “It's a tournament for new Alphas. I mean, they have to have become an Alpha this year.” 
 
     “Yeah, but think about that, Chase, they could have become an alpha in like January. It's November now, that's eleven months of leveling. I'm not saying you don't have a strong start here, but you should have kept the token.”  
 
    “Well, why don't you just take a look at this invitation and tell me what you think? It says that there are tiers, so I wouldn't be competing with anyone higher than Level Five or Six. At least that's how I read it.” 
 
     I raised my hand and the tournament details transferred to Iris. The inside of her glasses lit up white, her eyes moving back and forth as she scanned the details. A smile formed on her face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
     “You saw this part about a dress code, right?” 
 
    “Really? After I show you all that, that's your question? That seems a bit odd.” 
 
    In actuality, it didn't seem very odd at all.  
 
    Iris was like that; she always found some small detail or some little part to focus on that someone else hadn’t focused on before.  
 
    It was what made her a great musician.  
 
    She could play those fleeting ghost notes and hit those odd, almost non-existent harmonies with the ease of someone drinking their morning coffee. 
 
    “If you want me to be honest with you, I think it's a long shot. But, you know me, I kind of like a long shot,” she finally said. 
 
    “So you think it's a good idea?” 
 
     “I think we need to get you some new clothes, is what I think. And to do that, we're going to need to win some Proxima dollars, or at least sell some mythcrea to generate some income. How hard do you want to work over the next two days?” 
 
     “Well, do you have class?”  
 
    “Tomorrow's Friday, and I only have a morning class and I have all of Saturday off, of course.” 
 
    “So, are you thinking what I'm thinking?” 
 
    Iris smiled. “If you are thinking about using music to capture mythcrea and then trying to unload them on the free market, all in an effort to get you fancy clothing for an exclusive tournament with the hopes of winning either access to EverLife, or an access code for Monster Hunt, then yes, we’re on the same wavelength. Also, you owe me three hundred dollars, and really, your Dojo still needs some work. We need to get started tonight.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking. You’re awesome, Iris.” 
 
    “I’ve been told that before.” 
 
    “I think you’re both great,” Lady C. said, still focused on her book. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen: Mothman and the Monkey King 
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     “Are you hungry?” Iris asked, once we spawned back in her apartment. 
 
    That was one way of looking at it, moving from the Dojo to the real world as spawning ... Maybe I was getting too into the game, but then again, there wasn't really much else for me to get into. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I told her. “What do you have?”  
 
    Once the NV Visor told me it was okay, I removed the apparatus and reached for my glasses. I placed my glasses on just as Aya and Lady C. appeared in the room. 
 
    “I was thinking of making some quick ramen,” she said. 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
     “What's ramen?” Lady C. asked me. 
 
    “It's a dish with noodles.” 
 
    Aya looked at me with a smirk on her face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
     “What do you mean ‘what?”' Iris asked as she moved into the kitchen. 
 
    “I was talking to Aya.” 
 
     “Oh.” 
 
     “She seems disappointed that you weren't talking to her,” Aya said as she moved towards me. She sat on the coffee table, one leg crossed over the other, her bulky sword on her back. 
 
    It didn't take long for Iris to boil water, get the noodles going, and chop up a few extra ingredients she wanted to add including garlic, purple onions, and wild ginger, which she said a friend of hers got from some little herbal shop in Chinatown. 
 
    We ate quickly, and I mostly ignored Aya’s comments, only choosing to answer Lady C.’s more pertinent questions.  
 
    Truth be told, I should have made them stay in the Dojo while we ate, but I had grown used to their companionship, and aside from Aya’s sometimes chiding tone, they were enjoyable to be around. Especially Lady Cassandra.  
 
    “Who's ready to get out there and start hunting?” I asked as soon as I finished my ramen. 
 
    “And the dishes?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Right, let me take care of those.” 
 
    After I washed the dishes, I activated the Monster Locator to see that there was a mythcrea not too far away from Iris’ apartment in Clinton Hill. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Iris said as she packed a small Casio keyboard into a backpack. It was a child’s instrument, but it had two built-in speakers that were pretty loud. She also packed her ukulele.  
 
    “And I don’t suppose you have a tambourine lying around somewhere?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Nope, which makes you the lead songsmith.” 
 
    Lady C. dropped a hand onto my shoulder. “I can’t wait to hear whatever music you come up with next.” 
 
    “Thanks?” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    I felt an invisible force pat me on the head and turned to Aya, who winked at me. She still wore the hat she’d picked up from the tournament, and it was currently tilted to the side just a little. 
 
    “You really like that hat, don't you?” 
 
     “Well, you haven't bought me another hat to wear yet, so it will do for now. Keeps my hair down too.” 
 
    “And what was her response to that?” Iris asked as we left her building.  
 
    “She told me to buy her another hat.” 
 
    “I agree, Aya,” Iris said as we reached her stoop.  
 
    It was a cold New York night, and the lights of the city were on display. Aeros moved in the sky above; the occasional bicyclist, jogger, or person coming home late from work passed us on the street.  
 
    We crossed the street and quickly walked a few blocks, Iris playfully arguing with me about what kind of hat would look best on the Thulean. Eventually, realizing the power I had over their conversing ability especially since she couldn’t see or hear them, I told Iris that Aya wanted a top hat, a purple one at that, and I ended the conversation there. 
 
    Besides, there was a mythcrea nearby, and judging by the indicator on my pane of vision, we had just stepped into its vicinity.  
 
    “Weapons out, ladies.” 
 
    Aya’s was already drawn – she had pointed it at me when I suggested a purple top hat – and Lady C. quickly responded, pulling the two blades sheathed at her waist. 
 
    We stood in front of a monthly parking lot full of aeros.  
 
    There wasn’t an attendant or anything, but the place was well-lit, two huge solar-powered street lamps adding a blueish white reflection off the hoods of the vehicles. 
 
    I saw the mythcrea almost immediately, as did Lady C. and Aya.  
 
    He wore a set of loose karate robes that were yellow and tied off by a black sash. He had the face of a monkey, and there was white paint splattered over the bridge of his nose all the way up to his forehead.  
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    “Sun Wukong,” I whispered to Iris. “Level Twelve, psychological and earth-based magic, worth three tokens.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said as she began her research process.  
 
    Aya took a step forward and I told her to stay back. “Just a second longer,” I said as I waited for any intel we could get on the mythcrea. 
 
    “It’s named after a Chinese mythological figure… Also known as the Monkey King…” Iris kept whispering as she parsed through information. 
 
    “Any weaknesses?” I asked as I felt my hand begin to charge. I glanced down at it and stretched my fingers wide, the energy streaking in the air as I moved my wrist around. 
 
    “Not that I can find,” she said. “I don't think it's a rare catch, but at Level Twelve, it may prove difficult to get. Also, three tokens. Definitely worth it.” 
 
    “Okay, here’s what we should do…” I quickly whispered my idea to Aya and Lady C. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Using her ghost limbs to propel herself up, Aya climbed up to the rooftop overlooking the Monkey King. He continued to sit cross-legged on top of an aeros, eating from a sack of apples.  
 
    Across his back was a bow that was wrapped in white tape, and as he ate, he nodded his head back and forth as if he were humming a song, the end of his bow thumping against the rooftop of the vehicle. 
 
    Aya sprang into action, throwing herself down from the rooftop with her buster sword drawn. The monkey man shrieked, leapt into the air, and roundhouse kicked the living shit out of the Thulean.  
 
    She flew left and Lady C. entered the fray. Flourishing both swords, she was just about to strike when she stopped and looked to me for guidance. 
 
    Sun Wukong had completely frozen, his fists at the ready and a mischievous look on his face.  
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    With a graceful twist, Lady C. struck him with both blades. 
 
    The blades bounced off as if she were hitting a statue made of adamantium. She glanced back at me, and I quickly revisited the mythcrea’s stats. 
 
    “Unbreakable Body,” I said as Iris looked on. “Any notes on this one?” 
 
    I know she couldn’t see anything, but the look on her face told me she could totally sense it, plus she had that add-on that let her see colored blobs. 
 
    “Not a lot. People have been very reluctant to post about the newer mythcrea online.” 
 
    “I can just try to catch it,” I said as I moved closer to the monkey man. 
 
    “I don't know if that will work ...” Iris started to say. 
 
    I approached the mythcrea, drew my hand back, and felt the magic radiating up my arm. With one fluid gesture I threw my hand open; the monkey man was hit by a net made of electric light, which, much to my dismay, quickly fizzled out. 
 
    “Nope, trying to capture it won’t work,” I said with a grunt.  
 
    Aya, angry from getting roundhouse kicked, walked over to the monkey-faced man and struck him with her buster sword. It bounced off, but at least she was able to get some stress out. 
 
    “What if we sing to it?” Iris asked as she turned her backpack around. She opened it and took out her keyboard and her ukulele, which was still in its case. She placed the case on the trunk of a yellow aeros and turned the keyboard on with a switch. 
 
    “A song for a monkey man, huh?” I thought about it for a moment. “He’s kind of a Chinese god, or wait, you said it was something like that, right?” 
 
    “Sure, close.” Iris ran her fingers along the keys, playing a pentatonic scale. She found a few chords and kicked into a nice little rhythm that sounded Eastern.  
 
    “I don’t know if I can sing from that.” 
 
    Iris tried humming along to her playing and it didn’t work. The monkey man’s eyes did however shift to us. 
 
    “Well, we’ve got his attention. Um, let me try this.” I cleared my throat and started singing a song. 
 
    “Monkey man, monkey man, the jungle’s best fighting king. Eating fruit, and killing things, the jungle loves its monkey king. Who doesn’t love a monkey king? Who doesn’t love a monkey king? Monkey time, not today, frozen solid, that’s his way.” 
 
    Iris snickered. 
 
    “Your songs are getting progressively stupider.” Aya cracked her buster sword against the monkey man. “Dammit, monkey,” she said, baring her teeth. “Unfreeze and fight for your life!” 
 
    Lady C. stepped up next to me. “Have you thought about singing Happy Birthday?” 
 
    “That can’t possibly work,” I told her. 
 
    “What can’t work?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Happy Birthday.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot.” Iris stepped forward, even though she couldn’t fully see the monkey king. She still was turned in his general direction when she started singing the song. 
 
    “Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you…” 
 
    Sun Wukong’s posture started to change. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Mr. Monkey King, happy birthday to you.” 
 
     Soon he was relaxed, his shoulders moving up and down as he breathed.  
 
    I started charging my hand as Aya and Lady C. lifted their weapons. 
 
    “There's no need for violence,” he said, clearing his throat. “I will come graciously, for you have remembered something that no one I know remembered today. A sad day really, even if I've grown a year older, which I'm fine with, the fact that no one remembered my birthday ...”  
 
    “It's your birthday?” Lady C. asked. She lowered her weapons and smiled at him, a genuine smile that lifted her cheeks and softened her eyes. 
 
    “Alas, young lady, it is my birthday, and I am now three thousand and five years old.” 
 
    Aya too lowered her weapon. It was still at the ready, which I'd come to expect from the Thulean. 
 
    “I will go to your Dojo, will I not?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, and we are in the process of, um, renovating and improving the space,” I told him. “So there's not much right now; please don't be too disappointed.”  
 
    Iris chuckled. “This is a really interesting conversation to hear considering I can only hear one side of it.” 
 
     “She can't see me?” Sun Wukong asked. 
 
    “No, she can't, but you can meet her at the Dojo.” My hand started to charge. “I would love to discuss more with you, but we have a pretty tight deadline approaching.” 
 
     “Deadline?” 
 
     “There's a tournament in less than two days that we are preparing for.” 
 
     “I see.” He considered this for a moment, running his hand along his small goatee. “Then I will do my best to help!”  
 
    The energy burst forth from my fingertips, wrapping Sun Wukong in a net of light. He was gone in the blink of an eye. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “We can't trade him,” I said as soon as he was gone. 
 
    “I understand,” Iris said as she saw the stats that I sent to her. “He doesn't have any special abilities now, but the unbreakable body ability is awesome, and I looked at this Qing Fish Demon spell; I think it would be something that could be killer in a brawl or tournament.” 
 
    “What does it do?” I asked as we exited the parking lot.  
 
    Aya was behind us, Iris to my right and Lady C. to my left. It was full-on night now, and the moon was hidden by a dark cloud. I could see a few stars in the sky, but not many, their sparkle cancelled out by the glaring lights of the city. 
 
    “The Qing Fish Demon spell traps someone in their desires,” she said. 
 
    “That sounds interesting,” said Lady C. 
 
    “It's a total psychological effect that causes confusion for the enemy, and could potentially cause them to rage as well,” Iris said. “It's definitely worth using, but I think you should maybe try them out in a brawl before you put them on the main fighting party.” 
 
     “Good idea.” 
 
     On my Monster Hunt app open on my viewing pane, I noticed that there was a small circle of activity not too far away from where we currently stood. It was moving rather rapidly, and changing locations in a way that would make it hard to track.  
 
    I really like the Brawl add-on and its Monster Locator, but the only problem with it was that I had no color grade model, and I wasn't able to see if, for example, a mythcrea was stronger than us or if it was worth our time to catch it. 
 
    “We’ve got something moving rapidly not too far from here,” I told the three. “Since we're keeping Sun Wukong, whatever we get next we will probably have to trade, so hopefully it isn't a really powerful one.” 
 
     “If it is really powerful, then we can trade Rose and Gobi,” Aya said. “Or the camel, because I'm not a big fan of that camel.” 
 
    “Joe Camel is worth four tokens and we need to reach Level Three,” I reminded her. “Rose and Gobi…” 
 
    “He likes them,” Lady C. said, “and I like them too.” 
 
    “I think you like anything he likes just because he likes it,” Aya said under her breath. 
 
    Iris, who couldn’t hear any of this, had no idea where to jump into the conversation. All she could add was not to trade Rose or Joe Camel. 
 
    “Not planning on it,” I said as we walked along the streets. We passed a few people out on their stoops, enjoying the cold weather. 
 
     It wasn’t cold enough that one wanted to be indoors, and after New York’s scorching hot summer, the last month and a half had been a blessing. 
 
    A guy in a Yankees hat and a Mets jersey nodded at us as we walked past. I didn’t say anything, not because I was trying to be unfriendly, but because I was focusing on the flashing blue light letting me know where the mythcrea had since moved. 
 
    It was an odd way to travel, with the gridlines of a city painted across your field of vision, but I’d used features like this before when trying to travel to some of the outer boroughs, or find a few of the clubs we’d played at that were well tucked away. 
 
    Suddenly, the blue indicator flashed above us.  
 
    “Holy shit…” I glance up to see a large being with bleeding red eyes soaring above us, his wings spread wide. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Before I could point, Lady C. and Aya were already tracking it.  
 
    Lady C. took a running leap, bounced off a door canopy, landed on a windowsill and leapt to a fire escape.  
 
    Aya did a similar move, although hers was smoother given her ghost limbs.  
 
    “We’ve got to move,” I said, grabbing Iris’ hand. We hauled ass to the nearest fire escape and took the steps two at a time.  
 
    “To the rooftop?” she asked as we climbed the fire escape.  
 
    “That’s where it’s going down!” 
 
    I could hear the clink and clank of weapons on the rooftop. Mothman’s shrieks had my nerves firing by the time we reached the last platform. We still needed to get to the roof, which was about seven feet up. 
 
    “You go first,” Iris said, making a cup with her hands. 
 
    “But you’re lighter…” 
 
    “You can pull me up. Chase, hurry!”  
 
    Iris helped boost me to the rooftop; I tried to ignore the tingling sensation caused by our current height. Looking down at her, and fully aware that a serious battle was being waged behind me, I bent over, dropped my hands, and Iris jumped. 
 
    She grabbed my hands and I started to pull back.  
 
    It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be, but it also wasn’t easy. I was especially aware of our grip, and the fact that letting go or loosening in any way would spell certain death for her. 
 
    Luckily, Iris cleared the rooftop. 
 
    “That was crazy,” she said, slightly out of breath. 
 
    “I didn’t expect us to get into parkour through Monster Hunt. But seriously, let’s never do that again,” I said with a grin. I was out of breath too, and my arm muscles screamed. Iris was incredibly light, but pulling her up still strained my muscles in a way I wasn’t used to. 
 
    I turned to the melee. 
 
    Aya was on one side, swinging her oversized sword at the mothman; Lady C. was on the other, offering smaller thrusts to cause him to lose focus.  He looked terrible from below, absolutely frightening close up. 
 
    The mothman was a hulking, top heavy beast with small black legs. His wingspan was massive; his glowing red eyes were perfectly round, making it look like he was wearing a pair of steampunk goggles. 
 
    Mothman fought Lady C. with his claws and Aya with the talon-like tips of his wings. Her torso twisting as she came in for her light strikes, Lady C. moved like a whirling dervish, everything concentric and planned out. 
 
    Aya was the exact opposite. She’d try to drive her blade in one way, use her ghost limbs to bail, slip back in for another attack, backflip away, and try again from a different angle. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Iris asked, fear on her face as she tracked basic movements over iNet. “It’s just a whirl of color.” 
 
    “They… they can’t get a hit in,” I said hurriedly.  
 
    “Then do something, take charge, Chase!” 
 
    “Okay,” I said quickly. “Sure, let’s, um…” 
 
    I watched their movements for a second longer.  
 
    If Mothman had a chance to spread his wings, this would be over ... 
 
    So throw him off balance, I thought. 
 
    “Lady C., Chain Lightning; Aya, partial Body Splitter. Do not kill him!” 
 
    Lady Cassandra ducked away, sheathed a blade, and made an arcane gesture which caused a bolt of lightning to strike Mothman. He cried out, and as he did, Aya drove her sword into his trapezius, stopping at about his clavicle.  
 
    He shrieked as he fell to his knees. 
 
    “Got him!” My net of light took shape in my hands, I took one step back, and forced the web in his direction. It hit, compressed on his body, and he disappeared. 
 
    The door to the rooftop kicked open and a super with a flashlight stepped out. He was overweight, his hair long and his legs short and stubby. 
 
    “What in the hell is going on out here?” he asked, the beam of his flashlight hitting us.  
 
    Suddenly, Iris was in my arms, kissing me.  
 
    “What the…?”  
 
    “Play along,” she whispered, our lips still pressed together. 
 
    “Hey! What in the hell? This isn’t a place for smooching,” the building’s supervisor said. “You two… you two better get outta here or I’m calling the damn cops.” 
 
    “So sorry,” Iris said letting go of me. “Um, we won't let this happen again. Just needed some privacy.” 
 
    “Some privacy?” He coughed long and hard, his alert level waning.  
 
    She approached him cautiously, but with a soft smile on her face. “You won't call the cops, will you? Please don't! We were just out having a little fun and got a little out of hand.” 
 
    “A little out of hand?” He grumbled and pointed his finger at us. “That’s some serious smooching!” 
 
     I looked over to see Aya with her hand over her mouth, and Lady C. with her arms crossed over her chest.  
 
    “Well.” The building supervisor scratched the back of his head. “What can I say? I was young once, ha, that was a long time ago. Anyway, you two better get the hell out of here, and if I ever see anyone that looks like you again near this building or on this rooftop, I'm calling the cops. Are we clear here?” 
 
    “I can’t believe that worked,” I said as soon as we left the building. Lady C. walked next to me, as did Iris. Aya was behind us, no doubt with a mischievous grin on her face. 
 
    “I would rate that kiss seven on a scale of one to ten,” she said, teasing me.  
 
    Of course, Iris couldn’t hear, which kept turning out to be a good thing. 
 
    “The good thing is that it worked,” Iris said to me, not yet making eye contact. A smile was on her face as she faced forward, the lights from a landing aeros flashing across her glasses. Her backpack was turned around now so it hung from the front of her body, and she’d used a hair tie to pull her blond hair into a short side ponytail. 
 
    “Did you enjoy the kiss, Chase?” Lady C. asked me. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I think it’s time to send you two back to the Dojo.” 
 
    Something touched down on my shoulder. Aya’s ghost limb, I thought, as I tried to get out of its grip. 
 
    “Don't send us back,” the Thulean said in a sweet voice. 
 
    “Then stop bothering me about it.” 
 
    Iris turned to me. “Are they giving you shit or something?” 
 
     “If you only knew.”  
 
    We stopped at the bodega so Iris could pick up some bananas. 
 
    I waited outside with the two Huntresses, monitoring the Brawl add-on. I had received several invitations for Brawls the following day, and realized very quickly that most of the day would be spent going around the city, finding these Brawlers, and hopefully, winning. 
 
    I could test out Sun Wukong in a brawl; I could also try to level some of the others in my fighting party. The only thing about Brawls that sucked was that they didn't add to my personal level, which I needed tokens to do. That said, I could net some Proxima dollars through a brawl if I made wagers and won. 
 
    So I'd have to pepper my Brawls in with some captures, and hope that we also ran into some transferable tokens. 
 
    “Did you like the kiss, Chase?” Lady C. asked, finally breaking a long stretch of silence. 
 
    “It was just a kiss.” 
 
    “There is no such thing as just a kiss.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Lady Cassandra, his heart still beats for you, and his you-know-what still throbs for your butt!” She slapped the Metican warrior on the ass. 
 
    Lady C. drew her two swords. “You’d be careful to mind your words, Lady Aya.” 
 
    “Is that a challenge? I already killed you once, if you recall.” 
 
    “No fighting, no killing. What the hell is wrong with you two?” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Once we got back to Iris' home, we lay on her futon and immediately went to the Dojo. 
 
    Everything was in its right place, from the large field to the flowers to the meadow to the pond beyond. The sky above us was streaked with deep hues of purple and blue; a very small twinkling of stars let me know that there were others out there, other small personalized worlds like our Dojo. 
 
    I turned to the rooftop of the mythcrea quarters and saw Mothman perched on a corner, glaring down at us. 
 
    “That’s what you caught on the rooftop?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Yep, freaky as shit, right? That’s one thing I’d like to avoid with our fighting party. I mean, we have Magnus and Ophelia, and I’m fine with them. But no more. No zombies, or mothmen, or devils.” 
 
    Iris laughed. 
 
    “I agree,” Lady C. said, stepping forward. “I don’t want to fight alongside creepy or scary things.” 
 
    “Those creepy things can be powerful,” Aya reminded her. 
 
    From the settings menu, I selected the “Mythcrea” tab and found several options. “Fuse” and “Sacrifice” were grayed out, but “Trade” wasn’t. I clicked trade and it pulled up a list of my current captures. 
 
    I selected Mothman, who was worth two tokens, and two buttons appeared, TRADE and SELL. I selected sell and was informed by a quick prompt that a Level Three Mothman was worth 4,500 Proxima dollars.  
 
    The transaction finished; the red eyed creature fizzled out of existence. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $4,500 
 
    Spent: $17,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “So, you have 4,500 Proxima dollars, correct?” Iris asked. 
 
    “That's it. I mean, it's not a lot, but it should give us some to wager and we will be able to get clothing for this tournament,” I said with some irony to my voice.  
 
    The fact that I was required to dress up to go to a tournament seemed stupid to me. Furthermore, the Huntresses also had to dress up, and I had an itching feeling that they were going to be quite particular about what they wore. 
 
    “I can't wait to go shopping for the tournament,” said Lady C. 
 
    I chuckled at this. “Yeah, I’m sure you’re excited.” 
 
    She grabbed my arm. “I want to wear something sexy but fierce, I mean, this is a once a year tournament. I have to look good.” 
 
    Aya shook her head. “You are a ridiculous creature.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “But that’s fine, you can be, ha, sexy and fierce, and I’ll just be fierce.” 
 
    “We’ll get it all sorted out tomorrow, after we have some more funds,” I told the three of them. “Let’s get back to New York.” 
 
    “Can we come?” Lady C. asked, her hand still on my arm. 
 
    “Not just yet. I’ll call you two there in a moment.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” she said, her face awash with disappointment. “But can we at least sleep there? Remember, no cabin. Don’t make us sleep here again, please, Chase.” 
 
    “There are plenty of rooms in the mythcrea quarters.” 
 
    “We aren’t mythcrea,” Aya said, her hand lifting to her sword.  
 
    “Relax, Aya, and fine, we’ll get your cabins taken care of. Building the cabins will be our next big Dojo expenditure, I promise.” 
 
    Iris cleared her throat. I turned to her to see that she was trying to contain laughter. 
 
     “Well, if you promise, then I believe you. And as long as you let us sleep in New York, then we won't give you trouble about it,” said Lady C. “Right, Aya?” 
 
     “I guess,” the Thulean said, lowering her hand from her blade. “But don’t make us wait too much longer.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Iris and I respawned in her bedroom. It was cold now, and the place still smelled slightly of the ramen we ate earlier. 
 
    “Didn’t feel like sticking around?” Iris asked. 
 
    “You know those gigs that you’ve just played that make you feel exhausted but you also don’t want to be a spoilsport, so you force yourself to stay?” I asked her, my visor still over my head. 
 
    “I’ve had plenty of those.” 
 
    “That’s how I’m feeling. I just want to go home and sleep in my bed.” 
 
    I could hear Iris turn to me. “You aren’t staying here?” she asked softly. 
 
    I was glad Aya and Lady C. hadn’t spawned back in New York with us. They would have had a field day with the way Iris asked this, at least Aya would have. 
 
    “I want to take a shower and change clothes.” 
 
     “I think we have some of our old band shirts here you could wear, and I have an extra towel.” 
 
    I shrugged. I had no idea how I should feel about Iris’ suggestion, and I didn't take it in a sexual way, although weaker men might have. Truth was, I was actually tired. 
 
    And I wanted to sleep in my own bed. 
 
    “What if you came to my place?” 
 
     “Your place?” she asked. 
 
     “Yeah, you spent the night there before, I mean, it's not that bad.” 
 
    Iris bit her lip for a moment. “Yeah, it wasn't too bad, let's go there. I have a morning class tomorrow, but that's it for the week, and I can go to school from your area. Let me get my backpack, and some other things. Do you want me to bring these instruments? I know that you will be hunting alone tomorrow, so maybe you'll at least want to use the keyboard. When I meet up with you then I can have some of the instruments to use as well.” 
 
     “For sure.” 
 
    “Let's just order a shared UberLyft; by the time it arrives I'll be packed up and ready to go.” 
 
    Our vehicle came about twenty minutes later. Sitting in the front seat was a young girl, no older than 16, with a bag of Chinese food over her lap. She didn't say anything to us as our vehicle quickly took us to Bushwick. 
 
    Once we got into my apartment, we found Alex asleep on the couch. Sitting on the coffee table before him was a discarded burrito wrapper.  
 
    “Is he always like this?” Iris asked as we entered my bedroom. 
 
    “Watch out for the pipe,” I reminded her as I ducked under it. “To answer your question, yes, he is always asleep on the couch. I swear a month goes by and I barely talk to him.”  
 
    I took off my glasses and set them on my nightstand. 
 
    Iris placed the bag of instruments on the floor, and took her other bag into the bathroom to begin her nightly ritual of cleaning her face and putting cream on and whatever else women do before they go to bed. 
 
    The Monster Hunt app flashed on my viewing pane and I decided it was time to allow the Huntresses to return to New York. 
 
    I knew it wasn't the greatest idea, and I knew that they would give me hell in some way, shape, or form, but I was happy to see them when they spawned. 
 
    Aya wore a pair of boy shorts and a loose top. Lady C. was in her striped pajamas, too many buttons opened in the front.  
 
    “We’re not sleeping on the floor tonight,” Aya informed me. 
 
    “I thought you guys had a sleeping bag…” 
 
    “We’re sleeping with you.” Lady C. plopped down onto the bed and yawned. “Besides, you have a bigger bed than Iris has.” 
 
    “How did you know we’d be at my place tonight?” 
 
    “She’s here too?” Aya asked, looking suspiciously at the bathroom.  
 
    “We didn’t know,” Lady C. said, answering my former question. “We just figured we’d all cuddle up on the futon if you were still at her place.” 
 
    “I don’t know about…” 
 
    “Shhh…” Aya pressed her finger to my lips. “You are our Alpha, you know.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean anything. I mean, we fought a teenage female Alpha today in Central Park. Alphas can be anyone. I’m sure she wasn’t cuddling up to her Hunters.” 
 
    “Just don’t tell her and enjoy the attention for once. By the looks of how you live, you don’t get much lady attention,” Aya said, sitting on my other side.  
 
    “Are they here?” Iris asked as she stepped out of the bathroom. Her face was smooth and shiny, her glasses still off.  
 
    Thank god for that; with her glasses on, she might have detected the Huntresses’ digital trail. 
 
    “Um, yeah,” I said awkwardly. “They are sleeping over there on the floor. Goodnight, ladies.” 
 
    Lady C. giggled. “Good, let’s keep this our secret.” 
 
    It was weird. After a taking a quick shower and brushing my teeth, I returned to my bed to find Iris on the right, Aya in the middle, and Lady C. on the left, a romance novel (of all fucking things) in her hands. 
 
    It was only a full-size bed, so there wasn’t technically room for four people, but two of the people didn’t count as people, and I knew I’d be in for a pretty strange visual once this all went down. 
 
    Boy was I. 
 
    I lay down next to Lady C., who quickly scooted up next to me, and Aya resettled between Iris and me. Because of our proximity, a portion of Aya’s body was actually merged with Iris’, which kept throwing me off. 
 
    Iris was already yawning and half asleep, so I turned to Lady C. to find her looking directly at me, her head sharing my pillow. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I started to mumble. 
 
    “I read his books too,” Lady C. said. “I love reading epic fantasy.” 
 
    I knew if I responded to her that Iris would hear me, so I just nodded and pretended to yawn.  
 
    “I think I need to move closer to you,” Aya said behind me. “It is cold here. Is that better?” 
 
    Is she spooning me?  
 
    I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Chase?” Iris asked, her voice droopy and sleep laden. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s fine.” 
 
    “This is interesting, right?” Lady C. asked, her eyes bright and some of her hair pressed in her face. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Can I move closer?” 
 
    I wanted to ask how, as in, how can you get any closer than you already are? Instead, I nodded. Her hand fell onto my hip and she thrust her body closer to mine.  
 
    Lady C. bit her lip and moved just a few inches closer to my face. Our noses practically touched now; we were eye to eye and even though it was dark in my room, I could make out every portion of her face. 
 
    I started to shake my head no as she moved closer, her lips pressing into mine.  
 
    Of course, my body screamed yes, and I couldn’t deny that she was now unbuttoning her pajama top, her breasts spilling out.  
 
    So I closed my eyes; I let her touch me for a while, let her kiss me, and I simply enjoyed it. I didn’t want to disturb Iris by moving around, and I knew Aya would give us both a lot of shit if she knew what was going on. 
 
    Eventually, Lady C. grew tired and her roaming hands, and hell, my very careful roaming hands, eased up a bit. She turned and pressed her ass into my groin, moving it up and down as she got comfortable. 
 
    Like anyone in this position, I reminded myself this wasn’t real, that I was having a digital hallucination, nothing more, and that nothing good would come of a relationship between us.  
 
    But there wasn’t much I could do aside from relax and enjoy, so that’s what I did.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen: Hunting a Giant 
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    “Sleep well?” Iris asked after I woke up. 
 
    Lady C. was still pressed into me, my arm over her side. I removed my arm lightly to see Aya sitting up on the other side of me, observing us carefully. 
 
    “Pretty close,” she said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “Goddammit, Aya.” 
 
    “What?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Nothing, um, never mind. Sleep? I slept fucking great!” 
 
    I reached for my glasses.  
 
    Iris sat with her back against the wall, directly across from the bed. I needed to put a seat over there, but the only seat I had was one that was on rolling wheels, and Alex had borrowed it, though come to think of it, I didn't know why he needed that seat in the first place because he mostly slept in the living room. 
 
    But that was a mystery for another day. 
 
    I stood up, stretched my arms over my head, and yawned. Iris unpeeled her banana and started eating it, her eyes moving left and right as she read something on GoogleFace. 
 
    “What are you reading about?” I asked her. 
 
    “About these exclusive tournaments, like the one that’s being put on by Sagelock. I've actually been able to uncover a little information about him, and this tournament. It really is a unique opportunity, so I take back whatever I said about trading that transferable token for entry. It was a good move.” 
 
     “Thanks.”' 
 
     “You should be thanking Lady C. for the good time she gave you last night,” Aya said as she stood from the bed. In the blink of an eye, her armor had returned to her body. 
 
    Lady C. cleared her throat. “Nothing happened last night.” 
 
    “Why do you keep looking back at the bed?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Um ...” 
 
     “I thought you said they were sleeping on the floor.”  
 
    I saw then that Iris wore her glasses, which she always wore, and that she could see their digital imprints. 
 
    “It's not what it looks like,” I said hurriedly. “I think they crawled up in the night, and I'm not happy about it,” I said loud enough for both of them to hear me. 
 
    “You sure seemed happy about it last night,” Lady C. mumbled under her breath. 
 
    “Ha, I knew something happened between you two!” Aya said. 
 
    “Watch it, Thulean.” 
 
    Aya laughed long and hard. “That would be an interesting fight.” 
 
    “A fight you would lose,” came Lady C.’s reply. 
 
    “Okay, everyone,” I clapped my hands together. “Iris, to answer your question, they are sneaky, and they snuck into the bed after I’d fallen asleep.” 
 
    “Liar,” Lady C. said. 
 
    “And you two,” I turned to them. “I think it’s time to go back to the Dojo for just a moment, so I can wake up and figure out what we need to do today.” 
 
    “So, that's all I am to you?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “Let's deal with this later.” I said as I shut down the Monster Hunt app.  
 
    They were going to be pissed at me, I was already ready for that, but the amount of distraction they caused just being around and arguing wasn't worth it. 
 
    A loud, authoritative knock startled me. 
 
    “Who do you think it could be?” I said as I moved to the living room. 
 
    “No idea, but they sound serious.” 
 
     I turned back to my bedroom and said, “I'll check through the peephole.”  
 
    Alex was gone, of course, and his burrito was still out, also of course. I moved up to the peephole and gasped when I saw a police officer standing on the other side. 
 
    Fuck, I thought, immediately thinking of Thad. 
 
    And this thought turned out to be right.  
 
    The police officer, a humandroid, scanned me as he handed me a paper citation. He looked like any other man, with dark skin and a fresh haircut. The only reason I knew he was a humandroid was because of his eyes, which had dilated upon greeting me. If they hadn’t done that, he would have been indistinguishable from a human. 
 
    “What’s this exactly?” I asked, knowing full well what it was. 
 
    “You have been recorded assaulting Thad Johnson-Logan, and while you have not yet been proven guilty, video evidence, taken from six different cameras, will be used against you in a court of law. By contesting this citation, you are setting a day in court where the evidence shown here…” 
 
    Moving images appeared on my viewing pane and I gulped. 
 
    “Because charges have not been pressed, you may pay the citation instead, which will eliminate your court date.” 
 
    “But then I’ll be pleading guilty, correct?” 
 
    “The State of New York does not recognize paying video citations as an act of pleading guilty. If charges are pressed, the video evidence will still be used against you, and your fine will be applied to the costs for either a) a court appointed attorney or b) the fine resulting from the judge’s decision. Failure to pay the citation can result in the loss of your UBI.” 
 
    “I’ll get it paid,” I grunted as I took the citation from him. The act of taking the citation also put a reminder on my iNet desktop, letting me know the fine was due next Friday. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Knowles. I hope you have a nice day.”  
 
    The humandroid police officer stepped away and my eyes dropped to the citation. 
 
    “Great,” I mumbled once I saw it was for a thousand dollars. This on top of the money I owed Iris had me itching to get out and get using the Monster Hunt app.  
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    My first Brawl was set to take place at Bushwick Inlet Park. It was a fairly large park, and I had to take the bus to get there. I wasn’t ready to release the Huntresses yet, so I spent the ride trying to line up some more Brawls in the park.  
 
    I made my first Brawl invitation and put it out there, which was quickly picked up by an anonymous user.  
 
    The Brawl add-on was ingenious in the fact that it allowed for users to fight people matched to their stats, yet didn’t actually show much more details aside from a GoogleFace-esque circular picture of the person. 
 
    Most pictures were anonymous, and only a few actually showed the person’s face. Mine was a picture of the legendary Geddy Lee. It was a super throwback, but hey, Tom Sawyer still jammed even way over a hundred years later.  
 
    I had Brawls set for 9:30, for 10:15, and for 11:00.  
 
    After that, I planned to meet Iris, hopefully eat something, and then work to capture some mythcrea in Central Park. I had one day to get some fundage and get enough tokens to reach the next level.  
 
    I brought up my stats: 
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    Joe Camel and Sun Wukong were worth seven tokens, and I’d already held eleven, which meant I needed to capture and keep seven tokens’ worth to maintain a Level Three status.  
 
    I also wanted more mythcrea to sell, to increase my Proxima funds with the hopes of making the Dojo better and now paying back Iris and Johnny Law. 
 
    I just hoped Thad didn’t press charges. 
 
    The bus stopped on Kent and North 10th, and after I got off, I activated the Monster Hunt App. 
 
    “We thought you’d never bring us back,” Aya said in a mocking voice. “Pretty cruel just to send us away like that.” 
 
    Lady C. laughed. I turned to her, looked away, and looked back once I realize she was not acting strangely at all.  
 
    That’s a relief, I thought as we entered the park. 
 
    “How was Iris?” asked Lady C., as if nothing had happened between us. “Did she go to school?” 
 
    “She did, and she’ll join us later for a hunt. In the meantime, we have some brawls to participate in.” 
 
    Bushwick Inlet Park was pretty empty at the moment. At night, it was a hotspot for pickup soccer tournaments, usually hosted by various ethnic organizations that lived in and around Brooklyn. But at the moment, there were two people in the park. 
 
    One was a man kicking a soccer ball into a net and the other was an older guy, standing with his hands behind his back and wearing a pair of camo cargo pants. 
 
    He must have been at least sixty, which would mean he was born in the 2030s.  
 
    The man nodded, I nodded, and it was on. 
 
    I had to win this match, which was why, just before we started, I went ahead and wagered all of my Proxima Dollars on my victory.  
 
    A stupid move, really, but I needed the cash and I had confidence in my Huntresses. 
 
    Besides, it wasn’t like I’d be taking money from the other Alpha; no, all Brawl bets were run through the app, and they ended when you ran out of funds. There was a pool out there somewhere, well, somewhere digital, that had millions of PDs ready to be paid out.  
 
    “We have to win this one,” I reminded Aya and Lady C. 
 
    “Is there any other option?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    We’d already agreed to the terms: two Hunters, one mythcrea. 
 
    My opponent Alpha grinned as his two Hunters pixelated into existence. 
 
    One was a tall muscled woman, almost like a female bodybuilder, who wore a golden bikini that doubled as armor. The other was a male in wizard robes with an hourglass around his neck. He was some type of chronomancer, at least I assumed he was, and his eyes were obscured by his thick hood. 
 
    While the Alpha was at Level Four, the female Huntress was at Level Seven and the chronomancer at Level Nine. But I wasn’t focused on this. I was focused on the incredible creature that had appeared between them. 
 
    [Grendel, Level 12] 
 
    The monster stood on hooves. He had long, sharp talons and his skin looked as if it had been partially boiled off. His brows furrowed, and snot dripping from his mouth onto his thick lips, as the terrifying creature roared at Aya and Lady C. 
 
    “I will cut your skin from your body and use it to make a purse,” Aya said as she brandished her sword. 
 
    My own mythcrea options appeared and I selected Sun Wukong.  
 
    He materialized in all his illustrious, kingly glory, wearing flowing yellow robes. The white paint on his face had been reapplied, and he had streaked his burnt red hair with some of the paint.  
 
    He turned to me and grinned, his smile stretching from cheek to cheek.  
 
    “Nice to see you too,” I told him, momentarily caught off guard by his calmness. I remembered instantly where I was and what was at stake. “Aya, take the muscled woman; Lady C., the mage; Sun Wukong, Grendel.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” Sun Wukong said as he flipped into action. He was fast as hell, easily reaching the killer beast before Aya and Lady C. could reach their targets. 
 
    Grendel swung at the Monkey King and… 
 
    Sun Wukong froze, his unbreakable body hardening. The creature swung again and again, trying its damndest to break through Sun’s barrier. It even tried to lift him, and it should have been able to lift him, yet this too failed. 
 
    The Alpha yelled at the monster, oblivious to the fact that we were in public. He kept screaming, and to the guy playing soccer alone, he must have looked like a whacko. 
 
    The chronomancer raised his wand at Lady C. and nothing happened. The Metican warrior looked around for a moment only to be struck in the back by a delayed attack. 
 
    She was tossed sideways into a trashcan.  
 
    Determination on her face, she gritted her teeth as she raced towards the mage gripping both swords tightly, only to be struck again. 
 
    Come on, Lady C., I thought as she was struck again by a delayed strike. Where’s your head at?  
 
    I whisper-yelled for Lady C. to cast Bomb Cyclone, and as soon as I did, a mist of white enveloped the mage, leaving him prone. 
 
    One thing I’d learned by this point is that you didn’t want to be prone with Lady C. around. 
 
    She advanced on the mage, leapt into the whirlwind of snow and ice, and finished him off. 
 
    As all this was taking place, Aya bounced around the muscled woman. She reminded me more and more of a cat playing with her prey as she let the herculean female get within inches of striking her before pulling away. 
 
    The fight was going in our favor, and as Grendel continued to pummel Sun Wukong to no avail, Lady C. joined Aya.  
 
    They’d grown a little better at working together, although Aya was much more independent than her counterpart. Case in point: they could have easily finished off the muscled woman working together; instead, Lady C. kept waiting for Aya to push her into a trap or vice versa. 
 
    If this had been a tournament, I would have gotten involved in some way. Hell, if it had been a normal catch, I would have tried to do something. 
 
    But here, in the park with Manhattan across the East River, I didn’t want to make a scene by shouting commands at my make-believe friends. 
 
    Intuiting my urge to take command, Lady C. made eye contact with me and moved to Grendel.  
 
    The other Alpha shouted a warning to his fighting mythcrea, but the beast was either too stupid, or too engaged to see Lady C. stalking him, waiting for her chance to finish it. 
 
    Meanwhile, Sun Wukong was his same frozen self, a smile on his face as Grendel’s attacks bounced off him.  
 
    The muscled woman finally got a hit in on Aya, sending the Thulean spinning sideways.  
 
    Aya righted herself with her ghost limbs, spat blood, bared her bloody teeth, and brought her buster sword up. She’d suddenly gone from coy to killer, and I had to laugh when I saw her advance on the muscled woman, who tried to do the brute force thing of punching and stomping uncontrollably.  
 
    You’re in trouble now.  
 
    I felt elated.  
 
    I knew the battle was ours, that I had doubled my Proxima dollars with my bet, and that things would be looking up soon. 
 
    Lady C. hit her mark, her two blades pressing out of Grendel’s chest.  
 
    The monstrosity cried out as she twisted her blades, bringing it to its knees.  
 
    Its big clawed feet left trails in the soil as it fell, and as it looked up to Sun Wukong with its dark eyes, the Monkey King stepped out of his unbreakable pose. 
 
    He struck the beast on the head with his staff, turned to me, and offered a wide monkey grin. 
 
    “Aye!” I saw a flash of blade as Aya finished the muscled woman off.  
 
    The woman’s head flew right, hit the ground, and rolled over to her Alpha. He glanced down, glared, looked up at me, and nodded, the glare still on his face. 
 
    “I’ll call you back in a moment,” I told the Huntresses. They disappeared in a flash and I walked over to the Alpha, who still glared at me. 
 
    “Great fight,” I told him. I was out of breath, even though I hadn’t actually done any fighting myself. 
 
    I put my hand out and he took it. 
 
    “You’ve got yourself one hell of a pair of Huntresses there,” he finally said. “If they worked together more, they would have finished mine off five minutes ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are…” I chose my words carefully. “They’re a bit hard to manage.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. You know,” he said, just about to turn away from me, “they say that the Hunters and Huntresses choose us because some part of our psyche identifies with their core beliefs. Something to think about.” 
 
    He waved his hand over his shoulder at me and was gone. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    We had two more Brawls scheduled, and both went rather quickly. 
 
    I hadn’t yet lost a Brawl, which was nice, but also not wanting to risk losing it all, I only wagered a little PD on each fight. By the end, I was sitting pretty nice at 14,000 Proxima Dollars. 
 
    I continued to fight with Sun Wukong, as both the fights were single mythcrea brawls. My two opponent Alphas were at the same level as me, their Hunters were weak too, so there wasn’t really a need to chide Aya and Lady C. about working together.  
 
    That would be something I’d have to handle later. 
 
    “Come on,” I told them after the final brawl, “We’re supposed to meet Iris in Central Park.” 
 
    “No more fights?” Aya asked. “I was just getting warmed up.” 
 
    I smirked. “I’m sure you were.” 
 
    “Why would I lie to you?” she asked. 
 
    I checked the bank account. I had twenty-five dollars to my name, and an UberLyft from here to Central Park would cost about ten. I decided to splurge, mostly because I’d had a windfall that morning and was feeling rich. 
 
    Our taxi lowered about five minutes later, and we got in. The self-driving vehicle lifted into the air, and away we went to Central Park. 
 
    The cool thing about aeros was the fact that they no longer had to rely on bridges to cross over the East River. This definitely cut down on travel time, and it allowed one to get around New York relatively quickly, if one could afford it. 
 
    “Wow, your city is so beautiful,” Lady C. pressed her face against the window. 
 
    “It’s just a big city, like Aramis.” Aya sat in the front, her buster sword tucked between her legs. Meanwhile, Lady C. and I were in the back, and she was a few hairs closer to me than she should have been. 
 
    But what could I do? 
 
    “It is a big city, I agree, Aya. Lived here all my life, and I still find something new every time I step out my door. It's never-ending, and sometimes it's frustrating, but all that life ... I don't know, I couldn't live in the countryside, or someplace that didn't have this hustle and bustle. It's in my blood.” 
 
     “Like music.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Like how music is in your blood. And Iris’,” she said, still focused on the airlane before us. 
 
     It was interesting to watch aeros navigate. There were a variety of vehicles, some front-facing some with seats that faced back, some for families, transport vehicles, and also entertainment vehicles, where you could get drunk or wasted off pollutes and enjoy the scenery while you did. 
 
    Getting a helicopter ride around New York used to be a big thing back in the day, if you could afford it. Now, pretty much anyone who could afford a taxi could afford it, which was weird to think about.  
 
    As we lowered down to our drop-off point, the air in the vehicle began to smell like coffee. 
 
    This type of the advertising had been going on since I was a child.  
 
    The cabin of your vehicle would be spritzed with some type of scent that corresponded with a business you were landing near. If it was a Krunkin’ Kronuts, you'd smell fresh baked donuts. If it was a McStarbucks, you smelled coffee. 
 
    Sure enough, I spotted a McStarbucks as the vehicle landed. Iris stood by the road, her backpack full of instruments over her chest. She wore a backwards hat and an oversized sweater that read ‘Dancing with Myself.’ 
 
    “Damn have I had a good morning,” I told her as I reached her. 
 
    “Have you?” she smiled at me, and nodded in the directions of the digital imprints. 
 
    “Oh, those glasses…. Does she see that I'm trying to pet her on the head?” Aya asked, as she pressed her hand through Iris’ head. 
 
    “Apparently not.” 
 
     “Um, so are you hungry? That was the plan, right?” 
 
     “Yep, and I have fifteen bucks to my name and fourteen thousand PD. I would love to take you out for lunch…” 
 
    “How about a rain check?” Iris asked. She unzipped her bag and took out two sandwiches wrapped in saran wrap. “Besides, don’t you already owe me $320?” 
 
    “I can pay you back now,” I said as she handed me a sandwich. 
 
    I’d seriously upped my cash reserves. At 12.3 PD to 1 USD, I was looking at nearly 1,140 USD with fourteen thousand Proxima dollars. Almost enough to pay back Iris and pay my citation. Of course, this number would soon fluctuate as I dealt with the tournament requirements and any other requests at my Dojo. 
 
    A person could make a lot of money exchanging PD for USD, but as with most things, there was overhead and tons of add-ons.  
 
    “Pay me back later,” Iris said. “We have plans first.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I unwrapped the sandwich and took my first bite. “You had time to make these?” 
 
     “Hardly. EBAYmazon delivered them. They're part of a new quick lunch at the park package that my parents subscribed me to. All I have to do is press the button on my iNet dashboard.” 
 
    We walked through Central Park as we ate our sandwiches. Once we were through, I activated the Brawl add-on. From there, I flicked on the Monster Locator and noticed the first active location, which was near the Ravine. 
 
    “Remember,” Iris said, “we're hunting in broad daylight, and in Central Park no less! We need to be careful and not draw attention to ourselves.”  
 
    “Got it, you hear that, ladies?” I asked over my shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll behave myself,” Lady C. said with a hint of snark to her voice. 
 
    Joggers passed us, people walking their dogs, couples holding hands, and a woman pushing a baby stroller with a cat inside. There was a food truck area now in the center of the park, and I could smell meat sizzling as we approached the Ravine. 
 
    “Okay, it's around here somewhere.”  
 
    “I'll look towards the right,” Iris said. 
 
    “Yeah, that'll work,” I said as I tracked the mythcrea movement on my pane of vision. 
 
    “I hope it's something big.” Aya unsheathed her sword and flourished it once. 
 
    I stayed on the main path, while Iris looked to the right, and the two huntresses looked to the left, near the water. 
 
    “Something is over here,” Iris called over to me. She was about thirty feet away; a woman walking with two dumbbells in her hands gave us a strange look as she passed. 
 
    A goblinoid creature tore out of the brush next to Iris.  
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    Iris chased after it, even though she could only see a moving blip of light on her iNet screen. I could see much more, such as the creature’s reptilian skin, its large chameleon eyes, its beak.  
 
    “Good! Your real-world girlfriend has made things easy for us.” Ignoring the sudden dirty look from Lady C., Aya brought her sword to the ready. “Are you just going to watch me kill it, or you going to help me capture it?” she asked her counterpart. 
 
    “I will help,” Lady C. said, the look on her face suddenly indecipherable. 
 
    The Kappa crossed the path, and I did nothing to try to distract it.  
 
    There really was no point. They were entirely capable of taking out the Level Two mythcrea. And of course, they weren't supposed to actually take it out, capturing a mythcrea was centered around not killing it. And this little guy ... 
 
    The Kappa skidded to a halt in front of the two Huntresses, who both held their blades in a way that would have spelled certain doom for it. 
 
    Lady C. made a noise with her throat, her eyes softening as she took the creature in. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk,” was Aya’s response as she stabbed her blade into the ground, radiating confidence as she tilted her hat ever so slightly to the side. 
 
    My hand began to charge.  
 
    The waves of light zigzagged up my arms as I pulled my shoulder back, and cast the radiant net. It hit the creature, and it was gone before I could lower my arm. 
 
    “What was it?” Iris asked as she caught up to me. 
 
    “It was a low-level Kappa. We’ll trade it.”  
 
    “Kappa ...” she said as her eyes flickered back and forth. “Ah, another Japanese mythological creature. I think some of the developers borrowed heavily from Japanese mythology.” 
 
     “And what exactly was the Kappa known for?” I asked. 
 
    “Aww…” she said as she continued to parse through details over iNet. “Supposedly, one of the things they did was warn children about the dangers of being too close to rivers and streams. But it was technically, or should I say it is technically, a type of demon most closely analogous with the Western concept of an imp. The name actually is a combination of the Japanese word kawa, or river, and wappa, a variant form of the word for child, so river child.” 
 
     “It was an ugly river child,” Aya said as she approached. “Hopefully, the next hunt will be a little more exciting.” 
 
     “You know that I have no control over that.” I reactivated the Monster Locator, and noticed that there was another blue circle, somewhere around the Conservatory Garden.  
 
    “Find another?” Iris asked.  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Good, let's go there.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    We made our way over to the Conservatory Garden, and as we walked, I noticed that the blue circle on my iNet GoogleFace map was moving. It wasn't moving as quickly as Mothman was the previous night, but it was fast, and it did zip around in a way that told me it would be a more difficult capture. 
 
    There were also a lot of people around, which meant I probably shouldn't be yelling things out to the Huntresses as they did their work. 
 
    “Heads up, ladies, we are going into a heavy civilian area, and I won't be able to communicate loudly with you.”  
 
    “I think we can hunt by ourselves,” Aya said.  
 
    “Hey, I'm not that bad of an Alpha.” 
 
    Only hearing one side of the conversation, Iris shot me a funny grin. “I will assume they are giving you shit.” 
 
     “And you would assume correctly, and it is just one of them.” 
 
    Squirrels above us jumped from tree to tree, occasionally catching Aya’s orange eyes. Once a Hunter, always a Hunter, I thought as I watched her track the chubby squirrels who were getting ready for winter. 
 
    “I will provide some distraction this time,” I said after we’d walked a little further. 
 
    “Will you?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    “Iris, I want you to play some music on your keyboard, and I will do an interpretive dance to it…” 
 
    A grin spread across Aya’s face.  
 
    “No, I'm serious, hear me out. If I am able to help, I will distract the creature or try to get its attention by doing a weird dance, people passing will think that I'm just a weirdo, but I may be able to distract the mythcrea.” 
 
    “Do it,” said the Thulean. “I want to see you dance.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Lady C. “Take your glasses off too. They make you look too serious.” 
 
    I put the glasses in my sweater pocket. “Better?” 
 
    There were surgeries to fix most eye discrepancies. Furthermore, a person’s iNet feed could also autocorrect most vision related issues. Still, both Iris and I wore glasses, which was one of the things that brought us together so many years ago. 
 
    We were at a concert for a band called British Professor. The band mapped a dozen digital keyboards with the vocal clips of twentieth century Oxford lectures and pitched them up, creating a shoegaze sound defined by its subsonic blips and offkey harmonics. 
 
    She wore glasses, I wore glasses, no one else wore glasses, so we talked about it. And found out that we liked the same bands, knew some of the same people, and lived relatively close to each other.  
 
    A friendship was born, and now that friendship had morphed from something sonic to something digital.  
 
    “Do you think he is cute without his glasses?” Lady C. asked as she walked past me to the mythcrea-prone area. 
 
    Aya shrugged. “He should wear sunglasses because they make him look smarter. Hey, get ready to dance, Alpha,” she said to me over her shoulder.  
 
    Iris brought out her keyboard and sat on a bench. 
 
    She looked up at me as she played a few chords, just a normal progression. She then pressed a circular button that started a little drum loop. It was offbeat, cool, and held together by that phased hi-hat she liked. 
 
    Nodding her head, Iris began playing the same chords as before until she found a simple, four-part progression. 
 
    “That’s sick,” I told her, my eyes still trained on my two Huntresses, who had entered into a small wooded area. There were people to our right, lots of people, and I got that nervous feeling in my stomach I used to get before gigs. 
 
    I didn’t have to look to know that Iris was nodding her head to the beat. She always looked so cool when she rocked out. Stupid to say, but it was true, and I knew that she had singlehandedly sold our band at most gigs. Iris was original, mysterious, and when she rocked out, she made it seem so easy. 
 
    “Aye!” I heard Aya’s familiar cry and braced myself.  
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    What I saw next was something that sent a chill down my spine.  
 
    A dog tore out of the underbrush, except it wasn't quite a dog. While it had four legs and a tail, a bushy tail at that, from chest up it was all human, the bare-chested torso of a man, with two arms and nice muscles. 
 
    “Um, what in the hell is an Adlet?”  
 
    “Researching now,” Iris said. “Oh wait, I'm supposed to be playing music ... Let me just hit this demo button.” 
 
     The demo music played, a poppy, happy number, and I began swiveling my hips like an idiot.  
 
    The Adlet looked at me curiously for a moment.  
 
    The way his dog body turned into the body of a man reminded me of the breaking point of a fawn, or a centaur. 
 
    But there was something off about it, especially the fact that a man's torso was usually a little bit larger, especially a muscled guy like him. The dog's body wasn't very large at all, maybe the size of a Labrador, so an upper medium sized dog. 
 
    I continued to dance for it, shaking my hips to the demo music. 
 
    Iris chuckled as she said, “The Adlet is a mythological creature originally from Greenland. What’s it look like?” 
 
    “No time to explain that!” I said as the weird fucker charged at me. He didn’t have a weapon, and it was only when he was about five feet away that I saw metal bars in each hand, almost like brass knuckles. 
 
    A bolt of lightning cut him down.  
 
    He used his arms to press himself off the ground as he neared me, and ended up doing a quick about-face turn. 
 
    Lady C. stood fifteen feet away, her legs wide and her two swords crossed in front of her body. She opened her arms, flourished her blades, and the Adlet took off towards her. 
 
    His dog legs kicked him up to a standing position, his brass knuckles veering towards her face. The Metican warrior swiped her right blade at him, creating a spark as it connected with his brass knuckles. 
 
    “Watch his left!” I called to her. A passing family looked at me and I continue to dance as I sang, “Watch his left, watch his left.” 
 
    I continue doing my little jig, bouncing from foot to foot as I repeated this phrase. 
 
    “Is it working?” Iris asked, as she switch to another demo song, this one being a twangy rendition of Yankee Doodle Dandy. 
 
    “I don't know ...” I said as I kept dancing.  
 
    Aya entered the melee, an angry look on her face as she swung her big-ass sword. She brought it down to the ground, kicking up dust and causing a small enough quake to get the man-dog’s attention. 
 
    He turned to her, glanced back at me as I started waving my arms, and was quickly struck in the chest by one of Lady C.’s swords. Of course, she was only looking to give him some damage, not actually cut him in half, so her blade just barely grazed across his bare chest. 
 
    He cried out, and fury washing over his face.  
 
    Whipping around, he lunged for Aya and connected with the hand that was holding her sword. 
 
    Aya didn't let go.  
 
    Even though I could hear the smack from where I stood, she simply bowed out of the fight, and switched the blade to her left hand. 
 
    Gritting her teeth now, the Thulean pivoted onto her back leg. As Lady C. again moved in with a full-frontal attack, Aya came up from the side, her blade severing the Adlet’s fist. 
 
    The beast-man shrieked as she spun and brought her buster sword to his neck.  
 
    He paused there, glaring at her as I moved into position, my hand charging as the net of light formed.  
 
    I cast the net, it hit the Adlet, and he was gone in a flash. 
 
    “Filthy stupid dog,” Aya said, slightly out of breath. She dug her sword into the ground and leaned against the hilt. Her hat was missing, and once she realized this, she went back into the brambles to find it. 
 
    “Let's get over there,” I told Iris. We crossed the gravel path and join the two Huntresses. “Great catch, everyone. That mythcrea was worth four tokens, which should bring us a pretty penny.” 
 
     “Instead of a pretty penny, I would like a cabin, with a fireplace and lots of books and comfortable seating,” Lady C. said as she brushed her hair out of her face. “A big bed too, big enough for two people.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “You'll get your cabin, and you will too, Aya, maybe even one with a jungle gym inside.”  
 
    The Thulean approached me with a serious look on her face. I braced for her to strike me with her blade, especially after she lifted it over my head using her ghost limbs. Instead, she smirked, and turned away. 
 
    Whew.  
 
    “More hunting in Central Park?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Good idea,” I said as I pulled up my Monster Locator. There was activity near the Great Hill and activity in front of the zoo. My instinct told me to go towards the Great Hill, and besides, it not often that I was able to take a long walk in the park with Iris. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    So that’s where we went. Iris on my left, Aya and Lady C. on my right, we took a stroll through the park, the Huntresses discussing what they’d like in the cabins, and Iris and I talking about some musicians we knew that she’d seen earlier that day. 
 
    A normal day? In my new life as an Alpha, yes, but even a week ago, I couldn’t even have imagined a day shaping out the way this day had started to turn. It started out poorly with a fine, but it was definitely looking up. 
 
    “I want to take us to dinner tonight,” I said. “Stupid, I know, but come on, I really made a lot today and even if I do poorly tomorrow, I’ll still come out ahead. I have enough to pay you back and pay the citation.” 
 
    “I know you do,” she said with a smile. “So sure, take me to dinner.” 
 
    I heard Lady C. clear her throat and I turned to look at her. She was still conversing with Aya, but I could tell her attention was on my conversation with Iris. How I was going to handle the three of them going forward was anyone’s guess, but that was for a future version of me to decide. 
 
    The walk continued, the hill was a bit further than I had anticipated, and Iris and I discussed restaurants in Brooklyn that we wanted to try. 
 
    It was Aya who took my attention away from Iris. She gasped, and immediately unsheathed her blades. 
 
    I saw the shadow before I saw the actual mythcrea. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “It’s a fucking giant,” I told Iris.  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Standing in front of the Great Hill.” 
 
    Iris gulped. “How did I not see that? Its imprint is huge!” 
 
    Lady C. unsheathed both blades.  
 
    “How do we do this?” she asked. 
 
    But I was still focused on the Yaksha. Now that we had moved around it some, I could more clearly make out its features. The four-story giant had the face of a buddha statue, calm, collected and incredibly soft. He wore robes and stood with a bowl in his hands, holding it as if it were a lotus. 
 
    “It’s called a Yaksha, and beneath its name it says Dojo…” 
 
    Iris nodded excitedly. “This mythcrea isn’t for your Fighting Party; it’s for your Dojo! You have to capture this one.” 
 
    “But it looks so peaceful,” I said as my power activated. My hand warmed, the light swirling around it. 
 
    “How many tokens?” 
 
    “Eight. If I get it, we’ll be at the next level.” 
 
    “Get it, Chase!” Iris said. 
 
    “I have fought a Waringtla giant before,” Aya commented, “and another from Tael. They are big, but easy to kill. Stab and they die.” 
 
    “We’re not killing it, we’re capturing it,” I reminded the confident woman with her aggressive dragon blood.  
 
    “Hmmmm…” Lady C. stepped in front of me. “Can I check one of my books really quickly? I think I read something about capturing a giant, or at least battling one.” 
 
    Aya shouldered her aside. “Fictitious accounts have no place in real world combat.” 
 
    Lady C. started to protest but I stopped her with the wave of my hand. “Check your books, and as she does, Aya, tell me how you envision doing this.” 
 
    The Metican warrior sat on the ground cross-legged and a stack of books appeared next to her. People passed around us, and a kid dribbling a soccer ball actually passed through her, but she remained steadfast in her concentration, flipping through books, her finger pressing onto the page as she scanned through. 
 
    Aya shrugged. “To take out a giant, you must first bring it to its knees. So that would be our focus. If we bring it to its knees, I can use my blade to partially decapitate it. In the air, this will be too difficult. I suppose I could stand on its shoulder, but that requires a high level of balance, which I have, but focusing on my balance will reduce the strength behind my attack.” 
 
    “We’re not trying to cut its head off,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yes, but it is the easiest way to kill a giant, unless you can stab it in the heart. That way also works. Or simply stab it a lot so it bleeds to death.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Sorry, I should have updated you,” I said as I turned to her. “Lady C. is looking through her books to find a passage she read on capturing a giant and Aya is explaining to me all the different ways to kill a giant.” 
 
    “But you don’t want to kill it.” 
 
    “Your real-world girlfriend doesn’t have the heart of a warrior. It is sad,” Aya said. “Another way to kill it would be to…” 
 
    Lady C. slammed one of her books shut. “ To bring it to its knees, where it will be easier to capture it, we need to confuse it. I knew I had read about that somewhere. This is the precise technique that Jagraj the Giant Slayer used when he attacked the city of Tael.” She showed me her book, Jagraj and his Short-Lived Reign by Lothar Shane. “Trust me, Chase.” 
 
    “We’re going with Lady C.’s plan.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    The giant took notice as soon as the two Huntresses approached. It reminded me of the way a wildebeest would become alert when a pack of lions began circling around it. He tensed up, his bowl disappearing and beautiful golden armor forming on his body. 
 
    Like a Buddhist temple in Thailand, Yaksha’s armor was incredibly ornate. There were stupa-like cones on his shoulders and he now wore a pointed hat with a deep red jewel in the center of his forehead.  
 
    The sun, which was moving closer and closer to setting, created a corona of light around his head. A great staff materialized in his hand and he carefully dropped into a battle pose. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I whispered as Lady C. approached him from the front. The giant immediately lost track of Aya. 
 
    “I wish I could watch this,” Iris whispered. 
 
    “You will, soon. I’m winning this tournament to get you that code.” 
 
    “No,” she said, her focus on the digital imprints wavering before her. “Go to EverLife.” 
 
    “I don’t even know why EverLife is so important. It’s just a Proxima world.” 
 
    “It’s more than that, much more. There’s just so much exclusivity involved, and…” She turned to me. “You can’t pass this opportunity up.” 
 
    “Iris, I’m getting the code and that’s final.” 
 
    She protested, but I told her we could discuss it later. We had a giant to capture, and I wanted to make sure I was ready.  
 
    The tension in the air was palpable.   
 
    Lady C. flourished her blades the way that a predator would lick its lips, her eyes trained on her prey, her prey waiting for her to make the first move. 
 
    The standoff lasted quite a while. Lady C. would roll to the balls of her feet and Yaksha would bristle, his staff aimed at her. 
 
    “Aye!” 
 
    I gasped as Aya came in swinging from behind. 
 
    The giant turned to her, and as he did, Lady C. cast Bomb Cyclone, only the spell didn’t create a large enough cone of flurries to fully confuse it. 
 
     It did, however, stir up a mist that stretched to his chest and also obscured Aya, who was close enough to the giant for him to stomp her.  
 
    She suddenly backflipped out of there as Lady C. screamed in a language I’d never heard her speak.  
 
    The giant flipped back around, just as one of Aya’s throwing knives grazed against the side of his neck. 
 
    He grunted, turned back to her, and Lady C. disappeared into the frosty mist covering his legs. A couple of swipes at his ankles and she was out, just in time for him to turn back to her and drive his staff into the earth, causing a quake that forced her to the ground. 
 
    “Aye!” 
 
    Another blade passed the giant’s face, this one taking a very small slice from his cheek. Rage boiled over him as he turned back to Aya, his shoulders heaving as he sucked in big breaths of air.  
 
    Back on her feet now, Lady C. disappeared into the mist again to deliver a few more tiny blows to his ankles. While his body was heavily armored, Yaksha wore sandals, which made reaching his ankles relatively easy. 
 
    She was out again as he turned to her, stumbled, caught his balance, and roared this time. 
 
    “That’s one pissed off giant,” I said as my hand glowed.  
 
    “Is it time to capture him?” Iris asked. 
 
    “It might be awhile, but I’m ready.” 
 
    My assumption turned out to be right.  
 
    Lady C. and Aya attacked and distracted the giant for another fifteen minutes, fifteen minutes in which he tried to stomp them out or strike them with his staff, his face growing redder and redder.  
 
    Finally, as the Thulean moved in for an ankle attack, he turned to Lady C. only to be struck by a bolt of chain lightning. Aya’s attack connected, the lightning surged through him, and the giant faceplanted. 
 
    I jumped as he did, avoiding most of the quake, but still having to hold my legs steady through some of it as I landed.  
 
    Aya approached him, both hands on her blade as if she was planning to cut his head off. Lady C. came to his other side, and both Huntresses kept him at bay as my hand charged. 
 
    I released my net of light and captured the giant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen: Suiting Up and Better Together 
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    I brought up the PD to USD exchange and cashed out enough Proxima Dollars to get us a nice meal. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $13,250 
 
    Spent: $17,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    Seven hundred and fifty PD was worth about sixty dollars, which would get us back to Brooklyn and get us something to eat. I’d have more money soon, especially after I visited my Dojo and sold the half-dog half-man and the Kappa. 
 
    I was ecstatic, even with the fine I had to pay and the money I owed Iris, things were going my way. Rather than splurge, Iris and I had an easy dinner at a roadside gourmet hotdog stand before parting ways.  
 
    Iris wanted to rest at her own place, and after what happened last night between Lady C. and me, I felt the same way. 
 
    We planned to meet up in the Dojo as soon as we got home, and I was surprised to find Alex awake and sitting on the couch once I arrived home. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    “I thought he was a corpse,” Aya commented. 
 
    “He’s the sleeping guy,” Lady C. said. “Hi, sleeping guy.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked him. 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing,” the big man said. His beard was wild and what was left of his hair was combed over his dome. He had on a vintage shirt that read Spew Gorge and a pair of black boxers. 
 
    “Nothing to report back,” I said as I stopped in front of my door. 
 
    “Same here,” he said. “Cool, we’ll talk again soon.” 
 
    “Men are incredibly strange creatures,” Aya commented as soon as we were in my room. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I had already set up my NV Visor and was seconds away from logging in. 
 
    “You two live together and hardly speak.” Lady C. sat down on the edge of the bed. She scooted back a bit, exposing more of the flesh of her thigh. 
 
    “It’s common in New York,” I explained as I put the visor on. “People want to live here, but no one can afford to live alone. So we pretend we’re living alone. Weird, I know, but it works. See you two at the Dojo.” 
 
    The NV Visor did its thing after that legendary Brian Eno tone.  
 
    Sine waves appeared, and I was instantly transported to the Dojo, again at the center of the field. I could see Yaksha the giant in the distance, well past the meadow, contemplating the horizon. I would need to get to know him better, but now wasn’t the time. 
 
    I opened the mythcrea exchange and unloaded the Adlet and the Kappa. The Adlet was worth quite a bit at ten thousand Proxima dollars, likely because it was rare and came with four tokens.  
 
    I sold the Kappa, worth a measly two thousand PD. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $25,250 
 
    Spent: $17,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    I then checked my own, simplified stats, as well as Aya and Lady C.’s stats. 
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    “You look so busy over there, scrolling through all your menus.” Aya approached me and stabbed her buster sword into the ground.  
 
    “Not funny,” said actual Aya, who stood behind me. The face of the Aya standing before me started to melt away and I smiled at Altsoba, my Fighting Party’s shifter. 
 
    “That was a great trick,” Lady C. said. She stood to my right, her hands on her hips. “But don’t you even think about turning into me.” 
 
    “I thought it was interesting,” Aya said as she approached the shifter. “Can you turn back?” 
 
    Altsoba did as instructed and Aya reached her hand out and touched her own face. “My skin is the same too…” she mumbled to herself. 
 
    Altsoba nodded as her form changed back. She was dark skinned again, now wearing a tight leather tunic. “I have something new to show you, Alpha,” she said as she turned to me. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    She nodded over to the Dojo, at her room. “The mirrors you gave me have unlocked a new power.” 
 
    She turned into Ophelia, the undead woman who was always by Magnus’ side. Altsoba’s hand charged, she stepped back, and let loose a fireball, which flew for a good ten yards before losing steam and creating a small grass fire near the meadow, which scared off a family of bunnies. 
 
    Lady C. clapped. “You’ve unlocked the ability to use others’ magic abilities!” 
 
    Aya nodded, clearly impressed. “That’s much more helpful than just turning into them.” 
 
    Altsoba’s face turned back into her own, but she kept Ophelia’s body. “Thanks,” she said, her eyes narrowing at Aya. “I’ll be ready for the tournament tomorrow.” With that, she turned back to the Dojo. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Iris asked as soon as her avatar spawned. She was in her Iris best, an oversized sweater, tights, and a pair of light-up Converse, which she’d clearly chosen to match the deep purple and blue streaks in the sky above us. 
 
    “Altsoba can now use magic.” 
 
    “You mean she can use the magic skills of the form she takes?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I told her. My hand came up and I immediately transferred four thousand PD to Iris, the equivalent of $320. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that now…” she started to say. 
 
    “I want my balances to be paid in full before I do anything else. After a couple more swipes through the currency menu, I converted thirteen thousand PD to dollars to pay my fine, and give me a little breathing room. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $8,250 
 
    Spent: $17,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “Our budget for tournament clothing is seven thousand PD,” I announced. 
 
    “That’s hardly enough for a corset,” Lady C. said with a frown. 
 
    “It’s plenty,” I told them. At least I hoped it was plenty; I didn’t know how much clothing would cost in the Proxima galaxy. “Especially with Iris as our stylist,” I added. “She’s very frugal.” 
 
    “Thanks?”  
 
    “So let’s get some new clothes,” I said. “Um, how do I do that exactly?” 
 
    “In the marketplace,” Iris said. “You know what, never mind. Let me do it for you. I’ll show you options and you three can decide.” 
 
    “I love shopping even though I never go shopping,” Lady C. said, suddenly excited. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” was Aya’s remark. “I want something fierce, tight, and the back must be open to provide room for my konoshlo.” 
 
    “I always wondered how those things work.” 
 
    She turned to me and looked at me playfully. “Come find out for yourself.” 
 
    I approached her and smoothed my hand across the skin on her upper back. I felt two invisible bumps, and as I touched them, they began to grow in size. 
 
    “Very cool.” I got the sense that Lady C. was watching me closely, but I didn’t look over at her to confirm this. 
 
    “Okay, so you want something sleek with an open back. How’s this?” Iris snapped her fingers and an outfit appeared on Aya’s slender form. It was a tight black suit with a side stiching that matched her hat. On her shoulders were elaborate, web-like epaulets and it featured an open back. The front was also open, definitely leaving too much exposed, but that seemed to be the point of fantasy armor. 
 
    She turned, and I saw that it nicely framed her ass.  
 
    “It’s a good fit,” Aya said as she pretended she was on a catwalk. She took a few steps forward, spun dramatically, and returned to us. 
 
    Lady C. nodded. “It’s definitely hot. Let’s see what you can do for me, Iris. I have requests too.” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    “I want cat ears, a black mini skirt, a halter top, and shoulder armor.” 
 
    Iris frowned. “That’s not so elegant.” 
 
    “Really?” Lady C. started to pout. 
 
    “Let me try a few things…” Iris said as a tight black outfit appeared on Lady C. It was similar to Aya’s, but as she was the bustier of the two, the bodysuit was filled to its limits. 
 
    “I want to show my legs,” Lady C. said. “Something sexier, less black.” 
 
    A golden corset with dragon scale armor took shape on her body as well as a nearly transparent pink skirt. Gauntlets and boots that matched the armor over her torso also formed. 
 
    “Shorter,” she said, and with a flick of Iris’ hand, the skirt became shorter. 
 
    “What do you guys think?” she looked to me and slowly turned around, giving me a peek of her ass cheeks. 
 
    I gulped loudly just as Iris glanced over to me. “If it makes you happy and it’s cheap, that’s all that matters to me.” 
 
    “Last but not least…” Iris smiled at me as a black suit appeared on my body. Underneath it was a white dress shirt and a black tie. 
 
    “This is pretty sweet,” I told her. She’d even given me a pair of black Vans to go with it. I loosened the tie a little and was good to go. “How is our budget looking?” 
 
    “Press ‘accept’ and you’ll see.” 
 
    [User_Iris is sending you a request for payment of seven thousand Proxima dollars. Accept?] 
 
    [Yes/No] 
 
    I selected “yes” and my bank numbers changed yet again. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $1250 
 
    Spent: $24,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “We pretty much broke the bank again,” I announced to everyone, “but at least we look good.” 
 
    Iris chuckled. “I’m going to get some rest. You?” 
 
    “I want to do a little team-building,” I said as my suit disappeared and my body armor formed. “It’s time for a little more training.” 
 
    “Yay! We get to kick your ass again. Can we wear our sexy outfits while we do it?” Lady C. asked. 
 
    Iris snorted as her form pixelated out of existence.  
 
    “Please do,” I said after she was gone. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I told the two Huntresses what I wanted, more teamwork, and told them to have at it. It wouldn’t hurt any, even though it seemed like it would be painful.  
 
    Aya immediately went for her Lonely Guy move, putting three knives in the front and appearing behind me to gut me from the back. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    “That’s not teamwork,” I reminded her as she withdrew her blade. 
 
    “Fine, fine.” 
 
    The two stalked me for a moment, growing more serious with each passing second. Aya and Lady C. communicated with each other through a series of glances and Lady C. moved in. 
 
    The Metican warrior came in with her blades parallel, and stopped just before striking me, disappearing in a flash. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    The world tumbled as my head flew off my body.  
 
    By the time I figured out what had happened – Lady C. distracted me, Aya came up from behind –  my head was already reattaching to my body. 
 
    “That was sick!” I clapped my hands together. “That’s exactly what I want: teamwork, distractions, that kind of thing. Use your skills and unique abilities.” 
 
    “Says the Alpha who has no abilities,” Aya commented. 
 
    “I can play bass!” I reminded her. 
 
    “He’s a pretty good singer too, and he has a cute voice for sure,” said Lady C. 
 
    “I prefer Iris’ voice,” Aya said, lifting her nose up at me. 
 
    Rose and her cub, Gobi, came up from the meadow and relaxed on the grass, watching as they practiced on me. For their next attack, Aya threw her sword in the air, caught it with her ghost limbs, stuck it in the ground, and flipped over, just as Lady C. came in from the side, her swords held like a pair of shears. 
 
    “That’s a great one for catching mythcrea,” I said as she moved the blades just a bit closer. 
 
    “You want me to do it?” she asked in an almost flirty way. 
 
    “Not really?” 
 
    She laughed. “Then buy us cabins. You gave Iris money.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Aya said, approaching me with an eyebrow raised. “Where are our cabins?” 
 
    “Coming soon,” I promised them as I dipped out of Aya’s blades. “We just need to do well in the tournament?” 
 
    “Do well?” The Thulean scoffed. “We won’t do well; we will win.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Lady C. said, although there was a bit less confidence in her voice. 
 
    “We’ll see,” I told them. “Now, come at me!” 
 
    As if she were warming up for double-dutch, Lady C. began rotating her two swords in front of her body. She increased her speed until she was going rather quickly. Not quite within striking distance, she’d move just close enough for me to get the sense to block and then step away.  
 
    She smiled as she twirled her blades, and I hardly noticed the three throwing knives sailing over her shoulders and directly into my body. Two connected with my chest, one in the center of my forehead. 
 
    Instakill! 
 
    I fell backwards and was narrowly caught by Aya’s ghost limb. “Like that one?” she asked. 
 
    “This is all good stuff,” I said as soon as the blood healed up on my forehead. “This is exactly what I need from you two out there. I want you to try something crazy now… I want you to switch weapons or something.” 
 
    Lady C. started to say something and stopped. She looked at Aya and nodded. 
 
    They got into position and Lady C. came in swirling her swords. Suddenly, she threw her swords up in the air and backflipped away. She landed, blasted me with lightning just as Aya caught her swords with her ghost limbs and held them at my throat. 
 
    -398 HP! Critical hit! 
 
    “Yes!” I smiled as Aya returned Lady C.’s swords to her. “That’s exactly the kind of stuff I want to see going forward.” I rubbed my hands together. “Who’s ready to go back to New York?” 
 
    “One more thing,” Lady C. said, slightly out of breath. “I have a new spell. Remember my Ignis Ignis book?” 
 
    I recalled the book that was basically about all things fire. 
 
    Lady C. drew both her blades. Soon they were full-on burning, the fire licking off the steel. She brought both weapons back and made an aggressive slicing gesture, which sent an arc of fire towards the meadow scaring more of the wildlife. 
 
    “Fire swords that can shoot fireballs?” I asked. 
 
    She grinned. “That’s right. Now, we can head back to New York.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Home sweet home, even if the space in my home was demarcated by a pipe.  
 
    I let the NV Visor do its thing, and as I lay on my bed, I thought about Rickenbacker. The body made of maple, the fingerboard of rosewood, the two single coil pickups, the overall shape of the instrument, which reminded me less of Lady C.’s curves and more of Aya’s thin physique. 
 
    It was a gorgeous instrument. 
 
    Not at all the way I should think about an instrument, but instruments were designed with playability and style in mind, and like a Corvette or some of the sleeker muscle cars, the femininity of the object was juxtaposed with its fierceness. 
 
    A new Rickenbacker would cost me around four grand; getting a new one was a goal worth having. Used could work too, though, and it’d be half that price. 
 
    After the next tournament, I told myself. A message from my bank flashed in the lower left-hand corner of my pane of vision. It was the most money I’d had in there in a while, and rather than pat myself on the back, I immediately paid my thousand-dollar citation. 
 
    Damn, that hurt.  
 
    Seeing money brought a grimace to my face, a frown instantly righted by Aya and Lady C., who stood before me in their sleep clothes.  
 
    Aya had on her ultra-tight boy shorts and her short, loose top. Lady C. was in a lace nightgown that showed plenty of thigh and accented her well-rounded breasts.  
 
    “Are you ready for us?” Aya asked as she crawled onto the bed. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat and then returned to its normal pace when I realized she was just messing with me. A blue teddy bear appeared in Lady C.’s arms. “Go brush your teeth,” she said as she crawled onto the other side of the bed. 
 
    Do other Hunters and Huntresses sleep in the same bed as their Alpha? 
 
    I considered this as I brushed my teeth. Some of the Alphas I’d brawled against had some pretty ugly Hunters, another was underage. Surely she wasn’t snuggled up with her main fighting crew. 
 
    Play it by ear.  
 
    My typical response to things made it easy to process my current dilemma.  
 
    I was attracted to both of them, less so with Aya, but there was a fiery energy about her that I secretly liked. Being attracted to Lady C. was a no-brainer: she was incredibly beautiful, smart, flirty, but also innocent in her own way. 
 
    Then there was Iris, an actual human, I reminded myself.  
 
    Weird that I had to remind myself of that, but it was the end of the 21st century and people were legally allowed to marry humandroids. Having a relationship with a digital entity had been taboo forty years ago, but not in 2090. 
 
    Of course, I was in New York; if we had been in the middle of nowhere Montana or the South, the way people viewed relationships might be different. But at least in big cities, people dated whomever they liked, digital, android, and human alike. 
 
    “Play it by ear,” I reminded myself as I returned to my bed, my breath minty fresh. 
 
    Aya, already asleep, laid on her stomach, her head tilted to the side.  
 
    I could see the Thulean tattoo on her neck and another on her back. She hadn’t left a lot of room for me, but that didn’t matter, as Lady C. was on the right side of the bed already in a spooning position. 
 
    “You coming?” she asked as she looked up at me. She had an old romance novel in her hands, the picture of a muscled man and a partially nude woman on the cover. 
 
    “Your library must be huge,” I told her as I moved in next to her. Aya stirred, I felt her ghost limb brush against my side, and then she fell back asleep. 
 
    “It is, but we’ll get more books in EverLife, better books too.” 
 
    “I want to get the code for Iris,” I told her as I placed my arm around her waist. She pressed her body closer into mine, looked over her shoulder at me, and gently stuck her neck out to kiss me. 
 
    “No,” she said as she pulled away. “We will go to EverLife. It is better for Aya and me, better for you. There is much more opportunity there and better everything.” 
 
    “Better everything?’ 
 
    “Besides, Iris said not to get her a code.” 
 
    “She’s just being nice; that’s who she is. And what do you mean by better everything?” 
 
    Lady C.  pressed her body closer to mine, as if that were even possible.  
 
    “You’ll like it, believe me. It is a completely new world, and you can learn more about mythcrea there.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said as she kissed me again. 
 
    The tension between us was tangible enough that it could be packaged and sold. Her smooth skin, soft features, dark eyes – I couldn’t help but let my hands roam. Her hands roamed too, and it took every ounce of reasoning I had to remind myself that none of this was real, that she was a figment of my imagination, augmented reality at its finest. 
 
    But I no longer cared. Tomorrow was the big day, and I was ready to give into my desires. 
 
    “Wait,” she said, looking back at me again with a pouty face. “Not here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, my blood racing, “you’re right.” 
 
    “When you buy me a cabin,” she said, “and don’t think I’m some type of girl that wants you to buy me things. I just want it to be private, and in a place where we can really do this right.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said, even though my urges were screaming inside me. “And I didn’t think of you like that.” 
 
    She turned to me. “This doesn’t have to be serious either. It just needs to be natural, and it’s not natural here.” 
 
    She had a point. While I was as fake in the Dojo as she was here, I had the ability to feel, to function, to modify the environment, and to live. She didn’t have those things here, at least not to the degree she’d like. 
 
    I couldn’t blame her for that; I would have felt the same. 
 
    “Let’s do well tomorrow,” she said with a yawn. 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    She turned away from me, and pressed her rear into my body. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    I awoke to messages from Iris.  
 
    She was up, gearing to go, and she had some crazy news for me. I asked her to tell me now, but she decided to hold off until I got to her apartment. She was having banana walnut pancakes delivered in thirty minutes, something I definitely didn’t want to miss. 
 
    As soon as I stirred, Aya sat up and turned to me. She tilted her head to the right, her orange hair a little messy and jutting out in random directions. 
 
    Shifting her weight over, she moved a few inches closer to me, her orange eyes locked on mine.  
 
    Her nostrils flared as if she were sniffing me. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her. 
 
    Lady C. was still asleep next to me, her body pressed into mine. 
 
    Aya moved a few inches closer to me, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” I asked with a nervous laugh.  
 
    She opened her mouth, bared her teeth, and snapped her jaw shut. With that, she was out of the bed already in her black battle gear. 
 
    Weird woman, I thought as I woke Lady C. up. She yawned, turned to me, tried to pull me in so that she could cuddle, and pouted once I left the bed. 
 
    “We have to go to Iris’ place,” I told them both. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because pancakes.” 
 
    I took an UberLyft over to Iris’ efficiency apartment, barely paying attention to the city, the sun on the horizon, a few clouds in the sky. I wondered what “crazy news” Iris had for me. I wish she’d just told me rather than dangle the carrot.  
 
    Lady C. laid her head on my shoulder. “We like riding in aeros now,” she said. 
 
    I chuckled. What she’d just said was abundantly true, evident in the fact that Aya had the passenger window down and had one arm outside the window, her fingers drumming on the roof. My instinct was to tell her to be careful, but then I remembered only I could see her, and that she had no chance of losing a limb to a low passing aeros. 
 
    We landed, the door popped open, and Lady C. ran up the stoop to Iris’ apartment.  
 
    The Metican warrior was also in her tournament gear, the fringe of her battle-ready skirt fluttering in the wind. 
 
    I felt something land on my shoulders and I looked left to see Aya.  
 
    “What?” I asked her. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Let’s just focus on the tournament,” I said, ignoring the look on her face. 
 
    The door popped open and I went inside, stopping in front of Iris’ apartment. 
 
    “Come in!” she called from inside. As soon as I opened the door, the smell of pancakes came on strong. I was excited as hell to eat. 
 
    Iris wore an oversized sweater with a stitching of a pumpkin on the front. She had on her trademark glasses and a pair of tights.  
 
    “What’s the news?” I asked her.  
 
    Her face went red. “You won’t believe.” 
 
    Aya scoffed. “Is she having her menstrual cycle? Why is she so excited?” 
 
    Lady C. approached Iris and stared at her curiously. “I can’t tell.” 
 
    “Do you smell anything?” Aya asked her counterpart. 
 
    “No. But the pancakes looking interesting, like the hotcakes from Scudo,” Lady C. said as Iris stared right through her. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” I asked Iris as I sat at the table. She brought me a pancake and smiled at me. “Also, thanks for breakfast. Next time, I’m cooking.” 
 
    “He can cook too!” Lady C. told Aya.  
 
    “I’ll believe that when I see it.” 
 
    Iris sat in front of me, the grin on her face near its breaking point. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to have a pancake?” I asked her with my mouth full. It was as delicious as it looked, the banana flavor accented by the crunch of the walnuts. 
 
    “I ate before you came. I couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “Well, what is it?” I asked her as I swallowed.  
 
    “I have the Monster Hunt app now.” 
 
    I dropped my fork. “You’re… serious?” 
 
    “And no, Aya, I’m not on my period,” she said as she winked at the Thulean. 
 
    Lady C.’s hand came to her mouth as her eyes widened. She glanced at Aya and back to me. 
 
    “So it looks like we can’t all sleep together anymore,” Aya said with a shrug.  
 
    “What’s that again?” Iris asked her, looking back at me.  
 
    I started to clear my throat. 
 
    “Because now it would be awkward,” Lady C. said hurriedly. “For us ladies. Not for Chase. He’s a perv anyway, probably likes sleeping with loads of women.” She winked at me as if to say, ‘our secret is safe.’ 
 
    Could you be any more conspicuous? I thought as I swallowed another awkward bite of pancake. 
 
    “How did you get the code?” I asked. “Don’t tell me you bought it.” 
 
    She laughed. “With the three hundred you gave me? Hardly.” 
 
    “Do you have Hunters yet?” Aya asked, glancing around the small space. “If so, they are hiding. Probably scared of me.” 
 
    Iris shook her head. “You’d see them if I did. To answer your question, Thad returned the code to me and I activated it.” 
 
    “Thad did? I thought the codes couldn’t be returned.” 
 
    “Only if it is activated. He never activated the app, and late last night, he forwarded it back to me.” She sighed. “He said he was sorry for doing what he did to our gear, and that was that. Also, that he wouldn’t press charges.” 
 
    “What the hell got into him?” I asked. 
 
    “Who knows, but he did mention he’s going to get some help.” 
 
    “That’s… not at all the news I expected,” I said as I took a deep breath. “So are you going to get your Hunters now?” 
 
    “Or Huntresses,” Aya said. 
 
    Iris chuckled. 
 
    “I hope it’s not two Huntresses,” I said with a smile on my face. “Believe me, it’s more trouble than it looks.” 
 
    “What?” Iris asked. “You can’t handle two more women? You seem to handle three just fine.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if this was a dig or a compliment, so I just shrugged. “As you said, they choose you, not the other way around.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said, standing. “But that’s after the tournament.” 
 
    “And EverLife,” Lady C. added. 
 
    “It would be so nice to go there,” said Aya. “We must win this, Chase.” She approached me with narrowed eyes. “Do not let us disappoint you.” 
 
    “I’ll try?” 
 
    “Another question, before we log in,” I said to Iris as she approached her futon with her visor. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “How does all this come together if we’re both Alphas?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen: The Manor 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    We briefly spawned in the Dojo, but only for a jumping off point. Now that Iris was an Alpha, I had no idea how things would play out in the future, nor the logistics of our partnership. I figured we’d hunt together, but where did that leave things like Brawls and tournaments? 
 
    All that could be unpacked later. 
 
    I had to blink twice when Iris spawned in a low-cut black dress, tights, and black Converse.  
 
    “What?” she asked as Lady C. and Aya looked her over. “Everyone has to dress up, right?” 
 
    “We all look so beautiful and fierce,” Aya said. “Even Chase looks a little tough.” 
 
    “The tie’s a bit too tight though,” I said as I loosened it up some. “We ready to go?” 
 
    The three of them nodded; I found the tournament option on my dashboard and touched the name Sagelock, which was underlined and bolded. 
 
    We appeared at the entrance to a dark, foreboding manor that looked like something straight out of Bram Stoker’s nightmares. There were gargoyles glaring down at us, torches lighting the space, a carriage over to my left with skeletal horses before it, a grand entryway complete with a red carpet and a mahogany door that was two stories tall. 
 
    “Eclectic,” Iris said as the door swung open. 
 
    “Come in,” a deep, sinister voice called from within. 
 
    We entered into a narrow passage that had an impossibly high ceiling. A man floating above us in a red overcoat looked down, squealed in delight, and suddenly he stood directly before us. 
 
    “I am Sagelock,” the man said, removing his top hat. His upper body was filled out and muscular, his lower body simply a swirl of mist. He didn’t have legs, and his face, while jet black, had a skull painted across it with red accents that matched his outfit. 
 
    The room spun and the five of us now stood in a plush room with velvet couches against every wall. In the center of the room was a pretty awesome spread of food and beverages. There was no door to the room, but there were several floor to ceiling windows that overlooked the valley below. 
 
    “This is where you’ll stay before you are called,” Sagelock said with a snarl. His facial expression changed and his voice softened. “Where are my manners?” he asked. “Ah!”  
 
    He took a square of silk from his pocket and blew his nose. His voice was suddenly feminine, at odds with his earlier snarl. “Allergies always get the best of me. Welcome to the Manor Tournament! This once a year occurrence pits new Alphas against other new Alphas that are near their level and have similar skill sets. It is a delight to have you here. Everyone is young blood!” 
 
    “Thanks for having us,” I said, not sure what to make of the guy.  
 
    He doffed his top hat at me. “Flattery will get you somewhere, young man!” 
 
    Lady C. chuckled.  
 
    “Ah, my lady,” he said, bending before her to kiss her hand. “I absolutely love your outfit. Bonus points. More bonus points. All the bonus points!” He did the same to Aya, and Iris, and gave them both the same spiel.  
 
    He spun twice and spread his arms wide, a showman if there ever was one. “Welcome! Enjoy yourselves, and before I leave to greet other guests, let me remind you of the rules and the prizes of this tournament. The rules are simple: the best Alpha in each class wins. Boom! Since you, Chase Knowles, are at Level Three, you will compete against opponents that are up to Level Five. I believe you will do quite well! There will be four matches, and each match will have prizes associated with winning.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “I agree, it sounds wonderful! You may now select six mythcrea. Remember, though, a battle can only have five mythcrea and two Hunters, so chose the extra mythcrea wisely! After each battle, you will be transported back here, where you can relax or watch battles taking place in other divisions. No sneak peaks for your own division, unfortunately!” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said, slightly mesmerized by his warm features and cheerful expression. 
 
    “If you win all four fights, you will receive a wonderful prize. Will you choose entry to EverLife, or will you choose a Monster Hunt code? Only time will tell!” 
 
    “I believe I’ll choose entry to EverLife,” I told him. Lady C. gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    “Do not reveal your choice now, child, and never count your chickens before they hatch!” he cried. “Focus on winning; you’ve already won me over with your wonderful clothes. All of you look terrific! Black is back, pink is neat, armor is good karma, and glasses are classy. I especially like your skirt,” he told Lady C. as she blushed. He clapped his white gloved hands together. “Alas! I must leave and greet the other contestants. Call your mythcrea now and good luck to you all!” 
 
    He faded away and a menu appeared before me.  
 
    I selected the six that I wanted to join me in this battle. Ophelia, Magnus, Rose, Fujin, Sun Wukong, and Altsoba. They appeared, and a new prompt asked me who I'd like for the first battle. I went with my normal crew, just because I was more used to fighting with them. 
 
    “I'll use you in the next battle,” I told Sun Wukong. The Monkey King smiled at me and took a seat near the refreshments. He brought his legs up so he could cross them under his body, and calmly placed his hands in his lap. 
 
    “That's fine by me,” he said with a toothy grin. “I'll just prepare here.” 
 
    “Okay, everyone, I'm not going to give a big pep talk here, but the better we do, the better our Dojo becomes, and the more opportunities we have in the future. If we win this tournament, we will get access to EverLife. That is all.” 
 
    Ophelia perked up. “EverLife?” 
 
    “That's right.” 
 
     She leaned into Magnus and whispered something.  
 
    “I can't wait to go to EverLife!” Lady C. shouted. “There are so many good bookstores there, I've read about the bookstores there. There are books about bookstores. Nerdy, huh? I love nerds,” she said as she looked directly at me. 
 
    The lights began to dim. 
 
    “What's going on?” I asked Iris. 
 
    “I believe that's our indication that the first fight is about to start,” she said. “So how do we want to do this? Same way as last time? You take the front line, and I deal with the magic users in the back?” 
 
     “Yeah, let's do that ... For now. I'll definitely need your help in ways that I don't know yet, so if you see something that needs to happen on the front line, just do it. And one more announcement. Iris is an Alpha now, but she has yet to start her Dojo or recruit her Hunters.” 
 
     Magnus nodded. “She will make a fine Alpha!” 
 
    Rose, who was so big that she wouldn't have been able to fit at the front of the group, looked up at the light as it dimmed even more.  
 
    I am ready to win this tournament, she said in my head. 
 
    “We're going to do this, everyone; there's no way around it,” I said as we started to fade away. “We have to win this tournament, and I'm counting on all of you to give it your best. If I could fight out there with you, you know I would.” 
 
     Aya chuckled. “While I believe you would die very quickly, I also believe you are being honest. And we will not lose.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Our forms took shape in a large room which reminded me of a foyer that had been stretched to its limits. There were still staircases visible at the far end of the room, and at the top, some sixty feet up, was a chandelier, its flames burning purple, blue, and neon yellow. 
 
    We were still in the manor, but it had been elongated to accommodate a tournament. It was an amazing usage of space, and as I took in the background, I started noticing people standing with hors d'oeuvres and wine glasses, conversing lightly. 
 
    The men wore colorful suits, lavender, turquoise, black with red threading, gold, almost as if they were participating in Mardi Gras, sans the masks. The women had on gowns, their waists tight, and their bosoms on display. Many had their hair up, others had elaborate hats, the kind that the British upper class would wear to a Jubilee. 
 
    Floating in the center of the room was Sagelock.  
 
    He did a quick spin, his arms wide as he welcomed the applause from the audience. Glittering purple snowflakes fell from the ceiling onto the arena floor, melting into the ground and forming a surface that reminded me of the stuff a tennis match was played on.  
 
    It had some bounce to it, and it was also slightly rough. 
 
    Standing across from us was a familiar foe, the Level Four Alpha who we had faced off against in a Brawl in Bushwick Inlet Park, the older guy who wore camo cargo pants. He recognized me immediately, and a grin formed on his face. 
 
    He wore a WWII era military uniform now, and standing beside him were his two Hunters, the muscular female, and the male chronomancer, Level Seven and Level Nine respectively. The female was in a tight suit over her armor. The chronomancer wore black robes, an hourglass necklace, and gladiator sandals.  
 
    I recognized the Level Twelve Grendel, the grotesque creature we faced back in the park with more muscle than brain. The Alpha’s fighting party also contained a leprechaun that was sitting pretty good at Level Eight; a Level Ten screaming skull that was pretty creepy; a Level Six kid with a mask on with a handle that read Billy Blind; and a guy only known as Wildman, a Level Five berserker with a ton of chest hair. 
 
    “Aya and Lady C., take Grendel out first. Rose, take the wildman. Magnus, the muscle woman. Ophelia, the screaming skull. Altsoba, the leprechaun and Billy Blind. Lastly, Fujin, take out the time mage. Front line as normal, back line follow Iris’ lead.” 
 
    My fighting party, all of whom had their backs to me, made some indication that they'd heard what I said. Altsoba’s black skin hardened and turned gray as she grew to twice her size, forming the stone man form that she had originally taken when we first encountered her. 
 
    A gong sounded and the fight began. 
 
    Lady C. and Aya instantly went for the move that they had picked up in the Dojo.  
 
    The Metican warrior provided a brief distraction, threw her swords up in the air, and rolled away, as Aya came down with her borrowed weapons, connected, and ghost-limb-cartwheeled away as Lady C. blasted Grendel with lightning. 
 
    The crowd roared with approval, and I saw a flash of red to my right as many in the crowd now waved the red handkerchief. 
 
    I looked to Iris and she shrugged. 
 
    “I guess that means they approve of your move, or their move.”  
 
    Surfing on a gray cloud, Fujin bolted towards the hourglass mage. The mage, his mangled wand in his hand, pointed at Fujin and a flash of magic knocked the Japanese wind god off his cloud. 
 
    More cheers from the crowd as Grendel swung at Aya. Unfortunately, the Huntresses’ attack had done little to the creature, his skin thick and his muscles reinforced by craggy, fingernail-like armor. 
 
    Magnus gracefully advanced towards the muscled woman. 
 
     As if he were auditioning for Black Swan, he performed a spin move and brought his sword around, only to have his attack blocked by her gauntlets. 
 
    The undead gentleman stepped away, and came back around with his blade, cutting through her suit and into her armor. 
 
    Lady C. came at Grendel from behind, while Aya moved from the front. Both of Lady C.’s blades went through his body, and Aya managed to cut into his heavy armor. 
 
    The beast roared out in pain, frothy red spittle spraying from his mouth. Just as he was about to topple over, the hourglass mage pointed his wand at Grendel and healed him. 
 
    “Take that mage out!” Iris shouted at Fujin. 
 
    The crowd booed as Rose swiped the wildman down, jumped onto him, and began ripping his limbs off his body. 
 
    She started with his arm, which she tossed to the right as if it were a frisbee. The arm spun in the air, and hit the ground with a sickening thud, blood pooling around it immediately. 
 
    The bearadillo did the same thing to his other arm, and then went for his throat. 
 
    One down, six to go, I thought, as I clapped my hands for Rose. 
 
    My opponent wasn't as happy.  
 
    He glared from the sidelines as Altsoba chased after Billy Blind and the leprechaun. She morphed from a stone man into a panther, jumped into the air, and landed on the leprechaun.  
 
    As the leprechaun tried to stab her with a blade, she turned back into the stone man, crushed him, and to be sure he was dead, she lifted his body from the ground and choke-slammed him hard enough to crack the hard court. 
 
    This whipped the crowd into a frenzy. 
 
    As she did this, Ophelia was trying to take down the screaming skull with a fireball.  
 
    The little bastard was fast, zipping through the air like a drunken Snitch, and as he neared her, he managed to cut her down with a blue flash of mana that turned the ground beneath Ophelia into a swirling vortex.  
 
    The vortex caught her feet, spun her, and threw her fifteen feet up into the air. She landed hard, and even though Magnus was busy engaging the muscled woman, I could see him strain to see her, anger and fear in his eyes. 
 
    Altsoba was cleaning up shop, now chasing after Billy Blind in her panther form.  
 
    She skidded to a halt, glanced over at the hourglass mage, and swiftly took his form. She pointed her newfound wand at Billy Blind, who was just about to come around and cast some type of explosive magic, evident in the way his hand was charging. 
 
    He froze in place. 
 
    “Fujin, punch airstrike!” Iris shouted, pointing at Billy Blind. Rather than go after the hourglass mage, Fujin did a complete 180 and zipped towards the masked youth. 
 
    He punched him in the throat, grabbed him, torpedoed into the air, turned around, and body-slammed him against the hard court. 
 
    Three down; the crowd sent their handkerchiefs into the air. 
 
    A few of them started throwing their handkerchiefs into the arena, which had an odd beauty to it. As the fight waged on, those red handkerchiefs remained in the air, sometimes propelled forward by a swing of a weapon, or the blast of magic. 
 
    “Fujin, screaming skull!” Iris yelled. 
 
    “Altsoba, warrior woman! Lady C., hourglass mage!” 
 
    We needed to take the Hunters out. If we took the Hunters out, their attack power would be cut in half. 
 
    Her two blades drawn, Lady C. advanced on the hourglass mage.  
 
    He managed to get a shot in, but not before he found himself at the receiving end of two incredibly sharp swords. 
 
    With a twist of her wrist, Lady C. cut his body into three pieces. Running along, Rose jumped into the air, caught his head and mauled it, her head whipping left and right. 
 
    A blast of icy magic flew across the battlefield, from Fujin’s clawed hand to the screaming skull, freezing it midair.  
 
    The skull fell to the ground, Ophelia lit it on fire, the crowd grew even louder. 
 
    The only two left now were Grendel and the Huntress warrior. 
 
    Altsoba landed the finishing blow on the Huntress, sending her to one knee and giving Magnus the opening he needed to separate her head from her body. 
 
    The Alpha on the sidelines punched his fist into his hand as blood sprayed from her neck. Her mahoosive sword at the ready, Aya tore through Grendel’s stomach, twisted her blade, and then pulled him off her sword with her ghost limbs. 
 
    She stepped over his bleeding body and drove her sword through his throat. 
 
    “Win!” Sagelock cried, suddenly floating above the center of the arena.  
 
    More red handkerchiefs filled the air as he clapped his big gloved hands together. He motioned me forward, and motioned the other Alpha forward as well. 
 
    “Didn't expect to see you here,” the other Alpha said as he extended his hand. 
 
    “It was a good fight,” I told him. 
 
    “Your Huntresses were much better this time. I need to get a new Fighting Party,” he lamented. 
 
    “Well, I know that feeling. Good luck out there.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Our avatars took shape in the resting area. Sagelock was waiting for us, floating before a treasure box that had been placed on a table. 
 
    “That was very entertaining out there!” he said in his unique voice. 
 
    The odd thing about seeing him before us in all of his black and white makeup glory was I could also see a version of him outside the window, hosting another battle, with higher level fighting parties. I didn't quite understand the schematic of the place, and how we could be in one area fighting, while another fight was going on in an area that looked the exact same. 
 
    You are thinking too hard, I reminded myself. It was a fantasy dream world, anything was possible. 
 
    “Enjoy your prize, and get ready for the next fight,” he said followed by a long laugh. “I will see you again shortly!” 
 
    My God, it felt good to get some money. The prize was 15,000 Proxima dollars, and three hundred real dollars. 
 
    My Proxima bank account flashed. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $16,250 
 
    Spent: $24,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    “Oh, Rickenbacker, I can feel you in my hands now.”  
 
    Yes, I was dreaming a bit as I’d still need four thousand more for the instrument, but it was a start. 
 
     Iris laughed. “I don't know if that's how you should be speaking to a bass guitar.” 
 
     “It's been days, and I’m going to lose my chops if I don’t start playing something soon.” 
 
     “I would love to watch you play music,” Lady C. said as she approached me in her ultrashort black maid’s armor. 
 
    “You’d love to watch him read too,” Aya said, trying to make a joke. 
 
    “You’re right. Reading is sexy.” 
 
    “The food is excellent,” Sun Wukong said as he patted his distended belly. “Just in case any of you were wondering.” 
 
    The table full of refreshments looked appetizing, and I wished that I could eat and actually get sustenance in a digital world. There was everything from baked ham, to sweet potatoes, to skewered meats, pies, various cheeses and snacks, and a crystal bowl filled with a bubbling red liquid. 
 
    Aya drank from the liquid now, her ghost limb holding a stemless wine glass. Ophelia joined her, as did Magnus and Altsoba. Rose nudged Altsoba, who grabbed one of the baked hams from the table and placed it on the floor so she could eat it. 
 
    All of the damage, blood, nicks, or scrapes that they had received in the battle were completely gone. Just coming to this space rejuvenated and healed my Fighting Party. 
 
    “Great work back there,” Iris said to me as I watched them eat. 
 
    “I was going to tell you the same thing. Three more fights, and even if we lose now, at least we got something out of it.” 
 
    Aya glared at me from her place near the punch bowl. “We will not lose this tournament, Chase,” she told me. 
 
    “I know, but I just want to be realistic, there's no telling who we will go up against next.” 
 
     “I'm not worried about it. We were born to win this competition,” she said with dramatic flair. 
 
    Not far from her, Lady C. had taken a seat and pulled out a book. She leafed through it, stopping on several passages to read them again. Sensing that I was looking at her, she glanced over at me and smiled. 
 
    The lights dimmed. 
 
    Rose snorted, still working on her hambone.  
 
    “Sit this one out, Rose,” I told the beast. “Sun Wukong can come with us this time.” 
 
     “Yes, I would enjoy that,” he said with a burp. “Pardon me, it's just been ages since I've eaten so well.”  
 
    “Same strategy?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you handle the back, I'll handle the front. I am totally down to change it up in the future, but let's just stick to the plan for now; I have a feeling these fights are going to get more difficult.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty: Two Alphas United 
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    Iris and I turned out to be wrong about the next fight. It was the easiest fight my Fighting Party had ever participated in, and we won it in a matter of minutes. 
 
    The opposing team had two Alphas, and they also had all fire-based mythcrea. A dragon, two fiery pixies, a wolf with flaming eyes, and a fire nymph known as a Lampad.  
 
    Only their Hunters weren't fire-based, and even then, those two wore fire armor, which made it look like they were flaming stunt doubles. 
 
    Now, it was a hot fight, but it didn't last for very long after Fujin extinguished everyone. His power was strong enough to take out four of the mythcrea in his first attack.  
 
    For her part, Altsoba simply cloned herself into a female version of Fujin, complete with blue demon face and cloud to float on, and did the same attack, freezing the fire dragon. 
 
    The Hunters, two rogues, didn’t stand a chance against Aya and Magnus’ blade work. Lady C. simply stood back and provided distraction by rushing in, taking cheap shots, and zipping away. Aya took the role of finisher, cutting them down while Lady C. distracted them. 
 
    If the last two fights were anything like this one, we were home free.  
 
    We were going to win this tournament.  
 
    Our avatars respawned in the resting quarters. Sagelock was there in his top hat, nodding as he took me in.  
 
    “You are doing very well,” he said, floating aside to reveal a treasure box. “You may wind up winning your division! And to think, you will be able to join the incredibly gifted few who have access to EverLife.” 
 
    “We got lucky,” I said. 
 
    “And modest too!” He laughed long and hard. “We will see how you do in the next fight,” he said as his form faded away.  
 
    Aya and Lady C. stood near the window, watching a fight take place below. There was a lot of fire in this fight as well, and I realized that if I’d had a different Fighting Party, our last fight might not have gone so well. 
 
    “You were right,” Iris said she moved next to me, “we did get lucky.” She was still smiling, her eyes soft and relaxed behind her thick glasses. 
 
     I wanted in that moment to give her a hug, but I refrained from any gestures, and behaved myself. Besides, I hoped to avoid whatever ire might come from Lady C. 
 
    “Show me the money,” I said as I opened the chest that Sagelock had given us. 
 
    Nope, there was no cash in this one, but there was a certificate that granted me a free consultation with a world class Dojo designer from Miles, Yards, and Peter Meter Architectural Firm, and fifty thousand Proxima dollar gift certificate to put our shared vision into place. 
 
    “When we get out of here, you two are getting cabins,” I told Aya and Lady C. 
 
    If the others were jealous, they didn't show it. They were focused on the refreshments, Sun Wukong eating from a bowl of chicken wings, and Fujin enjoying a platter of grilled fish. 
 
    I got this weird notion that this was like my band, like we were in the green room, awaiting our next performance.  
 
    We were all instruments in some way. 
 
    Some members were midrange, others were treble, there were those that played the lower bass notes, like Rose, and there were those who added graceful accents to the music, like Magnus. There were the two conductors, the two front men, Iris and me, and our first chair soloists, Aya and Lady C. 
 
    It was a fun way to think about my Fighting Party, and what I had created, what we had created over the last several days.  
 
    “You look like you're thinking about something,” Iris said as she took a sip of the nourishing liquid. 
 
    “Does that stuff taste good?” 
 
     “It tastes wonderful. Just because you can't get any nourishment in here, doesn't mean that things don't have taste. That's one of the more amazing things about what they've done in the Proxima Galaxy.” 
 
    I moved over to the table of refreshments and tried a few things. Damn, they do taste good. 
 
    I was starting to cut a piece of cheese when the lights dimmed above us. 
 
    I made the split-second decision to take Rose this time instead of Sun Wukong.  
 
    I will do my best, the bearadillo said after I made my sudden announcement. 
 
    Aya walked over to me, and gave me a curt little smile. “Remember, we have to win.”  
 
    “Sometimes it's not all about winning, but we'll do our best.” 
 
     She shrugged me off. “No, we have to win.” 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    Our avatars respawned on the battlefield.  
 
    Sagelock descended from the great chandelier above us, the crowd roaring in approval, beating their red handkerchiefs in the air as he twirled and relished in the applause.  
 
    The other Alpha stood on the opposite end of the battlefield. She was a middle-aged woman, in a pencil skirt and high heels. She wore a flapper hat, and long, dangly earrings. 
 
    Her Hunters appeared, their bodies outlined in red.  
 
    I immediately checked their handles.  
 
    [Tagvornin Warrior, Level 9] 
 
    The first Hunter had a shaved head, his war armor accented by fur. In one hand he held a longsword, in the other a club with spikes on the end. 
 
    He locked eyes with Lady C. and offered her a sinister grin. 
 
    “He’s a Tagvornin warrior,” she explained, “from Unigaea, like me.” 
 
    Iris’ glasses flashed as she looked at a map of Unigaea. “Ah, I see, your hometown of Metica is near Tagvornin.” 
 
    “I will rid of us our Tagvornin problem,” Lady C. said through gritted teeth, “just as I have done before in my hometown.” 
 
    The other Hunter was a male mage, with a handle that gave away his ability. 
 
    “Ophelia, the mage is yours,” Iris said and I nodded in agreement.  
 
    [Lume Mage, Level 11] 
 
    I had grown used to the magic classifications used in the Monster Hunt app. They made sense, especially if you examined the word closely.  
 
    Of course, I could have figured this out just by the fact that his eyes lit up with bolts of electricity. 
 
     But by this time, the other mythcrea had started to form. 
 
    Shit, I thought as I took in the form of a spider with a body the size of a cow. Its handle appeared. 
 
    “It’s called a Tsuchigumo,” I told Iris. “Level Six.” 
 
    “That one is mine,” Altsoba said as her form morphed into a spider with red markings. 
 
    Lady C., who stood in front of Altsoba, made a sound in her throat and moved away. 
 
    The giant spider had long black legs and blue accents on its body. It also had the face of a man, a stringy mustache reaching from its nose to the ground. 
 
    The next mythcrea to grab my attention was a man with eagle features. His handle labeled him “Garuda,” and his wings lifted him into the air as soon as his avatar took shape. 
 
    “Fujin, take that one, Garuda!” 
 
     The Japanese wind god nodded with pleasure. 
 
    A furred dragon with a barbed tail appeared in the air. It dropped to the ground and bellowed, the brown and orange fur around its neck rippling as it cried out. 
 
    “Rose,” I said, “that one is yours. Peluda, Level Seven,” I told Iris so she could research it. 
 
    There were two more mythcrea left.  
 
    The first was a magnificent porcelain statue who carried a staff. His handle read Galatea, and he was at Level Ten. Next to him was a woman covered in vines, with a handle that read Dryad, and who was at Level Nine. She would clearly be using earth-based magic, or Terra. 
 
    “Magnus, take Galatea. Aya, Dryad.” 
 
    “I will hack the vine woman down in a matter of moments,” the Thulean bragged. “Who should I take after I kill her?” 
 
     “Just take her out first, then we'll see who you can go after next.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, and I could sense Iris grinning next to me. “Okay, whatever you say, Alpha.” 
 
    The fight began, and as it did, Iris shouted, “Sigil Curse!” 
 
    Ophelia zapped the alpha with her magic, hoping to derive some advantage from her spell. It missed, and in the time it took her to do this, the Lume Mage cut her down with a bolt of lightning the size of a pillar. 
 
    Not only did Ophelia hit the ground, lightning also caused her to spin wildly, which eventually kicked her back up into the air, and over to the left. 
 
    Magnus was already focused on trying to cut down the man made of porcelain, but as I had seen before, he tensed when he saw Ophelia fly out of the corner of his eyes. 
 
    “Whoa!” I gasped as the two spiders collided.  
 
    Altsoba in spider form was on top, her mouth ajar and another jaw extending from her mouth, like something out of one of those classic Alien movies. The second jaw dripped with saliva and poison, her eight legs clenched tightly around the body of the enemy spider. 
 
    The enemy spider quickly got the upper hand as it severed her extended jaw with one of its legs, which had grown into a sharp blade. Cue a terrible screeching sound, and a gush of boiling purple blood. 
 
    Our Skin-Walker might have held her own had it not been for another pillar-sized blast of lightning that killed her instantly. 
 
    “We have got to take that damn mage out!” I said to Iris. 
 
    “Fujin?” 
 
     “Maybe after he handles Garuda. Shit, I don't know, everyone's engaged!” 
 
    The fur covered dragon tried to lift Rose into the air, but the bearadillo was too heavy, and as soon as the dragon tried, she got the upper hand and body-slammed it back to the ground. 
 
    They both tried to maul each other, which almost look like an adult bird feeding its baby as their jaws connected, but the dragon’s tail was long, and it was able to grab Rose by her back legs and drag her away, lift her into the air, and slam her against the ground. 
 
    “Now!” Iris cried. “Toxic Tornado!”  
 
    Fujin’s eyes went white as a shrapnel-filled wind whirled around him.  
 
    The attack took Garuda’s wings off, shrapnel cutting through his feathers and sending him flying to the ground. Fujin followed behind him, still surfing on his cloud as he arrived just above the once winged creature. 
 
    He didn't need to use any special move to finish this off. Fujin procured a twisted dagger from his belt and hopped from his cloud onto Garuda’s back, killing him swiftly. 
 
    “We got one,” I said, slightly out of breath with all the action happening before me.  
 
    As Iris called for Fujin to go after the mage, Aya did exactly what she’d said she’d do.  
 
    While the Dryad gave her trouble at first, the earth-based mythcrea was unaware of the Thulean’s ghost limbs, which continued to work in her favor. 
 
    A great root tore from the ground and whipped at Aya.  
 
    She caught it with her limbs, flipped around it, and once she got to the thicker portion of the root she began running along it.  
 
    Limbs in action again, she broke right just as a series of sharp vines flew in her direction. 
 
    “Duka duchaka!” she screamed as she kicked off the ground, performed an aerial to avoid more vines, and landed directly beside the vine-encased Dryad. 
 
    The Dryad’s body separated at the waist and the crowd screamed with approval.  
 
    I couldn't quite figure out what the crowd was cheering for. Sometimes, it seemed that they cheered for blood and guts, your typical crowd.  
 
    But there were other times when they booed for the same thing. Nor did I understand why they were tossing handkerchiefs, or what this signaled. 
 
    At any rate, the opposing team's Alpha was not happy.  
 
    She also wasn't happy when Lady C. cut off the Tagvornin’s right arm. 
 
    To his credit, this didn't stop the berserker from trying to club her to death. The rest of the battle was so dynamic that I’d paid little attention to the fact that they'd been going at it, trading blow for blow, since the start. 
 
    Still, cutting your opponent's arm off was a game changer, and having Aya join you at your side was an even bigger game changer. 
 
    I could tell by the look on Lady C.’s blood-streaked face that she didn't want any help, but boy did Aya’s appearance turn the tide in her favor. 
 
    As Fujin went for the Lume Mage, as Rose and the furry dragon continue to whip around, and as Magnus still tried to figure out how he could get a hit in on the porcelain statue man, Aya and Lady C. took on the Tagvornin Hunter. 
 
    It was pretty much over when Lady C. activated her fire swords, swinging them around her body, sending flaming bolts towards the Tagvornin Warrior. Her ghost limbs propelling her forward, Aya came down behind the warrior and pressed her sword through his stomach. 
 
    “How’s that for teamwork?” she called over to me, a wild look in her eyes. 
 
    “Good!” 
 
    “Magnus, Ophelia, drain Galatea!” Iris shouted, her glasses lit up like Times Square. 
 
    Brilliant, I thought as the fated couple cast life draining spells on the indestructible porcelain statue. 
 
     It worked like a charm. Soon, the porcelain was cracking, and pieces began to fall from its body. 
 
    Homestretch, I thought as Lady C. and Aya took out the Tagvornin warrior. 
 
    Fujin was giving the mage hell, which only became worse when Lady C. immediately turned towards the mage and hit him with her Ice Explosion skill.  
 
    About the only thing left to slay was the furred dragon, who lay next to Rose, wheezing. Both were pretty bad off, and neither were able to move. A portion of Rose’s throat had been ripped out and her bearadillo armor was missing several of its bands.  
 
    “Aya…” I started to call out, but the Thulean warrior had already approached the dragon. 
 
     It looked over at her, tried to move away from her massive blade, but ultimately failed. 
 
    Red handkerchiefs filled the air as the crowd clapped and whistled.  
 
    We were the victors; it had been a hard fight, but we’d persevered, and there was only one more fight to go. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    “Damn,” I said as our avatars took shape back in the posh locker room.  
 
    “You have done well for yourself,” Sagelock said as he leaned into me, bearing his pearly whites. He still had his top hat on, but it tilted to the side now, partially covering his right eye. His black and white face paint had started to fade, revealing cracks around his eyes and lips. 
 
    “We got lucky again.” I turned to Iris and smiled. She was slightly out of breath, the excitement from our last battle getting to her as well. 
 
    “Well, the treasure is yours, and remember, if you win the next fight ...” Sagelock twisted into the air until he was gone, vanishing like smoke on a windy night. 
 
    “This is it, everyone, we’ve got one more to win,” I said as I popped open the treasure box. I was rewarded with a prompt telling me that I had received thirty thousand Proxima Dollars and two thousand real dollars. 
 
    Proxima Dollars: $46,250 
 
    Spent: $24,500 
 
    Loan: 0 
 
    With the three hundred I had already received, twenty-three hundred was enough to buy a used Rickenbacker Bass. It was definitely enough to maybe get the tubes on my amp fixed.  
 
    Iris smiled at me, reading my mind. “You have to get it fixed. You can get a cheaper bass for the time being.” 
 
     “I need to get your Juno fixed too,” I said, recalling her vintage keyboard that Thad had wrecked. 
 
    “That's not necessary yet ...” 
 
     “We're going to get everything again, I promise, Iris.”  
 
    “You two are so sweet together,” Aya said as she sipped some of the health potion punch. She said this just loud enough for Lady C. to hear, which was starting to get a little annoying. 
 
    “I think you are cute together too,” Lady C. said, her voice faltering. 
 
    “Everyone heal up,” Iris said. I was glad that she hadn't taken part in the banter between the two Huntresses. It was better that way. 
 
    The lights above us dimmed, and I had to make the decision as to who I would bring to the final fight. “It would be good to have a tank,” I said to Iris, who knew exactly the conversation I had started. 
 
    “I think Fujin was really helpful in that last fight.” 
 
     “I agree, and I think Sun Wukong could be helpful as well. Magnus?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded. “You have two people that are wielding swords, and wielding them better and better with each fight. Yeah, have Magnus sit this one out.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Magnus said as he stepped away from Ophelia. She turned to him, reached her hand out and he kissed it once, wishing her luck. 
 
    The lights dimmed again.  
 
    This was it, the moment all this had led up to.  
 
    I didn't deserve to win this tournament; I knew that others had trained longer and harder than I had. And I had gotten enough from this tournament already, a good amount of cash and the promise of some serious Dojo redesigning.  
 
    But I wasn't going to back down now. 
 
    We were too close to taking it all. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    The roaring crowd became a blur once I laid eyes on our final opponent.  
 
    My heart sank. “This isn’t good ...” 
 
    Iris stepped forward. “It’s them, isn’t it?” 
 
     Across from us were the two brothers that had defeated us in the last tournament. They had dressed up for this occasion, both in white suits and black bowties. The bigger one with brown hair had a red bandana tied around his sleeve. The shorter one with blonde hair had tied it around his head. 
 
    Their Hunters stood before them.  
 
    The first was a devil, and now that I could see his handle, I saw that he was at Level Twelve. He had the requisite horns, an ugly goatee, a bowtie, a spattering of hair across his tight chest, and hooves for legs. A typical devil, pretty much naked save for a loincloth and a stupid white bowtie. 
 
    His counterpart, the Warlock, was at Level Thirteen. He wore the same robes he’d worn last time we’d seen him, only these ones had white trim at the sleeves. His eyes glowed green under the hood that covered his face and I recalled instantly that he was a necromancer. 
 
    “Take the necromancer out first,” Iris reminded me. “We don’t need undead popping up.” 
 
    “Yep, then the witch.” 
 
    With them were the same mythcrea that we’d faced last time. 
 
    A Level Eight banshee, nude under her flowing translucent gown; a horrifically ugly Level Fourteen witch who rode around in a mortar; a feathered serpent at Level Twelve; and two burning women, whose handles told me they were both at Level Five. 
 
    “I can't take the Pyro Afflicted,” Lady C. said suddenly. 
 
    Sun Wukong threw his head back and laughed. “Then I will take them!”  
 
    “No,” I told my Fighting Party as the crowd beat their red handkerchiefs in the air. “The first person we will take out is the necromancer. Focus all of our attacks on him, he’s a Hunter and taking him out will cut into their attack power. Then we take the witch. From there we can fan out some. Rose, take the serpent again and kill it this time.” 
 
    As you wish, she thought to me as her armored shell bristled.  
 
    “Fujin, I want you to do the same thing that you did to the banshee last time, freeze her. Lady C., after you've helped take out the Necromancer, I want you to engage the witch. Sun Wukong, you can take the devil.” 
 
     “I'll battle the devil any day of the week,” Sun Wukong said with a laugh. 
 
    “Ophelia, do something about the pyro afflicted.” 
 
     The Lich considered this for a moment as she gazed over at the two women whose bodies were raging with fire. A wicked smile formed on her face. 
 
    “We can do this, everyone,” Iris said, her voice rising. I could hear the confidence behind what she’d said, feel that she actually believed what she was saying. 
 
    “That's right, let's end this quickly!” said Aya as the fight began. 
 
    As if to prove that she meant business, Aya was the first to spring into action. The opposing team's witch lifted into the air, floating in her mortar. She cast her glass bird spell, and the terror bird lifted into the air. As soon as she saw the bird flap its wings, Aya hurled her ghost limbs forward, caught on to it, lifted into the air under it, and eventually got onto its back. 
 
    Everyone in the arena was mesmerized by what she had just done, especially after she used her weight to bring the bird crashing down, directly into the necromancer, bailing just in time. 
 
    The necromancer was dead in a flash.  
 
    “Yes, Aya!” I cried. I could barely hear my own voice; the crowd’s screams nearly tore the roof off Sagelock’s home. 
 
    My Fighting Party’s morale changed almost instantly.  
 
    The scales on her back lifting, Rose leapt into the air, hit the ground and rolled towards the feathered serpent to prevent the monster from getting to Lady C. 
 
    They collided, and Rose quickly flattened it, only to double back around and go straight for its throat, choking the feathered dragon out.  
 
    The beast managed to get one claw up and across Rose's face. Its tail looped up and around her body, grabbed the bearadillo by the neck, and pulled her off. 
 
    “Come on, Rose!” Iris shouted, a wild look in her eyes. 
 
    I turned my attention to the witch, the next enemy we needed to take out. While the devil man tried to intervene, my Fighting Party kept to the goal that I had set out for them. Aya, Lady C., Sun Wukong, Fujin, and Altsoba had surrounded the witch. 
 
    I saw then the disadvantage of having two burning zombie women on your team.  
 
    They were mindless, and rather than protect the witch, they went for Ophelia.  
 
    To the right of the witch now, the banshee moved in to attack my Fighting Party.  
 
    Her jaw opened, a circular wave of energy hit Fujin and Sun Wukong in the side, sending them sprawling. The devil cast a spell that cracked Altsoba in the back. But she got back to her feet, morphed into her stone dragon form, and took off.  
 
    Realizing that my Fighting Party was closing in on her, the witch lifted higher into the air, her hands above her head as she swirled up a terrible, frothy red magic to cast upon them. 
 
     She didn't expect for Altsoba in stone dragon form to grab onto her mortar, and bring her crashing to the ground, where she quickly met the cold steel of Aya and Lady C.’s blades. 
 
    “Finish it!” I shouted to the two Huntresses.  
 
    “Do it!” Iris called out. 
 
    As the witch died, a terrible purple mist sprayed out of her open wounds, tossing Aya and Lady C. to the side. 
 
    “No!” I watched in horror as Aya began to cough up blood.  
 
    Lady C. tried to get to her feet, fell to her knees, and cracked her head on the ground, blood seeping out of her mouth and forming a glistening puddle around her face. 
 
    Both my Huntresses were dead in seconds. 
 
    If I could have run onto that battlefield myself and taken out the other mythcrea, I would have. I tried to breach the barrier, but was stopped by an invisible force.  
 
    “We’ll win this, Chase,” Iris said, her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “They killed Aya and Lady C.,” I said, the crowd’s cries suddenly muted by my utter anger. 
 
    “Focus, Chase, focus,” Iris said as she grabbed my cheeks and made me look directly into her eyes. “Focus…” 
 
    With both Huntresses down, my Fighting Party instantly took a cut to their attack power. 
 
    I had to take a step back to assess the situation: the opposing Alphas had two mythcrea down, and one Hunter, the necromancer. They still had two of the flaming zombies, the banshee, and the devil. 
 
    “Let me step in,” Iris said, and she stepped forward and took the leader role. “Fujin, get the banshee!”  
 
    In an instant, the Japanese wind god lifted up on a cloud, his hands at his side and cold gusts spinning around his arms and wrists.  
 
    His eyes turned neon blue as he flew towards the banshee, who was just about to blast him with another one of her ear-piercing screams. 
 
    Instead, as it had happened before, he took her down with his ice magic, her body freezing midair and sailing to the ground, where it shattered into pieces. 
 
    The banshee was dead. 
 
    “Three more!” Iris squeezed my shoulder. “We’ve got this, Chase!” 
 
    “I’m sorry…” I started to say. 
 
    “Apologize later!” 
 
    I was back in the fight, clapping my hands together, watching as Sun Wukong showed the devil his fancy footwork. The Monkey King jumped left and right, avoiding the devil man's trident and his sharp tail. 
 
    Toying with his opponent, he occasionally cracked him across the cheek with his staff, or stuck his staff in the ground and used it to give him leverage on a kick. Sun never went in for the finishing blow.  
 
    That was, until the devil tried to cast a curse on him. 
 
    Realizing that he wouldn't get a hit in, the devil pulled back, covering his face with his arm like a vampire. As soon as he moved his arm, an arc of sharp magical blades each three feet long and filled with molten lava zipped towards Sun Wukong. 
 
    The Monkey King simply turned his body invincible. He froze there, taking the brunt of the powerful attack, which clearly would have killed almost anyone the devil came into contact with. 
 
    “Qing Fish Demon!” Iris shouted. 
 
    As soon as the magic dissipated, Sun became himself again. He leaned back onto one foot, jabbed his staff into the air, and twisted it once, swirling up a great stir of multifarious magic that reminded me of an artist mixing paints.  
 
    The colors swirled together and Sun released the concentration of magic. The top of the devil’s body flew to the right, the bottom part to the left, as his torso was severed. 
 
    Red handkerchiefs began to appear in the air, more thrown by the crowd with each passing moment. There were only the two flaming zombies left, and Fujin quickly put an end to them with his Winter Gust spell. 
 
    Landing next to their frozen bodies, stone dragon Altsoba tore their heads off with her sharp claws. 
 
    The two Alphas on the sidelines screamed with anger. One of them tried to run towards us, but was blocked by the invisible barrier. He punched at the barrier, the crowd whipping into a frenzy as Sagelock descended from the rafters. 
 
    ( ͡° ͜ʖ ͡°) 
 
    We had done it.  
 
    Lady C. jumped into my arms as soon as we respawned in the locker room. Iris was dancing, pumping her fist into the air. Aya came towards me next, and as Lady C. stepped away, she opened her arms and slammed into me for a hug.  
 
    “Don't get used to it,” she said with the slightest snarl as she pulled me in close. 
 
    “Everyone, you are all ... Just amazing out there! Sun, you did it!” I ran to him and bowed my head. “Thank you!” 
 
    “I couldn't have done it without the help that I had from Fujin and the others. I'm happy that we won, and I would like before we leave to take some more of this food,” the Monkey King said as he walked over to the refreshments table. 
 
    “Have it all!” 
 
     I was ecstatic, everything had worked out in our favor, and now ... 
 
    I looked to Iris. “What now?” 
 
     And as if he had been listening the entire time, Sagelock appeared in all his creepy cool top hatted glory. He bowed to all of us, and doffed his top hat, revealing a bald head with a circular snake tattoo on it.  
 
    “Very good job,” he said as he righted himself. The paint from his face had all but faded, and his skin had started to shrivel. He looked tired, happy but exhausted. “There were many fights today, but the fights that you and your Fighting Party participated in were exceptional. My guests absolutely adored them. They were wonderful! And I must reward you.” 
 
    He turned his palms up and two boxes appeared.  
 
    The boxes were small, wrapped with golden thread, radiating a very soft, yet visible golden magic. The box on the left had a wispy tail of magic over it which spelled the word “EverLife.” The box on the right had a green swirl over it which spelt the word “Code.” 
 
    “You have your choice now, a code, or entry to EverLife.” 
 
    I looked to Iris. 
 
    “We could sell the code.” 
 
    “Yes, you could,” Sagelock said, “and I believe it is worth a small fortune in your world.” 
 
    “Do we really need access to EverLife?” I asked everyone. 
 
    Lady C. and Aya approached me on either side. “Of course, the code is worthless compared to access to EverLife …” Aya searched her brain for the right words. 
 
    “EverLife, it is the only option,” said Ophelia, who now stood next to Magnus, hand in hand as usual. 
 
    EverLife, Rose said in my head. 
 
    I glanced to Sun Wukong. “The choice is yours,” he said as he ate more food. 
 
    “Fujin?” 
 
    The Japanese god shrugged. 
 
    “Altsoba?” 
 
    The shifter gave me a dirty look. “Do not make the wrong decision here, Chase.” 
 
    I gulped as Lady C. started speaking. “It would totally revolutionize our Dojo, our Fighting Party, and our lives; it would be like freeing us. All mythcrea want to go back to EverLife. Why do you think they allow themselves to be captured?” 
 
    “She’s right,” Magnus said. “There isn’t a mythcrea alive in your world who wouldn’t rather be in EverLife. In a way, we are lost in your world, waiting to return to our true home. The Dojo, and our time in the Fighting Party, is a comfortable purgatory.” 
 
    “Comfortable purgatory?” I asked. 
 
    Ophelia smiled. “Maybe that isn’t the best way to describe it. But if you have access to EverLife, so do we, and we can visit there freely, still calling the Dojo home.” 
 
    “How would you visit?” I asked. 
 
    “Your Dojo would become an extension of EverLife,” Sagelock explained. “Once unlocked, a path instantly becomes available connecting your Dojo to the nearest city, and adding the overall space of EverLife. At its core, EverLife could be considered a collection of Dojos that have grown into vast kingdoms, all centered around the mysterious Steeple of Litur and Industria.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see that,” Lady C. whispered. “Please, Chase. Please.” 
 
     “So, we wouldn’t spawn there?” Iris asked. “I mean, we would port from the Dojo to EverLife?” 
 
    “Close,” the Sagelock said. “Chase’s Dojo would actually join one of these twelve kingdoms. Now, the kingdom it would join is beyond my control, but the rest of the kingdom would be accessible once you spawned at your Dojo.” 
 
    “And would Iris be able to go?” I asked. “I mean, she can also go to our Dojo, so can she then go to EverLife?” 
 
     I was still on the fence. We'd be able to easily replace all of our gear and really revamp our band with the money from selling the Monster Hunt code. But if Iris could go to EverLife… 
 
    “To visit EverLife, you must be an Alpha, a hunter, or a mythcrea,” Sagelock said solemnly.  
 
    “I just received a code,” Iris told him. 
 
    “Ah, but there is one caveat. Your Dojo must be connected to EverLife for you to visit. Do you have a Dojo?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I haven't actually found my Hunters yet. I postponed it once I activated the app.” 
 
    A smile formed on his weary face. “In that case, you have two options: you can start your own Dojo and find your Hunters, or you can join with Chase.” 
 
    “She can join me?” I asked. 
 
    Iris nodded. “I read about that but… I didn’t know if it was true or not.” She shook her head, clearly upset that her research had led her in the wrong direction. “I can’t believe I didn’t look deeper into that. It’s just…” 
 
    “You said it before, there’s not a lot of info out there on EverLife.” 
 
    “It is indeed true,” said Sagelock. “And those who can dive to EverLife are encouraged to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Then we can really have two Alphas?” I asked. 
 
    “You can indeed. You fought a pair of Alphas tonight, a pair of brothers, I believe. If you go off on your own, get your own Dojo and Hunters,” he told Iris, “you will also have to get an invitation to travel to EverLife. If you become a co-Alpha, then you don’t need to start your own Dojo or get your own Hunters. And you will have access.” 
 
     “Then let's join,” Iris said to me. “It's like I'm already an Alpha alongside you anyway.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, turning to her. “I don’t want to take this chance away from you.” 
 
    “Like I said, we already operate like co-Alphas. I am sure, Chase.” 
 
    I sensed hesitation from Lady C., but none from Aya. 
 
    “Iris would be a wonderful Alpha, our wonderful Alpha,” Aya said with no hint of sarcasm in her voice.  
 
    Sagelock considered all of this for a moment. The golden boxes disappeared from his palms, and he placed his hands behind his back. “I suppose I could unite you two. Normally, there are proper channels to go through to be united, but time is of the essence here.” He turned to Aya. “Young lady, use your ghost limbs to fetch us two glasses of punch.” 
 
    Two glasses lifted from the table, dipped into the punch bowl, and were transferred over to Iris and me.  
 
    Sagelock came between us and place a hand on each glass. “Together, now, I want you both to offer each other a sip from your glass of punch. I want you to do this at the same time, locking arms in the process.”  
 
    I approached Iris, and we locked arms. I raised my glass to her lips, and she raised her glass to mine. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked again. 
 
    “I’ve never been as sure of something in my life.” 
 
    My Fighting Party began to clap as we drank from each other’s glasses. I looked to Lady C. to see that she too was clapping, albeit less enthusiastically.  
 
    “This is wonderful, simply wonderful!” Sagelock lifted into the air, spun twice, and dropped back down to the ground. “I must admit, I am getting a little … choked up … as I have never united two Alphas at one of my tournaments. It is a marvelous thing, and I wish we had done this in the battlefield for all to see. Two Alphas united. How glorious! Now, Chase Knowles, which box will it be?”  
 
    Sagelock turned his palms around and the boxes reappeared. I glanced from Aya to Lady C. to Iris. 
 
    Without hesitation this time, I stepped forward and placed my hand over the EverLife box.  
 
    “Good choice,” Sagelock said as his form blurred into the background. The box started to unravel, a vibrant energy moving up my arm.  
 
    All of us respawned in my Dojo, and as our avatars took shape, I saw a road form in front of our mythcrea quarters, lightning crackling in the darkened sky above us.  
 
    A wooden signpost sprouted from the ground, and above it, a handle in blazing blue font appeared, pointing us in the direction of EverLife. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Reader, 
 
    Hi, I’m Harmon Cooper. 
 
    This book has been an incredible experience to write, and there’s an entirely different side to it if you listen to audiobooks (hint: background music and the songs in the book being sung by the narrators), so be sure to check out the audiobook narrated by Jeff Hays and Annie Ellicott. 
 
    Don’t wait to review this book. 
 
    If you enjoyed this, and are looking forward to the next book in the series (out in July/August) please review this book, as it allows Monster Hunt NYC to reach other like-minded readers.  
 
    Reviews are what drove you to this series, and they are what will drive others. 
 
    Further, if you are into some of the lore (such as Thuleans, Meticans, Tritania, Unigaea), you would be interested in my other series set in the Proxima Galaxy: The Feedback Loop, Fantasy Online, and The Last Warrior of Unigaea. Find the links on the following pages. 
 
    Thanks for letting more words come alive. As a former musician, working on this series has been an incredible joy for me.  
 
    Yours in sanity, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    P.S. You can find out about more Harem Lit books (like this book) on the Facebook page. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over thirty books. Here are some of the highlights! 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    My best-selling Superhero Harem Adventure about a sci-fi writer and the superpowered women who are trying to kill him. Fun content, adult read! 
 
    US: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    UK: https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    Audible: https://adbl.co/2uR0voP 
 
    DE: https://www.amazon.de/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    AU: https://www.amazon.com.au/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    CA: https://www.amazon.ca/dp/B07BGZHXV7 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Tokyo, Japan meets online fantasy gaming and South Park-styled humor. Yakuza, goblins, action, intrigue - add this book to your inventory list!  
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    US - http://amzn.to/2pKN8zM 
 
    Audible - https://adbl.co/2vqSzY3 
 
    UK - http://amzn.to/2lDlfMa 
 
    Canada - http://amzn.to/2iRellt 
 
    Australia - http://amzn.to/2A7KhGA 
 
    Germany - http://amzn.to/2xIUc3u 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer MC. 
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    US - http://amzn.to/2sdhfnF 
 
    Audible - http://adbl.co/2scOs2q 
 
    UK - http://amzn.to/2lCxkRH 
 
    Canada - http://amzn.to/2za1VeP 
 
    Australia - http://amzn.to/2h2bi9H 
 
    Germany - http://amzn.to/2z9Ad1v 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Witcher, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful gamer trilogy about a man and his wolf companion. 
 
    (This one is related to Monster Hunt NYC) 
 
    US - http://amzn.to/2wdmC5j 
 
    Audible- http://adbl.co/2uwtjm2 
 
    UK - http://amzn.to/2A7j6vA 
 
    Canada - http://amzn.to/2gUlhKw 
 
    Australia - http://amzn.to/2h33aFU 
 
    Germany - http://amzn.to/2z9kCz8 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    A drunk Texan. A day-tripping yogi. A world on fire. Post-apocalyptic political satire with urban fantasy elements. Only after 2016 would this make any sense.  
 
      
 
    US - https://amzn.to/2vdF3uk 
 
    UK - https://amzn.to/2HBdSw6 
 
    Australia - https://amzn.to/2ISMEAs 
 
    Germany - https://amzn.to/2qvAK84 
 
    Canada - https://amzn.to/2Hn3Jp6 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Get connected with other LitRPG/GameLit readers 
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    And the biggest group of them all! 
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