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WORDS YOU SHOULD KNOW

Kijo: Kijo are female demons. They resemble human women in most ways, although they are usually hideously ugly to behold. Most kijo were, in fact, once human women, but hatred, or jealously, a curse, or a wicked crime corrupted their souls their bodies into monstrous forms. Some have red or yellow eyes, blue skin, sharp horns, long claws, or other supernatural features. Usually they dress in rags and wear their hair long and unkempt, living like savages far from civilization.

Kyūbi: A powerful nine-tailed Kitsune, or fox yōkai, derived from the legend of the Bijuu. Kyūbi no Yokou was said to be the most powerful of the nine due to his unlimited power, which earned him the title King of Bijuu. The legend goes that it fought the Yamata no Orochi for 100 years before emerging victorious. There are other legends of nine-tailed Kitsune, such as the story of the Japanese courtesan Tamamo no Mae. Weeaboos will also recognize her as the number 1 foxy waifu from Fate Grand Order.

Nuraihyon: Nurarihyon is a mysterious and powerful yōkai encountered all across Japan. Appearances can be deceiving, and nurarihyon is the perfect illustration of that saying. Overall, he is rather benign-looking, his head elongated and gourd-shaped. His face is wizened and wrinkled, resembling a cross between and old man and a catfish. He wears elegant clothing – often a splendid silk kimono or the rich robes of a Buddhist abbot – and carries himself in the quiet manner of a sophisticated gentleman.

Hyakki Yagyō: The hyakki yagyō is the dreaded night parade of one hundred demons – the night when all of the yōkai, oni, ghosts, tsukumogami, and other supernatural creatures leave their homes and parade through the streets of Japan in one massive spectacle of utter pandemonium. Those foolish enough to go outside on these nights, or to peek out of their windows in hopes to catch a glimpse of the supernatural are either killed by the monsters, or spirited away by the monsters. The parade is said to be led by nurarihyon, nozuchi, and otoroshi.

Shuten-dōji: There are three monsters who are considered the greatest and most evil yōkai in all of Japanese folklore: the ghost of Emperor Sutoku, the nine-tailed kitsune Tamamo no Mae, and the dreaded king of the oni, Shuten dōji.

Shuten dōji was not born an oni. There are many stories about how he came to be, but most of them say that he was originally a human boy who was born over a thousand years ago either in present-day Shiga or Toyama. His mother was a human woman and his father was the great dragon Yamata-no-Orochi. How he changed from boy to demon varies greatly from story to story, but the one popular version goes like this: There was a young boy who was supernaturally strong and abnormally intelligent for his age. Everyone around him constantly called him a demon child due to his incredible strength and wit, and he gradually became terribly anti-social and resentful of others. At age six, even his own mother abandoned him. Orphaned, he became an apprentice priest at Mt. Hiei in Kyoto. Naturally, he was the strongest and smartest of the young acolytes, and he grew resentful of them as well. He slacked off on his studies as a result and got into fights. He also fell into drinking, which was forbidden to monks; however he could out-drink anyone and everyone who was willing to sit down and drink against him. Because of his fondness for alcohol, he became known as Shuten dōji, “the little drunkard.”

Oni: Oni are one the greatest icons of Japanese folklore. They are large and scary, standing taller than the tallest man, and sometimes many times that. They come in many varieties, but are most commonly depicted with red or blue skin, wild hair, two or more horns, and fang-like tusks. Other variations exist in different colors and with different numbers of horns, eyes, or fingers and toes. They wear loincloths made of the pelts of great beasts. All oni possess extreme strength and constitution, and many of them are also accomplished sorcerers. They are ferocious demons, bringers of disaster, spreaders of disease, and punishers of the damned in Hell.

Nekomata: One particularly monstrous breed of bakeneko is a two-tailed variety known as nekomata. Nekomata are found in cities and villages, transformed from ordinary cats. They are born in the same way as other bakeneko, though only the oldest, largest cats with the longest tails (and thus more power and intelligence) become this powerful variety. When these cats transform from ordinary animals into yōkai, their tale splits down the center into two identical tails. These are the monster cats most likely to be seen walking about on their hind legs and speaking human languages.

Shikigami: Shikigami are servant spirits used by onmyōji in rituals for various purposes. Some are used as charms for good fortune, some are used as amulets for protection, and some are used as curses. To call a shikigami means to call a god, a demon, a yōkai, or a ghost and to utilize its power for some deed or another.


 

 

REMINDER

Lilian

This is just a friendly reminder to please consider leaving a review if you enjoy the author’s work!

Iris

The author is prone to crying when you don’t. He’s such a baby.

Author

I am not!

Lilian & Iris

You are too.

Author

Stop being mean to meeeeeee! T_T


CHAPTER 1

IT’S ALL IN THE PLAN

Kevin ran through the streets, his feet pounding against the surface, his knees jarring from the impact, and his breathing coming out in heavy rasps.

It was December 15th, and the chilly winter air caused his breath to come out in thick puffs of steam. While Phoenix, Arizona, rarely became cold enough for it to snow, that didn’t mean it never became cold. Even while wearing his black leather bodysuit, which protected his vitals from the chilly temperatures, Kevin still felt the cold seep into his lungs, creating a sharp ache in his chest.

He wasn’t alone. Several other people ran alongside him. Lilian on his immediate right, Phoebe on his left, and a family of yōkai directly behind them. Polydora was also present, but she ran ahead of them all, acting as a scout.

It was later in the day. The sky burned like fire, which Kevin felt was fitting—this place, after all, had become one of the many war zones that all civilians had been evacuated from. The urban warfare going on in this section of Phoenix was particularly fierce.

That was actually why he and the others had come. A small family of yōkai had somehow gotten caught up in the fighting here, and Kotohime had called him to create a team, extract the family, and take them somewhere safe.

Kevin didn’t really know what this small family of four had been doing in such a dangerous area, but he supposed it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was getting them to safety.

“The coast is clear!” Polydora called out, standing at the end of the alley.

Kevin looked at the yōkai family. They were bakeneko, cat yōkai that were closely related to nekomata and kasha, their more powerful brothers. Having spent four months living within a mostly yōkai community, he recognized their species on sight, even though they didn’t look much different from the other two yōkai types.

Bakeneko were the weakest of the cat yōkai species. However, they still had impressive control over fire. That being said, while many of them had an affinity for fire, if that ability was never exercised, never used, then they might as well have been human.

These yōkai were like all the others who lived among humans—people who, in their effort to blend in, never practiced their abilities, never tried to gain the power that was theirs by right, which caused their latent potential to stagnate. In many ways, they were human, even if their species suggested otherwise.

This is why I hate the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.

“We’re going to make a break for it now. I want you four to stay right behind me, okay?”

While two of the bakeneko, children who couldn’t have been older than five and six respectively, remained frozen within their parents’ grasp, the older two nodded affirmatively.

Kevin breathed in deeply as he unholstered his guns. One of them was black, while the other shone a bright silver. They had been made for him by Kiara, who’d given them to him as a present last summer when he’d gone to the Pnevma Estate in Greece. Now they were his go-to weapons.

He glanced at Lilian, who noticed his gaze and nodded, signaling that she was ready. Phoebe had her bo staff in hand and was gazing at Polydora, who was continuing to act in her capacity as their scout.

“Are you four ready?” he asked. The two adults nodded. “Then let’s go!”

They ran out onto the main street, which was mercifully empty. The ruined husks of buildings surrounded them on either side. Glass windows were busted in. Doors were broken down. They were in downtown Phoenix, so most of the buildings towered over them. That made him uncomfortable. The Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s favorite tactic was sniping them from a distance. After all, a round from a sniper rifle was enough to kill even an inu if it hit them in a vital point.

The sound of gunfire and explosions rang out in the distance. It was coming from the general direction that he’d last seen Kotohime, which meant they must still be battling there. He wished he could help them, but the safety of the innocent was more important.

A gunshot rang out. Kevin reacted in a split second, grabbing the nearest bakeneko—the woman—and pulling her and the child in her arms down. Lilian did the same, pulling the father and son down with her and covering them with her tails.

Several feet away, Polydora stumbled, blood gushing from a wound in her side, leaking from between her fingers and staining her shirt. The yama uba fell to her knees and then onto her stomach.

“Polydora!” Phoebe ran over to the other woman while yelling her name.

“Lilian!” Kevin shouted.

“Above us. To the right. The top of the building with the big sign on it.”

Kevin rolled off the woman and her child, aiming his guns at the specified building, searching for the person who’d shot Polydora. Unlike Lilian, who could enhance her vision with youki, he was only human, and 20/20 vision could only do so much.

It took him a moment to find them. They were just a small speck of black amidst a large billboard of blues and oranges. Kevin narrowed his eyes, swiveled his guns toward the figure kneeling on the building’s roof, and let loose.

The chug-chug-chug-chug of his guns going off was similar to crackling thunder hitting the same spot several times. Black and white energy lanced from the barrels and slammed into the spot surrounding the figure on the roof. While many of his shots went wide, a good number of them hit, and the person who was peppered with youki bullets fell off the billboard and disappeared. This, oddly enough, brought him no satisfaction. He felt sick to his stomach.

“Let’s keep going!” Kevin shouted. He stood back up and helped the woman to her feet. The children were crying, but he couldn’t let that get to him. Now that he’d been forced to use his guns, it would be easier for their enemies to pinpoint their location based on the sound.

They moved on, Phoebe carrying Polydora over her shoulder. Kevin grimaced when he saw the damage done. The wound looked nasty, like someone had gouged a chunk of meat from her with a jagged ice cream scooper. Polydora was already unconscious, her arms and legs limply dangling within Phoebe’s grip.

We’re not gonna make it to the extraction point in time to save Polydora.

Kevin bit his lip, his mind racing a thousand miles per second. They needed to heal Polydora and fast—even if it was just enough to stop the bleeding. She wouldn’t last long with a wound like that.

“Into the building, you guys!”

Everyone followed his advice quickly, hurrying into the nearest building, a tall office building made up mostly of glass windows. Kevin pushed them all into a reception room of some sort, bypassing the reception desk and the couches and chairs that had been set up along the room’s perimeter. They entered a small hallway and Kevin opened the closest door, which led into a filing room.

“Lilian, do what you can to heal her. Phoebe and I will stand guard.”

“You got it, Beloved.”

With his help, Phoebe set Polydora down on the ground and straightened her limbs. Crimson liquid quickly spread across the ground underneath her. The ragged wound on her side was more terrible now that he could see it without Phoebe’s arms in the way. Kneeling down, Lilian pulled up Polydora’s shirt, her nose curling when she saw how bad the wound truly was.

“This… I don’t know if I can heal this level of damage yet.” She looked at him.

“Just do what you can,” Kevin placed a hand on her shoulder. “If need be, focus only on stopping the bleeding. We can worry about repairing the actual damage once we’re safe, but we can’t let her die of blood loss.”

At the very least, they needed to keep Polydora from bleeding out. She was in greater danger of dying from blood loss than anything else, though if they let the wound go unhealed for long, it would eventually get infected. However, so long as they reached the extraction point within the next fifteen minutes, they should be good.

The building we’re in is on the corner of Monroe and Second Avenue. Our extraction point is the Metro Valley Bus Station on Van Buren and First Avenue.

That meant they were only one street away from pickup. The fighting in this area was light, so they should be able to reach the extraction point without any trouble.

Just to be on the safe side, we’ll cut through the parking lot on the other side of the street. We can use the cars and parking roofs as cover.

“Do you have a plan to reach the extraction point?” Phoebe asked, dispelling Kevin’s musing with her question.

“I do. Just follow my lead, and we’ll all make it out of here quickly.”

“Of course. I would follow you anywhere, Master.”

“Don’t call me that, especially not while we’re on a mission!”

“My apologies.” Phoebe bowed her head in deference. “You can punish me when we arrive home. I suggest taking those chains I got recently, using them to tie me up, and—”

“We’re so done talking about this,” Kevin cut her off.

Ever since she learned about what happened between him and Iris, Phoebe had renewed her efforts to have his children. He felt like he should have expected it. Honestly, Lilian’s words about how “Phoebe had to get her permission” could have only lasted for so long, but he’d been hoping they would have lasted a little longer than one month.

Deciding to let Phoebe guard the entrance, Kevin wandered over to the yōkai family. They all looked frightened, with the youngsters huddling against their parents, who clung to their children as if they’d disappear should they let go, but at least they had stopped crying.

“How are you guys doing?” he asked, crouching down so he could speak with them at eye level. “Are you holding up all right?”

“We’re, well, we’re not fine, but we’re doing okay, I guess,” the father, a bakeneko with black hair and greenish-yellow eyes said.

“If you don’t mind, could I ask how you guys got mixed up in the fighting here?” Kevin asked. “Far as I’m aware, there shouldn’t be anyone living in this part of the city anymore.”

The parents looked at each other. Kevin recognized the signs of someone holding a silent conversation. He and Lilian had enough of those. For some reason, Iris got really upset whenever they spoke through their eyes.

I wonder if she’s jealous of me or Lilian?

It was hard to tell with that girl.

“We were trying to reach a place called Neo Seiryuu,” the mother said, her voice light and airy. “We heard about it from a friend who said that he was rescued from the Hunters by a group who belonged to Neo Seiryuu. He said it’s the closest thing to paradise, a place where humans and yōkai live together in peace.”

“Oh, I see. You guys are from a pocket community, aren’t you?”

“Yes, we are—or, we were. Our community was destroyed a few days ago. We’ve been on the run ever since.”

Pocket communities were exactly what they sounded like, small communities hidden from the world by separating them from this dimension, ensuring that no human could find one—except for Kevin due the strange ability of his arm.

However, while separating their community from this dimension was, indeed, a great way to keep humans from finding them, it was extremely difficult to keep up. Generally, only someone with the same amount of youki as a Kyuubi could create a separate dimension and maintain it. Pocket communities had found another way to maintain that space.

If everyone in the community shared the burden of maintaining the pocket dimension, then they could, theoretically at least, maintain the space indefinitely. Unfortunately, this only worked well in theory. The truth was that most yōkai simply didn’t have that much youki to spend. It would take around 5,000 yōkai to maintain a pocket dimension barely two kilometers wide.

There weren’t very many yōkai in the world. Before the war, humans outnumbered yōkai 2,500 to one. That meant there were, at most, 1.5 billion yōkai worldwide. That was nothing compared to the six billion humans populating the earth.

The United States held the largest yōkai population in the entire world. Because it was a nation free from the influence of any yōkai clan, many clanless yōkai, or even yōkai who simply didn’t want to live under the yoke of a clan, lived in this country. Daven had once told him that about half of the world’s yōkai population lived here, which meant they had around 552,000 yōkai in the United States.

That number had gone down significantly in the past four months. Even since the war had started, more and more yōkai were being killed. Kevin didn’t know how many yōkai had died so far, but he suspected that at least 1/4 of the population had been cut down.

Kevin smiled at them. “I understand. Don’t worry, we’ll get you to Neo Seiryuu.”

“Really?” the father asked, flabbergasted.

“Of course.” Kevin stood up and grinned. “That’s where we live.”

“Beloved?” Lilian chose that moment to walk out of the filing office. Her hands and tails were covered in blood, and she looked exhausted. Relief visibly shone in her eyes, however, making Kevin smile.

“Polydora’s okay, I take it?”

Lilian nodded. “For the most part. I stopped the bleeding, but she’s going to need a real healer, not someone who can only heal superficial wounds.”

“You can heal me pretty well,” Kevin pointed out.

“I’m not kissing Polydora,” Lilian deadpanned.

“You kiss Iris plenty. I don’t see what makes this so different.”

Lilian crossed her arms and turned her head. Her cheeks were stained like a fire truck. “That was mean, Beloved.”

“Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.”

“You’re becoming more like a kitsune every day.”

“I’m not sure how I feel about that,” Kevin murmured, then turned to Phoebe, who stood by the door, peering out to make sure no enemies were coming.

“We’re getting ready to leave, Phoebe,” he informed her.

“Very well.”

Phoebe left the door and quickly went to grab Polydora. When she came back, her fellow yama uba was, once again, situated on her shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

“Do you want me to carry her?” asked Kevin.

“I am fine,” Phoebe declared, “though I thank you for your concern.”

“I wish we had Iris here,” Lilian muttered. “With her sensing abilities, we would have been able to know if there were any enemies around us.”

“Iris still can’t use the Void very well.” Kevin shook his head. “As much as I don’t want to say this about her, had she come along, we would have had to protect her as well.”

“I guess,” Lilian said morosely.

Kevin patted Lilian’s shoulder, then turned to everyone there. “Are we all ready?” He received a chorus of nods. “Then let’s go.”

With Kevin leading the way, the group of seven rushed out of the building and onto the street. He knew they would need to be quick. While there was always a chance that no one would attack them, Kevin had learned that erring on the side of caution could save lives. Right now, one of those lives belonged to his mate, and it would be a cold day in hell that he ever let anything happen to her.

“Do you know if anyone else is in the area besides us?” Kevin asked Lilian, who ran alongside him as they left the street and entered the parking lot.

Lilian shook her head. “I don’t think so, but I can’t sense the presence of others either.”

“It matters not,” Phoebe declared, jogging slightly behind them, Polydora bouncing on her shoulder. “If there are enemies present, then we shall simply make a tactical withdrawal.”

“You mean we’ll run away,” Lilian corrected.

“No, yama uba do not run from a challenge. We simply withdraw tactically.”

“Riiiiight.”

Kevin directed the others to the parking tents, large metal constructs that kept cars cool in the shade. They used the tents for cover from snipers, though Kevin didn’t think there were any present. If there were, then he and the others would have been shot at before they reached the parking lot.

“We’re almost there!” Kevin shouted. “Just a little further.”

For one moment, Kevin believed that they could get out of this with no further incidents.

For one second, Kevin was hopeful that they would reach the extraction point without issue.

And then reality came crashing down around him like a jealous kitsune who wanted to steal his mate, reminding Kevin that, even when things looked like they were going his way, there was always a chance that everything would go wrong at the very end.

Kevin hated reality sometimes.

“There’s some stragglers over here!”

“We found several yōkai!”

Several soldiers wearing the green urban uniforms of the US Army appeared before them. Kevin felt his heart sink, even as he raised his black gun and unleashed four black projectiles at the group of military personnel. The void bullets slammed into a set of shields that sprang to life, but Kevin fired four more bullets that caused the shields to flare briefly, then vanish, the shields failing as the Void ate into the very concept of their existence.

“Extension!”

Two tails shot past Kevin. Each one smacked a soldier with enough force to send them flying. One of the soldiers who hadn’t been hit began talking on his comm. unit, but Kevin shot him in the face with another void bullet. The soldier jerked backwards, falling onto his back and screaming for several seconds before going still. Kevin kept his emotions solid and fired off another shot at the last soldier, who grabbed the comm. unit and fled behind a car.

“Calling in for backup! Calling for backup! I just lost my whole unit!”

“Celestial Art: Sphere!”

A sphere of light the size of Kevin’s fist shot from Lilian’s tail. It traveled around the car and zipped out of sight. A scream rent the air, and then silence descended—at least, it did until a loud rumbling echoed through the street.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Lilian murmured, her ears twitching.

“Do you hear something?” Kevin asked.

“It sounds a little different from when I hear it on Call of Duty, but I believe what I’m hearing is a tank coming towards us.”

“You’re right. That doesn’t sound good.”

The rumbling grew louder and a large tank rolled down the street. Kevin didn’t know much about tanks; however, he knew that sticking around while this massive machine on treads hunted them was a very bad idea.

“Get back, everyone! Head back the way we came!” he ordered.

Kevin turned around and took off, with everyone else committing the same action. The tank continued rolling along on its treads until it became level with them. Then it stopped, and its turret swiveled to aim at them. Kevin saw this and swore.

“Everybody, get down!”

Kevin tackled Lilian to the ground and covered her with his body. He knew that it wouldn’t do anything. They’d both be done if they were hit with a tank round. That didn’t stop him, however, because giving Lilian even a remote chance to survive was better than no chance.

Everyone else around him had done the same. The bakeneko parents protected their children with their own bodies, and Phoebe laid on top of her unconscious friend, who stirred and groaned. The turret finished its preparations and aimed at them. There was a click, followed by a deafening bang that echoed across the city like thunder.

“Ikken Hissatsu. Hein.”

Two loud explosions occurred in quick succession. A fierce wind picked up around them, its heat searing into his skin. He bit back a yelp of pain as burning debris scraped against his back, his hold on Lilian tightening as he tried to protect her.

As the heat died down, Kevin looked up just in time to see who had saved them, seconds before she disappeared.

Having vanished in a burst of speed, Kotohime reappeared directly in front of the tank, her sword already in its sheath and her body crouched into a battōjutsu stance. The long ends of her beautiful kimono rustled as she shifted her geta-clad feet across the ground.

“Ikken Hissatsu.”

Kevin never saw her blade leave its sheath, but he certainly saw the aftermath. Sixteen thin lines appeared along the tank before, like a series of building blocks that hadn’t been combined correctly, the tank separated into several pieces. They fell to the floor. Each chunk was about the size of his torso, or maybe even a bit bigger. Kevin didn’t want to think about what the person who’d been inside the tank looked like.

As a louder series of clangs resounded throughout the city block, Kotohime turned to them.

She wore a demure smile.

“Ara, ara. Lilian-sama, Kevin-sama. You two were late to the extraction point, so I came to see how you were doing. It looks like you got yourselves into a little bit of trouble.”

“You can say that again.” Kevin rolled off Lilian, groaning as his back protested. His mate also sat up, her ears twitching several times before she turned to him.

“You’re hurt.” She bit her lip.

“Eh?”

It was only after she’d spoken that Kevin realized how severe his injuries were. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel the damage done to his back. The intense burning from scorching hot winds, the blood that ran down his back from being hit with debris. His back stung like nobody’s business, and it was only pride that kept him from crying like a little girl.

“Ara. You do look like you’ve been injured quite badly. My apologies, Kevin-sama. Please, allow me to heal you.”

Kevin was about to take Kotohime up on her offer—

“I’ll heal him.”

—when Lilian declared that she would do it.

“Ufufufu.” Kotohime hid her smile behind the sleeve of her kimono. “Very well, then. Far be it from this humble Kotohime to heal Kevin-sama when his mate is right here.”

“Thanks anyway.” Kevin smiled at the woman, who smiled right back. “Why don’t you help the bakenko over there? They’re likely more injured than I am anyway. Oh! And Polydora is injured, too. Help her as well.”

“Ufufufu, if that is your wish, then I shall, of course, oblige you.”

Kotohime wandered past them, her walk graceful and smooth. Kevin turned his head to watch her, then looked back at the tank—or at least, what was left of it. He slumped against the floor, then winced. There was some debris digging into his left butt cheek.

“Is it wrong that I still don’t like her laugh?” he asked Lilian, who slowly crawled onto his lap.

“Ufufufu, why wouldn’t you like her laugh?”

“I know you’re doing that on purpose. Stop it.”

“All right. Fine. Ruin my fun. This may sting a bit, but please bear with it.”

Kevin didn’t have much time to ask her what she meant. He didn’t really need to ask anyway. When her lips pressed against his, he accepted her kiss, which helped him ignore the pain lancing up his back as Lilian’s tails coiled around his torso.

Pain was soon replaced with warmth, though, as Lilian used a celestial healing technique to repair his damaged back. Kevin tried not to focus on the feeling of his skin and muscles knitting together, and instead focused on Lilian’s tongue as she played with his. It wasn’t hard. With Lilian sitting on him, her legs hooked around his waist and pulling her close, and her scent addling his mind, his damaged back was the last thing on his mind.

The pain disappeared entirely, but Kevin and Lilian continued to kiss. A groan escaped his throat as Lilian rubbed against him. Even now, she didn’t wear a bra, and he could feel her nipples through the shirt. It sent shivers down his spine. Her hairless mound pressed into his crotch through their clothes, and his arousal was obvious for her to feel, if the way she ground herself against his pelvis was any indication.

Kevin would have slipped his hands underneath her shirt, but since her breasts were smashed to his chest, he instead grabbed two handfuls of her buttox, which he caressed, squeezed, and fondled, much to Lilian’s delight.

They would have likely gone farther still had someone not interrupted them.

“While I understand that you two are young and filled with hormones, please keep any ecchiness to a minimum,” Kotohime said politely, smiling at the pair who, having lost themselves in each other’s kiss, only now remembered that they had an audience.

They looked at Kotohime, then at the bakeneko family. While the father had a knowing glint in his eyes, the mother was using her hand to keep her children from seeing what they had been doing. She was giving them a disapproving frown that made him uncomfortable.

They broke away and Kevin, gathering what was left of his dignity, coughed into his hand and said, “Kotohime, if you’re done healing them, why don’t you heal Polydora next?”

“Ufufufu, very well, Kevin-sama.”

At that exact moment, seconds before Kotohime could travel to Phoebe and Polydora’s side, a scream went up from one of the two yama uba in question.

“Polydora! What is wrong, Polydora?! Answer me!”

Phoebe was kneeling on the ground, shaking an insensate Polydora by the shoulders. Her head whipping back and forth like a limp noodle, Polydora stared sightlessly at the sky, blood leaking from her nose and a stupid smile plastered on her face.

“Oh, Lady Phoebe… you naughty girl you… hehehe…”

Kevin and Lilian looked at each other. He raised an eyebrow. She smiled.

“I don’t want to know,” Kevin said, turning away and getting ready to stand back up.

And that’s when the tank decided to explode. It was a delayed reaction. More than likely, the fuel leaking from the tank had touched a sparking wire and caused the whole thing to ignite.

Kevin stared at the now flaming tank, his face slowly deadpanning as if he’d just witnessed something extraordinarily stupid.

“I… I have no clue what just happened, so I’m going to ignore it.”

“Quick, Beloved! Look away!”

Kevin stared at Lilian with half-lidded eyes.

Lilian, upon realizing that he clearly didn’t understand why she’d said that, quickly explained.

“It’s uncool to look at any explosions caused by a member of your party.”

A very thorough explanation indeed.

Kevin slowly, ever so slowly, raised his hand until it was level with his face… and then he palmed his face.

At least she’s genre savvy.

With their enemies defeated and the extraction point just a little ways across the street, Kevin and his companions moved out. It was time to go home.
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***

They sat around a long table; there were over a dozen yōkai and humans, all of whom had been gathered together by Daven Monstrang. Kotohime knew all of them. She had spent several hours learning the names of each person present, and also learning more about them as people. Background checks and the like were important, after all. It wouldn’t be good if one of these people turned out to be a spy and they didn’t know it.

These people made up Neo Seiryuu’s Board of Governors. Daven had brought them together in an effort to create a safe haven for people who wanted no part in the war. It was their job to make decisions and create policies that would benefit the community.

Thus far, his idea had proven successful. Every passing day saw an increase in Neo Seiryuu’s population. It wasn’t just yōkai who came to Neo Seiryuu either. There weren’t many humans. Kotohime would say that the yōkai to human ratio was about five yōkai for every one human. However, the fact that there were humans out there willing to mingle in harmony with yōkai was reassuring. It gave her hope for the future.

Sitting beside her was Kiara and Heather on one side, and Mack on the other. Heather wore her PE coach uniform, red sweat pants and a red sweater of the same color. Beside her, Kiara looked immaculate in her business suit, though many of the people present found her lack of a right arm disconcerting. The fact that she liked to display the stump as though it was a badge of honor didn’t help.

Mack’s large pink rabbit ears twitched several times as he spoke. “The war between the Sons and Daughters of Humanity and the recently formed Yamata Alliance is still going strong. Their battles have recently expanded into urban zones, and we’ve been forced to devote more of our resources to protecting the civilian population.”

“Shouldn’t that be a job for the United States?” asked one of the members, Lysander, a nekomata of some power.

Mack shook his head. “They currently have their hands full dealing with the Yamata Alliance as well. I’m not sure how they’ve managed it, but despite being outnumbered one hundred to one, the Yamata Alliance has been fighting both the Sons and Daughter of Humanity and the US military on even grounds.”

The Yamata Alliance was the name of the yōkai army that had sprung up a day after the war started. Very little was known about them, despite several attempts to infiltrate their ranks being made. However, none of the people they sent to spy on them had ever returned. After losing nearly sixteen people, Daven had decided to cut his losses and not attempt to infiltrate such an obviously dangerous group.

“I fail to see how that is our problem,” Lysander continued. “It is not our job to protect their citizens, is it? They made it clear that we’re not members of the United States when they attacked us without provocation.”

Lysander was a hard-liner who believed they should completely isolate themselves from the United States. Fortunately, while many other people agreed with him, there were just as many who didn’t, herself included.

“Regardless of what the US government’s stance on yōkai currently is, that does not change that you and the others who’ve made America your home are still members of the United States,” Kotohime chided the man. “In their fear, they have simply forgotten this fact.”

“Besides, the US government isn’t the real threat anyway,” Kiara added before Lysander could interrupt. She drummed her fingers against the table and leaned forward, which drew several eyes to her missing arm. “The real threat is the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.”

The Sons and Daughters of Humanity were the ones who had started this war. While many governments around the world waged war against yōkai, the reason they had chosen to ignore the status quo and wage war was because of that group of extremists. They were the flint that ignited the people’s fear of yōkai, the spark that spread the chaos of war across the world. In Kotohime’s humble opinion, they were the true enemy.

Whispered mutterings went around the room. Most people were aware of this group. The Sons and Daughters of Humanity were considered an “elite” unit of the US military. Typically sent on special missions that normal military personnel couldn’t complete, they were the most dangerous group currently arrayed against the Yamata Alliance. Fortunately for Neo Seiryuu, the Sons and Daughters of Humanity were too busy dealing with the Yamata Alliance to bother with them.

Unlike the United States, who waged war out of fear of what yōkai could do, the Sons and Daughters of Humanity waged war out of hate. Their group was well-known for indiscriminately killing any yōkai they came across, regardless of age or gender. Out of all the people they were fighting against, this was the group that had earned Kotohime’s enmity.

Daven pounded a fist into the table, causing all conversations to cease. They looked at the man, whose large body made him look like a blob monster with numerous chins and large rolls of fat. While his appearance didn’t inspire much confidence, the power of his presence and words were more than enough to make even Kotohime’s tails stand on end.

“There isn’t much that we can do about the Sons and Daughters of Humanity. Instead of worrying about something that we can’t solve, we should focus on the problems we can. That means continuing to do what we’ve been doing—helping the people who don’t want to take part in this war and giving them a safe place to live.”

While many heads nodded in agreement, several people, like Lysander, didn’t nod. However, neither did they contest this decision.

“In that case, this meeting is adjourned,” Daven grunted.

Chairs scraped against the floor as people stood up and made their way out of the room. Kotohime noticed, almost absently, that many of the people there walked out in groups. The meeting room was soon emptied, save for her, Daven, Kiara, Heather, and Mack.

“It seems there is a clear division between humans and yōkai, even in our little safe haven,” she observed.

“It can’t be helped.” Mack leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “The war has affected all of us to some degree. Even though all the people here would rather live in peace, it doesn’t mean that humans and yōkai can trust each other. Any trust between our two groups was broken after the Sons and Daughters of Humanity made our existence known.”

Much as Kotohime didn’t want to agree with Mack, she knew that he was correct. Peace could not be so easily achieved when there was no longer any trust.

I wonder what would have happened if we yōkai had come forth about our existence instead of trying to hide it?

If they had come clean before the Sons and Daughters of Humanity revealed their existence to the world, would the world have accepted yōkai with open arms, or would yōkai have been in the same position they were now? She didn’t know. Such thoughts were best left unasked. It was too late for them to be answered in either event.

“While the division between some of the humans and yōkai in our community is definitely a problem, there are larger problems that we must deal with,” Daven said.

“The Sons and Daughters of Humanity and the Yamata Alliance,” Kotohime answered.

“Yes.” Daven nodded. “Those two factions concern me. The Sons and Daughters of Humanity are the driving force that started this war. If we ever want to create a lasting peace between humans and yōkai, then we’ll need to deal with them.”

“However, the bigger problem right now is the Yamata Alliance, right?” Mack asked.

“They’re definitely an issue,” Kiara grunted and tapped her index finger against the table. Her unruly hair hung about her face as she glared at nothing. “Not only can they stand toe to toe with the US Military and the Yamata Alliance, they seem to have even more members than we do. What I want to know is how they raised an army so quickly. That’s what confuses me the most.”

“Do you remember when Kevin, Lilian, and Iris were attacked by those yōkai thugs last year?” asked Daven.

“You mean the ones that my brother sicked on them.” Kiara scowled. “Yes, I do. What about them?”

“I have reason to believe that those yōkai were part of the Yamata Alliance.” Daven’s proclamation was met with silence. “I have long suspected that there was another power here in the United States aside from the Four Saints. Unlike us, however, this group has been working in the shadows, gathering power from the dregs of society, those yōkai who have grown to despise humanity.”

“I remember that conversation,” Kotohime added. “Didn’t that happen in Book 6?”

“What?” Daven asked, blinking.

“Never mind.” Kotohime waved her left hand in the air, warding away his question. “In either event, I remember you mentioned there was a group helping yōkai enter the United States illegally. Are you telling me that you believe this Yamata Alliance is that group?”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense.” Daven placed his elbows on the table, linked his fingers together, and leaned his forehead against his hands. “After trying everything I can to learn more about this group, this is the only conclusion I was able to come up with.”

After thinking about it, Daven’s words made sense. The Yamata Alliance had sprung forth seemingly from thin air. They just appeared one day, out of the blue, with no prior warning. However, groups like this couldn’t just spring out of the ground. They had to come from somewhere. Kotohime agreed with Daven’s assessment.

“So, what are we gonna do about this?” asked Mack.

“I have a plan in the works that should go a long way towards resolving our current problems,” Daven admitted. “While I’m working out the details, we’ll just continue doing what we’ve been doing.”

“Right!”

Everyone seemed to be in agreement. Kotohime looked around at all of those present to see them nodding their heads—until she came to Heather, who was scribbling in a notebook and giggling.

“Heather-san, what are you doing?”

Heather looked up, a blush staining her cheeks and drool leaking from her lips. She wiped the drool off with the back of her hand. Kotohime wrinkled her nose.

“Me? Oh, I’m just coming up with a new… training method for my apprentices… hehehe… this is gonna be on the same scale of epic as that time Teppei and his friends tried peeping on the girls in Princess Lover!”

“Uh-huh…”

Kotohime already regretted asking.

***

Despite how they were in the middle of a war, all of the youngsters still attended school. Neo Seiryuu had consolidated their schools into one large building. Elementary, junior high, and high school students all attended classes within this building, which stood at two stories tall and had sixteen basement levels. It also had a track field, which was where Kevin’s PE class had gathered.

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris stood outside with everyone else in their PE class. Of course, “outside” was a very relative term. Technically speaking, they were underground, so there was no “outside.” However, they weren’t inside of any buildings, and the artificial sun blazed overhead. Calling it outside simply made things less complicated.

Grass crunched lightly underneath Kevin’s feet. A circular trail outlined the field of freshly cut grass in its center. The school pitch, used for track and field exercises, currently housed around sixty students of varying races. He could see nekomata, usagi, inu, urusei, and quite a few other races. Several yards from this group of girls and boys, a short, fat man with a bald head gleaming in the artificial sun stood on a platform.

Kevin had no clue what sort of lunatic would put someone like Mr. Corrompere in charge of PE, and honestly, he really didn’t want to know. Standing by the former Desert Cactus Shadow principal's side was none other than Heather Grant, who held a microphone to her mouth.

“All right, everyone! It is time to begin your daily stretches!”

Everyone lined up as Mr. Corrompere started doing stretches, mimicking him to the best of their abilities.

“Come on, everyone! One, two! One, two!”

Everyone in class did as the former principal did. They stood with their feet shoulder width apart, raised their arms in front of them so they were parallel to the ground, pulled them into their torsos and thrust out their chest, and then repeated the process in time to his words.

“Very good! Excellent! Now, let’s do this! One, two! One, two!”

Mr. Corrompere began thrusting his arms out left to right. Left to right. The class followed suit. Kevin wondered if anyone else felt as silly as him.

“Now this! One, two! One, two!”

Kevin leaned over and tried to touch his toes. This, at least, seemed natural. Having spent a lot of time becoming flexible to maximize his fighting style, Kevin was more than capable of touching his toes. Beside him, Lilian and Iris could also touch their toes, though the others were having problems.

“Excellent! Let us move onto the next exercise! One, two! One, two!”

Former principal Mr. Corrompere twisted his body from side to side, groping his man titties. Everyone wore an awkward expression. Lilian, Iris, and Lindsay had wrinkled their noses. Despite none of them quite knowing if they should have been doing this, the class followed suit, grabbing their own bosoms and squeezing them as they rotated their torsos from side to side. It was easier for the girls than it was for the boys since they at least had something to grab.

“And now for our final stretch of the day! Come on! One, two! One, two!”

Mr. Corrompere laid down on his back, raised his legs into the air, then did an approximation of the splits, his head peeking out from between his super fat thighs.

“Come on, ladies! One, two! One—”

Mr. Corrompere was promptly cut off when the girls, upon realizing what his intentions were, pulled a number of items out of their extra-dimensional storage spaces and chucked them at the former principal. Kevin saw everything from makeup products to scissors fly through the air. One person even threw…

“Is that a kitchen sink?” Kevin asked as the large kitchen sink slammed into Mr. Corrompere, squashing him flat.

Once more, Kevin wondered who in their right mind had thought that making Mr. Corrompere this school’s PE coach was a good idea.

***

The first month of the war had seen many changes. First and foremost was the increased violence within urban zones. The city of Phoenix had been struck particularly hard. Sections of the city had been cordoned off after being declared combat zones, which had led to many companies going out of business. The increase in violence also meant that many people had lost their lives and even more their livelihood.

The violence hadn’t just been localized to urban zones, however. The suburbs had also seen a string of violence. Many families had been forced to relocate, their homes destroyed and their very lives put in danger.

Having been a part of the war since it started, Kevin had gone on several missions to help protect families from suburban warfare. Most of these families he already knew, or was at least familiar with, as many had children who attended Desert Cactus High School. Several of the families he’d protected actually belonged to friends.

Eric, Lindsay, Adam, and Alex were a part of that group. Their homes had been destroyed by the war. Displaced, unable to find new homes, and having been protected—not by the US government but by a group of yōkai—the human families had packed what few belongings they had and had moved to Neo Seiryuu.

Kevin didn’t know how to feel. On the one hand, it really was nice to be with his friends again. On the other hand, the only reason they were with him was because their homes had been destroyed. Should he feel grateful about that or guilty? He couldn’t say.

“Hello?” A hand waved back and forth in front of his face. “Earth to Kevin. Come in Kevin.”

Kevin snapped out of his thoughts and shoved the hand away.

“What? What is it?” he asked.

“You were spacing out for a second there,” Alex said. “We were simply getting worried that you’d gone off to a place none of us could follow.”

“Yeah,” Andrew agreed, “like traveling to a secret underground base, where you take on missions for your guild and pick up chicks.”

“I think you’ve mixed up several references there,” Kevin muttered.

“Quiet, you guys!” Eric hissed at them. “Master is about to speak!”

“Attention!” Heather Grant, assistant PE coach, snapped, sounding like a drill sergeant.

It was still PE. The girls and boys had split up to do their own activities. Kevin didn’t know why, but while the boys had gone with Heather, the girls had been left at the tender mercy of Mr. Corrompere, though Kevin did wonder if it might have been the other way around. After all, girls could be quite vicious when dealing with perverts.

“Listen up, you snot-nosed greenhorns! Today is the day that I make men out of you!”

Several boys took those words completely out of context. Kevin facepalmed as those teens were sent flying by the jet stream of blood coming from their noses.

“Should a teacher really say stuff like that to her students?” Kevin asked no one in particular.

“S-such amazing words, Master!” Eric gushed. Alex and Andrew wiped the blood from their noses. Kevin did more facepalming.

A devious grin lit Heather’s face. “Hehehe, that’s right, kiddies. Today is the day that all of you understand what it truly means to be men. For generations, there has been a tradition that all men must undergo during their formative high school period. High school is a time of youth! A time where young men form strong bonds of brotherhood!”

I wonder if Heather understands the irony of her statement?

Kevin watched as the woman became all fired up. He could practically see the flame-like aura reminiscent of characters from Dragon Warriors X when they were powering up surrounding her body. She looked like Son Wang when he was about to go Super Semen.

Heather raised her right hand to her face, slowly clenching it into a fist.

“Today, my young apprentices, is the day that you all learn the fine art of peeping!”

As everybody except him gave a loud cheer, Kevin realized that a facepalm would not be enough to adequately express how stupid he thought this entire ordeal was.

I wonder if I should try smashing my face against a tree or something?

***

Lilian sighed as she rinsed her hair, luxuriating in the feel of hot water descending down her body. She could feel each droplet run down her figure, caressing her breasts and running over her hips. The only thing that would have made this moment better was if Kevin could’ve joined her.

“It’s too bad we’re in a public bath,” Iris commented idly as she rinsed her long dark hair. “If we were at home, then I could give you my special bathing services.”

“The only thing your ‘special bathing services’ include is rubbing your boobs against me,” Lilian started, “and you do that all the time anyway, so I wouldn’t call it ‘special.’”

“Humph! What are you talking about? My boobs make the best loofa ever.” Iris paused. Lilian didn’t need to see Iris to know that her fraternal twin was giving her a sly look. “I bet you the Stud appreciates my boob loofas.”

“He likes mine better.”

“Tch!”

“Are you two really talking about this right now?”

Lindsay was also taking a shower. She stood next to the fraternal twins as she rubbed soap across her body. It wasn’t just Lindsay either. All of the girls from their class were taking a shower, including Jessica and the rest of Lindsay’s soccer friends.

“Why wouldn’t we talk about this right now?” Iris asked. “Isn’t this what girls are supposed to talk about while bonding in the shower?”

“Actually, I think girls are supposed to grope each other,” Lilian corrected absentmindedly. “I see it in anime and manga all the time. I believe it’s called skinship.”

“Don’t confuse anime with real life!” Lindsay shouted, her cheeks red.

“Oh ho! So that’s what it’s called!” Iris chuckled, her eyes gleaming a bright carmine, like twin bloody moons. “Thanks for telling me that, Lily-pad.”

“Eh?” Lilian only had a moment to ponder her sister’s words when, quite unexpectedly, a pair of hands reached under her armpits and grabbed her breasts! “GYA!”

Lilian leapt into the air. She then came back down, landing on a bar of soap, which took off like a rocket with her still on it. She skidded and slid across the floor. Trying to maintain her balance, she windmilled her arms, but all that did was cause her to change direction.

“Lindsay! Get out of the way!”

Having already been shocked into silence by Iris’s blatant flesh groping, Lindsay couldn’t move away in time.

“BUAH!”

She thus received a face full of Lilian. The two of them went down in a tangle of limbs and fur. Perhaps it was because she was on the bottom, but Lindsay found her face being shoved into Lilian’s boobs—or maybe it was that Lilian’s boobs were being shoved into her face? Either way, she couldn’t breathe.

“MMPH!”

Lilian moaned as Lindsay’s muffled shouting tickled her breasts. It might have had something to do with their size, or maybe it was just because Kevin liked playing with them so much, but she had very sensitive breasts. Her nipples were particularly erogenous, as was the center of her breasts.

“A-ahn! L-Lindsay, you can’t do that!”

Squirming around on top of her friend, Lilian tried to get off Lindsay so the blond girl would stop motorboating her boobs. Unfortunately, the floor was slippery, so every time she tried to stand up, she’d fall back on top of Lindsay. Trying one more time to stand up, Lilian slipped again, and this time, Lindsay somehow ended up suckling on her left nipple.

“Mph? Mph! Mmmph! Mrgggle!”

“P-please—ah!—p-please stop that!”

By this point in time, everyone had stopped what they were doing to watch as Lindsay was smothered to death by a pair of massive jugs. None of the girls tried to help, however. The ones who weren’t staring in shocked silence appeared too amused by the situation to actually do anything.

“I wonder what Kevin would think of this?”

“He’d probably think it was hot. You know how men are.”

“Hm, hm. All Men Are Perverts.”

“Woah, did I just hear caps in that statement?”

“Yep!”

While most of the girls chatted amongst themselves, Iris pouted.

“No fair! I wanna get a piece of this Lilian pie, too! Ready or not, Lily-pad, here I cum!”

“Ahn! D-don’t say it like that, Iris! That sounds so—a-ah!—it sounds so dirty!”

“I am dirty! Now get ready!”

“Ready for what? Wait! N-no! Don’t! AAAHNNNN!”

Standing several feet away from the erotic chaos taking place on the floor, Jessica wondered if she should help her friend. She really wanted to, but a part of her was beginning to feel light-headed. And why was there blood gushing down her nose?

“Hey, Jessica, are you okay?” Amber asked. Jessica tried to nod, but a wave of dizziness came over her, causing her to pitch forward and blackout. “Oh, crap! Someone call the nurse! Jessica just fainted! And why is there blood gushing from her nose?!”

Meanwhile, Iris was laughing like a lecherous old man as she joined the tangled pile of flesh that was Lilian and Lindsay.

“Huhuhu! Bow before my mighty tail technique! I call it Iris Art: Tail Rape! Get it? Cuz it’s like a tentacle monster, uhuhuhu!”

“THAT JOKE WAS TOTALLY INAPPROPRIATE!”

“MMMPPPHH!”

The chaos within the girl’s shower continued.

***

Lindsay hadn’t been able to get rid of her blush. Even fifteen minutes later, as she and the other girls walked into the locker room, her face still looked like a neon sign.

At least I managed to get rid of the blood.

She still couldn’t believe she’d had a nosebleed like that! Sure, she thought Lilian was hot. Hell, if she didn’t know that Lilian and Kevin were dating, and thought she had a chance with her, then Lindsay might have very well tried making the redhead hers. At the same time, she’d had a nosebleed! A nosebleed! Wasn’t stuff like that only supposed to happen in those cartoons that Lilian liked watching?

I so do not need this.

Nothing had actually happened in the shower… well, nothing too serious. Iris, despite her pranking nature, never did anything to Lilian without her permission. After having her fun pranking them, she helped the two stand back up. Lilian still smacked her on the head, though. Lindsay assumed it was for the tentacle rape joke.

“I’m really sorry about what happened back there, Lindsay,” Lilian apologized. She even had the decency to look embarrassed.

“I-it’s fine,” Lindsay mumbled. “It’s not like I… didn’t enjoy it or anything.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

Feeling her face turn even redder than it already was, Lindsay hurriedly rushed over to her locker, undid the lock, and opened it.

She almost screamed when she saw a wide-eyed Kevin squished into the back of her locker. He was staring right at her with a pale face. Oddly enough, he looked more annoyed than frightened.

She slammed the locker door closed.

Kevin is in my locker. Oh. My. God. Kevin is in my locker!

What the hell was Kevin doing in her locker? Did he… no, surely not. How could Kevin find someone plain like her attractive when he had two gorgeous girls like Lilian and Iris?

I must be seeing things.

Yes, that must have been it. The events in the shower must have made her lose more blood than she thought, and now she was hallucinating. There was absolutely no way that Kevin was hiding in her locker.

Reaffirming this with a nod, she opened the locker again.

Kevin was still there.

She closed it one more time, then opened it.

Kevin hadn’t left. Why hadn’t he left? Wasn’t this supposed to be a figment of her imagination? How long did it take for a figment of her imagination to disappear?

Why couldn’t it be Christine?

They stared at each other for several seconds. Kevin raised a hand, pressing a single finger to his mouth, a silent plea in his eyes. Lindsay clamped down on her mouth, then slowly closed the door. She needed to think about this logically.

Okay, Kevin is hiding in my locker room. There must be a reason for it. Did he get my locker mixed up with Lilian’s?

That was a very logical conclusion. She knew that Kevin and Lilian were sexually active now. Oddly enough, she hadn’t heard it from the two in question, but from Iris, who had apparently been joining them on a number of the couple’s sexcapades. Lindsay didn’t know how Kevin could possibly keep up with two kitsune, but she wouldn’t deny that a number of her erotic dreams had featured those three as of late thanks to how detailed and gratuitous Iris’s sex stories were.

Lindsay turned to speak to Lilian.

“Hey, Lilian, have you—”

She snapped her mouth shut upon seeing the look of murderous rage marring the redhead’s face.

“You!”

Lindsay nearly jumped out of her skin when Lilian roared, shoved her hand into her locker, and yanked out Eric, who flew through the air before smacking against the hard-tiled floor.

Turning around, Lindsay became stunned when several other girls also reached into their lockers and pulled out several more boys—only much less violently than Lilian had done. In fact, looking around, it seemed like all of the boys from their PE class were present.

Something strange is definitely going on here…

“Owch,” Eric muttered, rubbing his sore nose as he sat up. It was red and bleeding, though whether that was from arousal or because he’d slammed face-first into the floor, Lindsay didn’t know.

“Eric…”

It was almost amusing to watch the way Eric froze. Not that Lindsay could blame him. Lilian looked truly frightening right then. Her hair wavered around her as if caught within a chilling breeze. Something odd was happening to the lighting, causing sharp-angled shadows to play across her face, giving her a terrifying appearance. The words Eldritch horror came to mind. Glowing red eyes like those of a demon’s glared down at the boy, who seemed to be aware that he was a step away from death.

“L-Lilian,” Eric’s smile was that of a man who walked with the Reaper, “w-w-what a surprise it is to see you here.”

Lilian smiled. It wasn’t a very nice smile.

“Yes, it is a surprise, isn’t it? I mean, it’s not like we’re in the girls’ locker room. And it’s not like my PE class just ended or anything. Ufufufu, truly, what a fortuitous and coincidental twist of fate it is to see you here.”

I can see why Kevin thinks that laugh is creepy. Lindsay shuddered.

“Ha… ah-ha… yeah, um, listen, there’s a very good explanation for this.” Eric rubbed the back of his head.

“Ara, ara, there is, is there?” Lilian cracked her knuckles. “You had better tell me what that reason is, then, and quickly. If you don’t…” The threat was left hanging in the air.

Sweat poured down Eric’s face in rivulets. The other boys had all crawled over to him. They huddled together like a group of boys who had, well, who had snuck into the girls’ locker room, gotten caught, and realized they were seconds away from dying.

“R-right,” Eric squeaked. “The reason! You see, the reason we’re here is because, um, it’s, uh, well…”

“Yes?” Lilian pressed.

“It’s all Kevin’s fault! If he didn’t have all the bitches to himself, we never would have resorted to this!” Eric shouted, pointing at… nothing. “Eh? K-Kevin? W-where is Kevin? Why isn’t he here?” He gasped. “Have we been betrayed?! Did Kevin betray us?!”

Lilian cracked her knuckles some more. So did the other girls—except for the few who had grabbed makeshift weapons. Lindsay eyed the rakes and brooms in the other girls’ hands.

“Wrong. Answer,” Lilian said.

The boys barely had time to gulp before, like a horde of angry oni, Lilian and the other girls descended upon them.

“Oh, god!”

“The pain!”

“My spleen!”

“OH, MERCIFUL AGONY!”

“I WANT MY MOMMY!”

Lindsay stood on the sidelines, watching as the other girls pulverized the boys into a mass of bleeding flesh. Loud sounds echoed all around them. They were sounds she had grown familiar with, like brooms hitting flesh, rakes scraping flesh, and tails pounding flesh. Having also decided not to get involved, Iris sidled up to her.

“Not gonna take part?” she asked.

“I thought about it,” Lindsay admitted, “but I don’t think there’s any need for me to join them.”

“Hn. True.”

Lindsay glanced at Iris. “What about you?”

“Hmph. Why should I deny myself the pleasure of having people worship this beautiful body of mine?”

Lindsay twitched. She’d noticed it plenty of times before, but Iris was way too arrogant sometimes. However, it wasn’t like she could disagree.

Despite herself, Lindsay glanced at Iris’s still-naked body. Her large breasts seemed to defy gravity as they rested proudly against her chest. The extravagant curvature of her body reveled in the slenderness of her thin waist and obnoxiously perfect hips. Iris featured a pair of truly magnificent thighs, which had just the right amount of squishiness. Lindsay had once heard about the term “thicc,” and that seemed to describe this girl to a T. Iris was completely hairless between her legs. Lindsay could not help but wonder if Kevin had ever gone down on this embodiment of female perfection.

“He has.”

“W-what?”

Lindsay stared at Iris, whose gleaming crimson gaze held a mischievous glint. “The stud. He’s gone down on me before.”

“O-oh…”

Lindsay didn’t even bother asking how Iris knew what she’d been thinking. This girl had a strange way of peering into a person’s soul and uncovering all their secrets. She honestly didn’t know how Kevin was able to deal with such a woman. Part of her respected him for that.

She looked away. A moment of silence passed. Lindsay saw, out of the corner of her eye, Iris smirking at her.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing.” Iris’s smile widened. “I just noticed that you didn’t pull anyone out of your locker. Is it because no one is in there, or is it for another reason?”

Lindsay gulped, internally cursing herself. She’d forgotten that Iris, despite her seemingly lazy and perverted attitude, was extremely perceptive.

“T-there wasn’t anyone in there,” Lindsay stuttered, praying that Iris fell for it.

“Hmm…” After several seconds of Iris dissecting Lindsay with her immaculate and seductive gaze, the succubus lily looked away. “How odd. You’re awfully cute, and I know that more than a few boys have crushes on you.”

“R-really? I didn’t know that.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. You’re a lesbo.”

“Do you have to say that so bluntly?” Lindsay asked. However, on the inside, she was breathing an internal sigh of relief. Crisis averted.

The beating soon ended. The girls each grabbed a boy and tossed them out of the room, then they got dressed. Lindsay didn’t change, partly because Kevin was in her locker, but also because she’d gotten distracted watching some of the other girls as they dressed. Lilian, Iris, and Jessica were especially distracting.

“Lindsay, aren’t you gonna get dressed?” Speaking of, the sweet blond usagi with boobs the size of her head had noticed that she wasn’t dressed. Jessica was probably her best friend after Lilian.

“I will in a minute.” Lindsay smiled at her friend. “I just became distracted by what happened to those boys.”

“Oh. Y-yes, I guess that would be distracting for anyone.” Jessica blushed, shame and embarrassment clear on her face. She really was too cute for her own good. If Lindsay wasn’t in love with Christine, she would have already gobbled this girl up.

“Right. So, wait for me outside, okay?”

“K-kay.”

Lindsay silently watched the girl leave. When the door closed behind Jessica, she breathed in deeply, and then yanked her locker open and glared at Kevin.

“What are you doing in here?” she whispered harshly.

“Heather,” Kevin answered in a resigned voice. “She decided that we were going to ‘become men’ in class today, which, for her, meant we were all going to peep on the girls while they changed.”

That… honestly didn’t surprise Lindsay. Still…

“Why didn’t you tell her no?”

“I did tell her no.” Kevin’s right eye began twitching. “But she said that if I didn’t do as she said, then she would knock me out, strip me naked, and duct tape me to the ceiling.”

“That does sound pretty bad, but you should be able to overpower her if she tried that, shouldn’t you? You’re pretty strong.”

“Maybe if it was just her, but the other guys decided to take her side.”

Lindsay said nothing for awhile, but then, ever so slowly, she nodded. “Ah. Well, that makes sense. I guess even you can’t defend yourself if you’re outnumbered like that.”

“Right…”

A moment of silence.

“Are you gonna beat me up now?” asked Kevin.

Lindsay thought for a moment, but then shook her head. “No. I know this isn’t your fault, really, so it doesn’t seem right to beat you up. Just… try not to let something like this happen again?”

“Don’t worry,” Kevin said. “The last thing I want is for this to happen again.”

“Good to hear. Now get out of my locker. I still need to get changed.”

It was only now, after the conversation had ended, that Lindsay remembered she was still naked. She tried not to let Kevin know how self-conscious she felt as he vacated her locker. Did he find her attractive? He probably didn’t, not when he has sleeping with girls like Lilian and Iris. He wasn’t even looking at her!

A part of her was a little upset at this. She knew it was illogical. She knew that she liked women. At the same time, would it kill the boy to show a little interest in her? She was naked for crying out loud!

“Thanks again for not getting upset at me,” Kevin said.

I am not blushing. His smile is not making me blush. Stop blushing, damn it!

“I-it’s no problem. Just try not to get caught on your way out.”

Kevin waved off her concern with a smile. “Don’t worry. I won’t.”

As if the fates had decided to say “fuck you,” the door to the locker room opened and Lilian walked in.

“Hey, Lindsay, have you seen my… Beloved?”

Lilian, Lindsay, and Kevin all stared at each other in awkward silence. Lindsay wondered if this was one of those moments where she was supposed to facepalm.

“Um, hey, Lilian. What are you doing here?” Kevin asked.

“I forgot my notebook. What are you doing here?” Kevin opened his mouth to speak, but Lilian cut him off. “You know what? Never mind. It’s a good thing you’re here.”

Kevin blinked. “It is?”

“Yes.” Lilian smiled at him, then turned to Lindsay. “Would you mind leaving ahead of us? Let Iris know that we’re gonna be a little late.”

Lindsay was smart enough to take the hint.

“Oh!” She blushed. “Um, sure, I’ll just, eh, go and leave you two… um, yeah…”

Lindsay didn’t wait for a response. After getting dressed, she scurried out the door. Jessica was still waiting for her, which honestly warmed her heart. It also made her want to bury her face in the usagi’s chest, but she at least had more self-control than the boys in their class.

“Hey,” Jessica greeted her. “You took a little longer to get dressed than I thought you would.”

“Yeah, sorry. There were some… complications.”

Jessica tilted her head in the most adorable way possible. “What kind of complications?”

Lindsay wasn’t sure how to respond. However, it ended up not really mattering anyway. Seconds after the question was asked, a loud, lustful moan came from the locker room.

“W-what was that?!” asked a blushing Jessica.

“Really, Lilian, you couldn’t have waited for two more minutes before getting down and dirty?” Lindsay pressed a hand to her forehead, partly to hide her own blush, but also to mask her annoyance.

Jessica looked startled. “W-what? Down and dirty?”

“Nothing. Let’s get out of here.”

Grabbing Jessica’s hand, Lindsay traveled down the hall, quickly retreating from the girls’ locker room, from which several loud and titillating moans could be heard.

This is just not my day, Lindsay thought as one particular loud scream of what sounded like, “OH, YES!” scrambled her brain. Her face felt like it had been baked in an oven. Not my day at all.

***

School ended and the students were sent home. There were no buses to take them to and from school, so everyone had to walk. This wasn’t much of a problem, though, since everyone lived within walking distance.

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris parted ways with their friends and left the school. Since they were some of the first residents to begin living there, they lived on the opposite side of everyone else.

Neo Seiryuu was a massive underground community that looked exactly like a regular suburb, provided one ignored the massive dome of sediment hovering over them. Grassy fields with meandering walkways connected various buildings together. Trees and cacti interspersed throughout the walkways provided a peaceful atmosphere to the strange underground community, which housed more than 54,000 people, both human and yōkai. This place was currently the largest known haven for people who wanted to avoid the war.

He, Lilian, and Iris walked along one of several walkways. Several other people were also traversing this area. A konjaku gazu zoku hyakki—a plant yōkai with the body of a man and the head of a flower—was taking care of the plants in this area. He waved to them as they passed. A family of inu were playing several yards away. Kevin was amused to see a young boy bound on all fours and catch a frisbee in his mouth, his floppy dog ears shaking and his tail wagging back and forth.

“It’s really peaceful here, isn’t it?” Lilian said suddenly, smiling at Kevin. She held one of his arms close, leaning into him as they walked.

“It is. I sometimes find it hard to believe that we’re really in the middle of a war,” he agreed.

“Whatever,” Iris muttered. “By the way, Lilian, did you know that you’re walking with a limp?”

“Yep!” Lilian grinned.

“Don’t say that so proudly!” Iris shouted, then coughed into her hand. “Anyway, I can’t believe you two would have sex in the girls’ locker room—”

“You can’t?”

“Would you let me finish?! I was saying that I can’t believe you two would have sex in the girls’ locker room without me!”

“You know the rules,” Lilian chided. “We agreed that Kevin was mine, and that you can join in occasionally, but only after I’ve already had my fun.”

“Don’t I get a say in this?” asked Kevin.

“No,” Lilian and Iris said at the same time.

“Figures.”

“I’m beginning to regret letting you make the rules.” Iris sighed as she stretched her arms above her head. “Because of that stupid rule, I haven’t been able to have sex for two whole days.”

“Can we please not talk about this in public?” Kevin moaned piteously.

About two months ago, Kevin had finally caved. It happened in September. Lilian’s and Iris’s birthdays were in September. Both of them had turned 161 that year. Kitsune entered their first heat after turning 160, and they entered a heat every year afterwards for the rest of their lives. Iris and Lilian had birthdays on the same exact day.

They’d both been in heat.

***

Kevin walked back and forth in front of a door. There didn’t appear to be anything special about it. The door was the kind a person could find anywhere in a house. However, there were several incredibly loud, lewd, and lecherous moans echoing from behind this door, which were the cause of his problems.

“Ara, ara. If you keep walking back and forth like that, you are going to burn a line in the carpet.”

“Kotohime…”

While Kevin was pacing like a madman, Kotohime was seated in her traditional seiza position, her thighs tucked underneath her bottom. The katana she always carried rested against the floor at her side. Unlike him, her expression was placid and unbothered by the cries of ecstasy coming from the other side of the door.

“Are you really that concerned?” asked Kotohime.

“Of course I am! Lilian is my mate. I should be in there with her, helping her.”

“That is an admirable disposition.” Kotohime nodded. “However, it isn’t just Lilian who is in heat right now. Iris is also in heat. I hope you remember what happened the first time when it was just Lilian you had to worry about.”

“How could I forget,” Kevin muttered in a dry voice. “If you hadn’t tied her up and locked her in our bedroom, I’m pretty sure I would have lost my virginity that day.”

“Ufufufu. I bet you regret waiting now that you’ve actually experienced sex.”

“A little,” Kevin admitted before his mind froze when an extremely loud cry echoed from the other side of the door. Several more noises resounded through the cracks. He recognized the gasps, moans, grunts, and cries coming from the other side. “Damn it!”

Kevin placed his hand on the door knob, but just as he was about to turn it, Kotohime spoke up.

“I am not going to tell you what to do. If you wish to go in there, I’ll not stop you. However, if you do enter that room, know that you can no longer choose to remain indecisive about Iris-sama. You will have to accept her feelings and everything that entails. You will have to take responsibility for her.”

His hand still on the door knob, Kevin waged a silent war within himself, his human morals struggling against his desire to help the two on the other side. It wouldn’t really matter if he did nothing. He could stay where he was, let them do their thing, and tomorrow, everything would be back to the way it had been. Iris would still be trying to sleep with him and Lilian, he would still be denying her, and Lilian would side with him because they were mates.

But that wouldn’t make Lilian happy.

He gnashed his teeth together as he turned the handle. “I’m going in.”

“Ufufufu. In that case, I wish you luck, Kevin-sama. I will be here to heal you when the act is finished.”

Kevin didn’t know what that meant at the time. Had he realized what he was doing, perhaps he would have stopped himself, but he didn’t. Opening the door, he walked inside.

***

Kevin only remembered a little bit about what happened during that time. He recalled how the air had reeked of sex, remembered how Lilian and Iris had turned to him the moment he entered, and how they had jumped him just as he’d closed the door. The rest was a blur of pain and pleasure. Kevin had woken up two days later. According to Kotohime, he’d suffered from a broken hip, two fractured ribs, and extreme dehydration.

Perhaps it had been rash of him. No, he would admit that his actions had been reckless and made completely in the moment. However, on that day, Kevin had made a choice. He’d had sex with both Lilian and Iris, and since that was the case, there was no point in denying the Void Kitsune’s affections anymore.

Though I’m still not sure if that was a good idea or not.

Kevin glanced at Lilian and Iris out of the corner of his eye. They were both smiling and chatting about something. There was a sense of contentment about them that couldn’t be expressed through mere words. He knew it was presumptuous, but he liked to think that part of the reason they were so happy was because of him.

Well, at least they’re happy. That’s what matters, right?

“There you three are!”

Hearing Phoebe’s sudden shout, the trio turned around to see the woman in question running up to them. Unlike when she’d first moved to the United States and tried to blend in with society, the yama uba had now taken to wearing her oddly erotic fantasy armor. Her taut belly, trim waist, wide hips, and large bust were on full display.

“Phoebe, something wrong?” Kevin asked, idly wondering where the innocent young boy who used to faint around girls went.

I think whatever remained of him died two months ago.

“Master Kevin, Mistress Lilian and Mistress Iris,” Phoebe greeted.

“Do you really have to give us titles like that?” Kevin asked.

“I kinda like it.” Iris smirked. “Mistress Iris has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

“Hush, you.”

“Is something wrong, Phoebe?” Lilian asked.

“I am unsure. I apologize for my ignorance. Should you wish to punish me, then might I suggest stripping my clothes off, chaining me to a wall, and—”

“Why don’t you just tell us what you need?” Kevin cut in, quickly nipping her “suggestion” in the bud.

“Yes, of course.” Phoebe quickly shifted topics and got down to business. “Master Daven Monstrang has requested your presence. I have been asked to escort you to his office.”

Kevin didn’t see much point in an escort. He was sure she said this because she wanted another opportunity to convince Lilian to let him conceive her child, which would never happen. Ever. He already had to deal with Lilian and her sister. There was no way he’d let Phoebe get ahold of his babymaker.

I’d be drained dry!

“You know, I’ve just realized that your shadow is missing,” Iris said as they walked toward a towering structure reminiscent of a skyscraper—only instead of piercing the sky, this building literally pierced the bedrock. While it didn’t have an official name, everyone just called it the Central Tower.

“Polydora is busy,” Phoebe replied easily, her expression not giving anything away. “Now come. Daven Monstrang said that he would like to see you as soon as he can. We must hurry.”

***

A janitor whistled a tune as he walked down a hallway, one of many located within Daven Monstrang’s main headquarters, and the location of their meeting point. He’d just finished cleaning the men’s restroom, and now he had to clean the women’s. For some men, this would be a chance to glimpse a paradise most could only dream of. For him, it was like spitting on the hopes and dreams of men everywhere.

If men knew what really went down in the women’s restroom, none of them would be so eager to see it.

As he entered the restroom, the janitor heard strangely muffled noises coming from one of the stalls. Perhaps it was his imagination, but they sounded like indignant screams. Moving cautiously, he walked up to the stall where the noise was coming from, and then slowly opened the door.

Silence. He and the beautiful girl stared at each other. The girl was bound to the toilet, a ball gag stuck in her mouth. She was also wearing what could only be considered strategically placed strips of fabric. They covered her nipples and crotch but not much else.

“Mmmphhh!”

The girl screamed at him. The janitor slammed the door shut, then slowly proceeded out of the bathroom.

He must be tired. That was the only explanation he could think of to explain why he’d hallucinated like that.


CHAPTER 2

WE’RE GOING WHERE?

Most people would have called Monstrang’s office bare, and Kevin didn’t think he would have blamed them.

There was little in the way of decoration. The office, while large, contained almost nothing to make it stand out; no personal touches, no pictures, nothing. The white walls were depressingly barren. They matched the equally white tiled floor. What few items lay within the room were simply office furniture. A desk. Two chairs. A filing cabinet. There was nothing else. Kevin knew that Monstrang preferred it this way.

The man in charge sat behind his desk. His monstrous form sat in a large chair that somehow fit his sumo wrestler frame. A window situated behind him granted Kevin a grand view of Neo Seiryuu. Artificial sunlight filtered in through this window, which spanned the entire wall behind his boss.

“Master Daven Monstrang, I have brought Master Kevin and Mistresses Lilian and Iris as you requested.”

I really wish Phoebe would stop calling us that.

“Thank you,” Monstrang grunted.

“Of course. I shall now take my leave. I must go and untie Polydora.”

“… What?”

The group watched as Phoebe walked out of the room, then turned to look at each other. After holding a silent conversation, Kevin and his two companions decided they weren’t going to try and figure out what Phoebe meant by that. Well, Kevin and Lilian decided not to. Knowing Iris as he did, he was sure the vixen was thinking up all kinds of kinky scenarios already.

Monstrang coughed into his hand, bringing their attention back to him. “I have a task for the three of you, something that I believe you three are uniquely suited for, and something that only you three can do.”

Leave it to Monstrang to cut straight to the heart of the matter. He really wasn’t one for small talk.

“Wait. You mean like a mission?” asked Lilian.

“Yes.”

“A real mission?”

Monstrang raised an eyebrow. “I believe so.”

Lilian’s eyes started sparkling. “That. Is. So. Cool! I can’t believe we’re finally going to get our own mission! Does this mean we’re off the reserves list?”

“Reserve what?” asked Monstrang.

“So, what type of mission is it? Is it an S-ranked mission?”

“I don’t even know what that is.”

“Don’t worry, old man! I’ll complete whatever mission you’ve given us!” Lilian’s teeth gleamed in the artificial sun as she grinned and gave Monstrang a thumbs up. “Because I’m going to be Hokage!”

“Don’t you mean Moekage?” asked Iris.

“Of course not.” Lilian scoffed. “Why would I want to be the Moekage? She might be cute enough to make men die from blood loss, but she’s just a secondary character at best.”

“If you two are done making poorly disguised references, can we please get back to the reason we were called here?” Kevin asked. He normally would have let them continue, and maybe even joined in, but now wasn’t the time to screw around.

“Muu, you’re no fun, Beloved.” Lilian pouted at him.

“You’d better be careful, or I may have to bring out… that.”

“No! Not… that!” Lilian and Iris both looked aghast.

Kevin nodded solemnly. “Yes… that.”

“P-please don’t do that, Beloved! We’ll be good, I promise!”

“Yeah, what she said. I’ll be a good girl, Stud. If you want, I’ll even call you onii-chan!”

“Ugh, no thanks.” Kevin grimaced. It looked like his plan to make them behave had backfired somewhat. Ah, well, live and learn. “Now, could you two please get up? We’re about to be given an important mission.”

“Right!”

As Lilian and Iris jumped back to their feet, Monstrang gave Kevin a “what the hell was that about?” look.

“Don’t ask,” Kevin said.

Monstrang stared at him for a second longer, and then slowly nodded.

“As you three are probably already aware, our world is in dire straits. More people are dying every day, and we cannot protect all of them. Not as we are now.”

Kevin nodded. He was aware of their situation. Neo Seiryuu had been set up as a safehouse for people who didn’t want any part of this war. The mandate of those working here was to find, rescue, and protect those people by bringing them to Neo Seiryuu. However, there were far more people out there than there were in here, and few of the people here actually went on missions to rescue those living on the surface. About 80 or 90% of these people were noncombatants, after all.

Monstrang’s rescue force—the group whose job was to help protect and evacuate civilians—only consisted of about 5,000 people. What’s more, the force’s influence didn’t extend past Arizona’s borders. They had neither the forces nor the means to respond quickly to situations out of state. In other words, their ability to protect the innocent was severely limited.

While they could have just sequestered themselves in Neo Seiryuu—which was a self-sustaining community—and not worried about the outside world, that wasn’t Monstrang’s style. It wasn’t Kevin’s style either, for that matter.

“What do you want us to do?” Kevin asked.

“If we want to make a difference in this war, then we need to gather more allies,” Monstrang said. “We need to create a force powerful enough to stand toe-to-toe with the Yamata Alliance and the United States Military, and you three are going to be the ones who help me with this.”

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris looked at each other, confusion written on all of their faces. They turned back to Monstrang, the same confused looks now staring at the man who’d built Neo Seiryuu in less than two weeks.

“Us?” they asked at the same time.

“Yes, you.” Monstrang tapped one meaty finger against his desk. “While I don’t like the idea of sending you three out on a dangerous assignment like this, the truth is that I can’t afford to send anyone else. I need the others here. You three are the only ones who are available to do this.”

Kevin finally understood. “In other words, you can’t afford to send your more powerful fighters to do something like this.”

“Yes.”

Monstrang’s reasoning was simple. Their forces were not very large, and because they had such a small task force, they needed to keep their most powerful fighters at home, to protect this place in case it ever came under attack. While he and Lilian weren’t weak by any means, they weren’t so powerful that Monstrang couldn’t afford to send them away either. They were, as Monstrang said, the only people available.

“Oh, man. How disappointing.” Lilian’s shoulders slumped. “And here I thought it was finally time for me to show everyone my true power.”

“Careful there, Lilian, your ego is showing,” Kevin said.

Lilian gaped at him. “What? No, it isn’t! All I’m saying is that I wanted to show everyone what I can really do.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve finally learned how to use Gear Fourth.”

“Ufufufu, that’s a secret.”

Kevin grinned as he lost himself in his conversation with Lilian. The familiar ebb and flow of their talk filled him with a sense of peace. Lilian was also beaming at him, her lips curving themselves into a beautiful smile, and her emerald eyes glittering with the wondrous luster of a newborn star.

“Ha! Now who are the ones who need to stop making poorly masked anime references?” Iris taunted.

“Tch, whatever.” Kevin turned his head. “This conversation is mostly over anyway.”

“So you say, Mr. Blushes A Lot.”

“Wha—I do not blush a lot!”

“You so do,” Iris continued to tease him.

“I-I-I do not! Shut up!”

“You’re tsundere is showing.”

W-w-what are you—grr! Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

“Hey, Lily-pad. When did your mate learn to channel Rie Kugimiya-san?”

Lilian puffed her chest up in pride. “Beloved has always been capable of it. He’s awesome like that.”

“Stop ignoring me, damn it!” Monstrang shouted before coughing into his hand. “Ahem. Now that you three know what it is that I want you to do, your first destination is a place called Saint Byakko, which is located somewhere in Los Angeles, California. When you get there, I want you to meet up with a woman called Kuroneko. Not only is she a close acquaintance, but she’s the best information broker in the world. She’ll know where to find the allies that I’m looking for.”

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris snapped to attention and threw Monstrang a really poor imitation of a salute.

“You can count on us, sir!”

Monstrang facepalmed.

Why do I feel like I just unleashed something chaotic upon this world?

***

Kiara had asked him to meet her before he left on his mission, which was why he was wandering the halls of the Central Tower.

Monstrang’s top brass all had offices and workplaces in the Central Tower. Kiara, who was in charge of training and recruitment, was located on the sixteenth basement, along with her second-in-command and the resident female pervert Heather Grant.

Speaking of…

“Well now, if it isn’t the Sex Machine of the Hour.”

Heather stood in the hallway, right in front of the elevator’s exit, grinning at him. Unlike the last time he’d seen her, when she’d been wearing sweats, this time she wore a form-fitting black leotard with a white lab coat thrown over it. This allowed him to easily see that her bosom didn’t lose out to the kitsune women he knew. Well, Camellia was definitely a lot bigger than her, and Delphine’s pneumatic knockers could have been considered planetary bodies with their own center of gravity, but aside from those two, her twin titans didn’t lose out.

Oddly enough, she was also wearing glasses.

“Heather, what’s with the glasses?” Kevin asked. It was only after asking this question that he realized what Heather had said. “And what did you just call me?”

“Shi shi shi,” Heather laughed as he stepped out of the elevator. “I heard that you and Lilian got frisky in the girls’ locker room.” She held up her hand and gave him a thumbs up. “Congratulations! You have now become a man!”

“What the heck is that supposed to mean?!” Kevin wasn’t blushing. That heat he felt crawling across his cheeks? Yeah, that so wasn’t a blush. “And don’t say stuff like that in public!”

“Aw, even after all the kinky things you, your mate, and your mistress have done, you can still blush. So kawaii.”

“Don’t speak in Japanese,” Kevin spat as he moved around her and walked down the hall. Heather turned and caught up to him. “And how did you even hear about that? Lilian told me that she put up a bar… oh, that little minx.”

“Heh.” Heather smirked at him. “Even if Lilian had put up a barrier—which she didn’t, by the way—I would have still found out.”

Kevin groaned. “Let me guess, you set up cameras all over the girls’ locker room.”

“And the boys’ locker room,” Heather added. “I’m not one of those discriminatory authors who only uses women for her inspiration.”

“Whatever.”

Kevin wanted to bury his face in his hands. He remembered a time when he used to think that Eric was the biggest pervert in the world, but after meeting Heather, he realized the truth. Eric was nothing compared to the woman walking beside him. It was almost frightening how salacious Heather was, especially since she was a woman who loved peeping on other women. Seriously, how freaking creepy was that?

“Where’s Kiara?” he asked to change the subject.

Heather tilted her head. “Hm, I think she’s in the laboratory right now?”

“The lab?”

When Kevin gave Heather a questioning look, the blond woman merely grinned.

The laboratory, otherwise known as Lab 51, was the place where yōkai scientists tried to create technology that could use youki as a fuel source.

Kevin found it interesting that there were yōkai out there who didn’t mind using technology. Of course, a lot of the yōkai here in America were the ones who’d fully blended into human society, so perhaps it was only natural that they wouldn’t be averse to integrating human technology with youki. Still, it was an intriguing fact, and it made him realize that even Kotohime, who for so long had seemed like the most knowledgeable person about yōkai, wasn’t perfect.

Lab 51 looked a lot like the science labs he’d seen in various anime. It consisted of several long hallways with white tiles, white walls, and a white ceiling. Situated within the walls were windows and doors. The windows allowed him to catch a glimpse of the experiments going on inside of each lab, which were labeled based on their purpose. Kevin saw labels such as acoustics, aerodynamics, agriculture, botany, ecology, entomology, horticulture, medicine, optics, robotics, and so many others. Each title was posted on the door in bold print.

“Here we are,” Heather announced cheerfully as they stood in front of a door labeled Advanced Warfare. She opened the door and Kevin stepped inside.

The interior was larger than he’d initially assumed. It wasn’t very wide, but it was extremely long. Kevin could just barely make out several figures in the back, which were so far away they were just blurred figures. Long tables were arrayed around the room in rows, and numerous yōkai dressed in lab coats worked at those tables. Some used blow torches, while others fiddled with strange machines that he’d never seen. The scent of oil and ozone pervaded his nose. Kevin shook his head to rid himself of his sudden bout of lightheadedness.

“Kiara! Hey, Kiara! I’ve brought Kevin with me!”

Heather waved at a woman who was unmistakable even from a distance. She, unlike everyone else, wore a gray business suit that conformed to her body quite well. Wild brown hair fell about her head, framing a set of feral brown eyes and grinning lips that showed off her fangs. She was also the only person present who was missing an arm, and the suit, custom made for her, only had one sleeve, letting her show off the stub of her missing arm as if it was a trophy.

Kevin would admit, if only to himself, that Kiara looked completely badass with only a single arm.

Standing next to her was one of the largest people he’d ever seen. His towering form intimidated Kevin a bit. Orange-ish skin gleamed as if freshly oiled. A pair of horns protruded from his head, long and curved, ending in sharp points. Several more horns lined up in a row on his forehead. He lacked eyebrows, and instead had only a single thick brow ridge, which cast shadows over his dark brown eyes. Two large, tusk-like teeth jutted from his lower jaw.

It was an oni.

An oni wearing a scientist’s lab coat.

What the hell?

“Ah, there you are, boya,” Kiara greeted him with a feral grin. “About time you showed up. Let me introduce you to my colleague here.” She gestured to the oni. “Boya, this is our foremost expert on fusing human technology with youki, Dr. Henry Von Stein. He’s the one who made those guns you're so fond of.”

Kevin snapped out of his fugue and quickly remembered his manners.

“Uh, um, pleasure to meet you.” He held out his hand, which the oni took in his much larger hand, engulfing it completely.

“The pleasure is all mine,” Dr. Henry replied, sounding almost stupidly sophisticated. Kevin was expecting him to suddenly begin speaking with a British accent. “It is nice to see that my first foray into fusing youki with human technology was a success. The blueprints Heather provided were most insightful, but there was still a lot of trial and error involved.”

“I-I see. That’s, uh, good to know.”

Who would have thought that an oni was the person responsible for creating his guns? Kevin guessed that old saying about “never judging a book by its cover” really was true.

“I must also thank you as well,” Dr. Henry continued. “Thanks to you, we have managed to acquire a lot more data on how to properly fuse youki with human technology.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“Of course, many of our creations are still in the testing phase, and are not ready for field use.”

Even as the oni doctor said this, someone at the table next to them suddenly flew backwards like he had jets attached to his chest. Kevin watched as the person, a bakeneko, let out a shrill scream as he flew across the lab and slammed into the wall. The wall dented. Cracks spread from the center of impact. Slowly, oh so slowly, the bakeneko peeled off the wall and crumpled to the ground.

Kevin could feel the droplets of sweat trailing down his face.

“Is he going to be okay?”

“Oh, sure.” Dr. Henry waved a hand dismissively. “He’ll be fine. This sort of thing happens all the time.”

Kevin wasn’t reassured.

“So, um, why did you call me here?” asked Kevin, turning away from the bakeneko, who even now remained lying inert on the floor. Shouldn’t someone get him to the hospital by now? What was wrong with these people?

“Because I heard you’re going on a mission,” Kiara said as if it was obvious, “and I want to make sure you’re well equipped. While we don’t have any new gadget for you to use, we’ve made some improvements to the old ones that you’ve been using.”

“Oh.” Kevin blinked. “Cool.”

“Indeed.”

Kevin considered this. “Does that mean you’ve made something that will let me more easily use my blood as a catalyst for youki?”

He remembered his battle against the oni back at Desert Cactus High School, and how he had used his own blood, infused with Lilian’s youki, to kill it. Kevin hadn’t done much experimenting with that. However, it was clear that this was a powerful discovery.

Kiara and Dr. Henry looked at each other. They wore expressions he couldn’t figure out.

“About that…” Kiara began.

“We actually tried infusing human blood with youki,” Dr. Henry took off with the explanation. “However, none of our experiments have born any fruit. I believe the reason your blood is such a powerful catalyst comes from whatever unique genetic disposition you have, but we haven’t figured out how or why this is.”

“I see.” Kevin did know that he was a bit odd. He could break through barriers made from youki, and while he couldn’t do anything else, he knew that wasn’t something a normal human could do.

“Show him the new cartridge you guys made,” Heather butt in enthusiastically.

“Yes, of course.” Dr. Henry turned back to his table and grabbed what Kevin recognized as an ammo magazine, which he then presented to Kevin. “This is a modified magazine that we’ve come up with. Unlike your previous one, which could only hold one hundred shots, this one can fire up to five hundred.”

“That… that’s impressive,” Kevin choked.

Dr. Henry grinned. “Isn’t it? That’s not the only feature we’ve added to this. Your other gun could only shoot single projectiles in the general shape of steel bullets. This one can fire several different projectile variations, including bullets, beams, and lances. The type of projectile fired is largely dependent on how long you charge it. Do you see this meter here?”

Kevin looked at the meter Dr. Henry pointed at. It was the only black part of the silvery magazine.

“I see it.”

“When you hold down on the trigger, this meter fills up. If you release the trigger any time before it reaches the halfway meter, then it sprays bullets in a rapid-fire mode. At the halfway mark, it fires lances that can penetrate the metal hulls of even a tank. And when you reach the full meter mark, it fires off a beam that can destroy a tank outright.” Dr. Henry handed Kevin the magazine clip. “Impressive, is it not?”

“It’s really cool,” Kevin agreed. Seriously cool. While Kevin didn’t really like death and destruction, his inner video game nut was squealing like a fangirl.

I’m holding a piece of weaponry that other men my age would cream themselves over.

What a heady feeling.

“So, what else do you guys have for me?” Kevin asked eagerly. He really wanted to see all the cool stuff these people had created. He was already imagining all kinds of things like gloves that let him shoot youki Kamehameha Waves and stuff.

“That’s it,” Dr. Henry said.

“W-what?”

“That’s it. That’s all we have so far. Everything else is still in the testing stage.”

Kevin felt his world crumble.

“What do you mean that’s it? I came all the way here for a single magazine? What a load of crap!”

The orange-skinned oni scowled. “Oi! Don’t call my creation a load of crap! I’ll have you know that building advanced machinery like this is insanely difficult, and we only started even attempting to do this last year. Expecting anything more at such an early stage of development is like asking the gods for a miracle.”

“Shut up!” Kevin pointed at the oni. “You guys just crushed my dreams! I thought I was gonna get something cool like my own Flying Nimbus, or maybe even Ryuko’s Scissor Blade! But all I’ve got is an ammo clip that lets me shoot more bullets!”

“Spoiled brat!”

“Moronic Goliath!”

As Kevin and Dr. Henry growled, glared, and threw insults at each other, Heather and Kiara stood on the sidelines. Their heads moved back and forth between the two like they were watching a ping pong tournament.

“You know something? I think those two are going to get along just fine,” Heather said.

“They’re both a pair of idiots, at least.” Kiara grinned.

“Hairless ape!”

“Overgrown dork!”

“Go back to the stone age, homosapien!”

“You’re the only one who belongs in the stone age! Why don’t you go carve some hieroglyphs or something?!”

“They’re gonna be at that for a while, aren’t they?” Heather asked.

Kiara shrugged. “Probably.”

“Thought so. Anyway, wanna grab a bite to eat?”

“Sure.”

Heather and Kiara left Kevin and Dr. Henry to their arguing, which really wasn’t arguing so much as name calling.

It would be almost fifteen minutes before Kevin realized the two were gone.

***

Kevin arrived home after spending a good portion of his time arguing with Dr. Henry, who clearly had the emotional range of a depowered Gundam. After stomping up the steps, he opened the door to his house, walked inside, closed it—

“Hawa!”

Having already expected it, Kevin deftly sidestepped Camellia’s “greeting pounce,” leaving the poor woman to smack face-first into the door. He turned his head to look at the woman as she removed her face from the door. There was a small bump on her forehead, which she rubbed at with tears in her eyes. He noticed that she was completely naked.

“Hawa… that was mean, Kevin-kyun. You’re not supposed to move.”

“So, what you’re saying is that I’m supposed to let you tackle me?”

“Yes!”

“Not gonna happen!” Kevin shouted.

Camellia’s ears drooped as if reflecting her disappointing. “Hawa.”

Thanks to living with these kitsune for so long, Kevin had finally gotten a handle on how to deal with them. It was kinesthetic learning at its finest. Thanks to over a year and a half of first-hand experience, Kevin could no longer be caught by surprise.

“L-Lord Kevin! Look out!”

Kevin turned around—

“Wha—ooof!”

—and received a faceful of boobs, showing that, even after living with these kitsune for over a year, he still didn’t quite know how to deal with them. He wasn’t sure whose boobs these belonged to right away. As he tumbled onto his back, he struggled to push the woman off and noted how frilly her clothing was. This was definitely the frilliness of a maid uniform.

“Mph!”

“A-ahn! S—Lord Kevin, p-please stop!”

“Mggrlee!”

“N-ng! Th-that tickles!”

Kevin flailed underneath Kirihime, who in turn flailed around on top of him, which resulted in his face being pressed further into her cleavage. He could feel his head growing fuzzy. His vision was beginning to swim. Lack of oxygen had caused spots to appear before his eyes. Kevin was sure that his face had turned blue already.

If something doesn’t happen soon, I’m… going to… pass out…

“Hawa kick!”

What?

“Kya!”

Kevin sucked in a deep breath of air as, quite suddenly, Kirihime flew off him. He coughed several times, then sat up and looked around. Kirihime lay on the floor several feet away. Her eyes were spinning around in their sockets, and she seemed dizzy.

“Ugh… what… how did…?”

“Hawa… are you okay, Kevin-kyun?”

Looking up, Kevin discovered a pair of breasts hanging in front of his face. He then looked up further, into the concerned eyes of Camellia, whose childlike innocence had never shown more clearly than it did now.

“I’m fine.” Kevin took Camellia’s offered hand and stood up. “Did you help me?”

“Um!” Camellia nodded joyfully. “Camellia used her new technique to get Kirikiri off Kevin-kyun.”

“I see… wait, new technique?”

“Hawa!” Camellia looked quite proud as she placed her hands on her hips and thrust out her chest. “Camellia calls it the Hawa Kick!”

“Don’t take someone else’s technique and replace a single word to make it your own!” Kevin shouted.

“Hawa…”

“Wow, Stud. You’re tsukkomi is coming along nicely. Have you been practicing?” asked a familiar voice.

“If I have been getting practice, then it’s because of the stupidity happening around me,” Kevin barked as Iris and Lilian entered the living room.

“Oooh, I love it when you scold me so fiercely.” Iris’s eyes gleamed as the broad grin on her face widened. “Scold me some more, Stud. Let me really have it.”

“U-ugh…” Kevin blushed and looked away. “Why is it that I can never win with you?”

Iris crossed her arms. “Because you might be a stud, but you’re still a brat. That means you’re a hundred years too soon to defeat me in a game of wits and words.”

“Don’t feel too down, Beloved,” Lilian soothed him. “I’ve known Iris since we were born, and I still can’t beat her.”

“I guess,” Kevin sighed, then paused, and then looked at Lilian and Iris more closely. “Why is your clothing so disheveled? For that matter, why does your hair look so messy?”

Indeed, Lilian’s and Iris’s clothes were a wrinkled mess. It looked like they’d knotted their clothes into a ball before putting them on. Their hair was also in complete disarray, with strands sticking up all over the place, almost as if someone had roughly run their hands through them.

Kevin suddenly deadpanned when he saw Lilian blush. He looked at Lilian some more, and then looked at Iris. The girl was wearing a proud and satisfied grin of content. He focused back on Lilian.

“You two were making out, weren’t you?”

“M-Mistress Iris! Mistress Lilian!” Kirihime blushed a bright shade of red.

“Yes,” Iris said shamelessly, proudly even.

“Sh—Iris cornered me!” Lilian cried out, tears in her eyes. “She pushed me up against the wall and violated me with her tongue before I knew what was happening! Kevin, you have to protect me from this shameless harlot!”

“Damn right I am!” Iris laughed.

“I’m sure you enjoyed it,” Kevin determined, his expression stoic.

“Y-you’re so mean, Beloved.”

While Lilian pretended to be injured by his words, Kevin was well aware that Iris would never do anything without Lilian’s permission. That was part of their agreement. It was also an agreement that Iris had made on her honor as a kitsune. While kitsune were pranksters in nature, they never broke a promise.

“Hawa.” Camellia tilted her head. “What’s ‘making out’ mean, Kirikiri?”

Steam started pouring off Kirihime’s fire truck red face. “I-I’ll tell you later, My Lady.”

“Hawa.”

***

Dinner that night was made by Kevin and Lilian. Unlike Kotohime, who mostly cooked traditional Japanese cuisine, they’d decided to bake pizza. They already had the ingredients, and pizza was actually very easy to make once you knew how.

“Kevin?”

Kotohime never showed up. According to Kirihime, her sister was on a mission with Mack, though he didn’t know what. While missions were never classified, Kotohime wasn’t the type to speak about them. Kevin understood. He’d seen the swordswoman return home, sometimes really late at night. She always looked exhausted and, occasionally, even defeated.

The war is wearing everyone down, I guess.

“Hello? Earth to Kevin?”

Kevin thought about the war a lot these days. He tried not to, but it was hard when there was always news coming in about one city or another coming under attack. Going on missions helped ease the anxiety he felt about the war, as helping others gave him a sense of purpose, but whenever he returned to Neo Seiryuu and regular school life, it became difficult to cope.

“I’m naked.”

“What?”

Kevin turned to Lilian, who wasn’t naked, upon hearing her words. He blinked several times, then frowned at her.

“Don’t say things like that unless you’re really naked.”

“Why? Are you disappointed?”

“Yes.”

His answer caused Lilian to beam at him, her bright smile blinding in its radiance.

She could easily outshine stars.

“I could strip if you want?” Lilian told him. She was currently wearing pink pajama shorts, which rode high on her hips and exposed a good portion of her butt cheeks, and a spaghetti strap shirt that revealed a rather generous amount of cleavage. Every time she moved, her breasts would sway. If she bent over, then he would be able to see her breasts on full display. She didn’t wear a bra, after all.

Kevin seriously considered the proposal before shaking his head.

“No. If you stripped naked, then we wouldn’t get to sleep until early tomorrow morning… and we have to wake up early tomorrow morning, so we wouldn’t be getting any sleep.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Lilian’s shoulders slumped. “Too bad. I wanted to have sex.”

“Is that all you think about?”

“When I’m with you.”

“You’re always with me.”

“Then yes, that’s all I think about.”

Kevin chuckled softly, causing Lilian to smile. He turned around and pulled the redhead into his arms. She didn’t resist. Tucking her head under his chin and wrapping both her arms and tails around him, Lilian buried herself against his body, as if she wanted to meld with him. They remained like this without speaking for a long while.

“Read for our adventure tomorrow?” she asked.

“More or less.” Kevin sighed, breathing in Lilian’s scent. Strawberries and vanilla. She had changed her shampoo after coming to live in Neo Seiryuu. “With everything that’s happened, I’m kind of an old hand at this now.”

“But you're worried.”

It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah.”

Lilian didn’t need to ask what he was worried about. Iris. All void users went through a trial to see if they had what it took to control the Void. Those who couldn’t control it, those who lacked the will to subdue it, were consumed. Kevin had interrupted that trial, so Iris’s ability to control the Void was incomplete. She also didn’t have anyone around who could teach her, which meant she had no guidance and was basically floundering around in the dark.

“Don’t worry about Iris.” Lilian kissed the underside of his chin. “She’s a tough girl. And if she ever does lose control, then I’ll use my celestial powers to subdue the Void.”

“That’s only going to work for so long, though,” Kevin muttered. “She’ll eventually have to face the Void again.”

“And we’ll support her when that time comes,” Lilian said, her voice brimming with confidence. “We need to have faith in her. My sister is strong.”

“Hm, yeah, you’re right. Thanks.”

“Ufufufu, you’re welcome.”

Kevin and Lilian shared a smile. Their eyes met. If it was truly possible to drown in another person’s gaze, then Kevin knew he would have been a dead man. He couldn’t escape from Lilian’s viridian eyes, nor did he want to.

Lilian’s hands slid from around his torso to his neck. She tilted her head up while he leaned down. Kevin slowly shut his eyes. He could practically taste Lilian’s lips. Just a little further and—

—Kevin’s thoughts crashed to a halt when a pair of naked breasts pressed against his back, followed by another set of tails that coiled around him and Lilian. The breasts were a little damp. Whoever they belonged to had just gotten out of the shower. That said, only two people he knew walked around naked, and only one of them would do this.

He opened his eyes and turned his head. Smiling carmine eyes set in a face that oozed sex appeal smiled at him, peeking at him from over his shoulder.

“IT’S REEEAAAAPPPP TIME—OOOF!”

Blue eyes followed the mighty red tail as it smacked Iris in the face, sending her straight to the floor.

“… Ow.”

“Thank you for that,” Kevin said.

Lilian’s response was to smile. “Anytime.”

***

Kotohime arrived home late that night. The artificial sun had been turned off, casting the world into twilight. No stars twinkled in the sky. They couldn’t reach this place, and Daven had thought it would be a waste to create artificial starlight with their limited resources.

The complex that she lived in with her family was one of many that littered Neo Seiryuu. It didn’t look much different from any other apartment complex in the human world. The large building stood over her, a tall structure made mostly of steel and glass. It was a little more modern in appearance than the complex they had lived in before.

When Kotohime entered the two-bedroom complex, she noticed that someone was still awake. Lights emerged from the living room, and she could hear the sound of the TV playing some kind of show. After divesting herself of her geta sandals, she wandered further into the house, toward the source of the noise.

Her sister was sitting on the floor, her legs spread out in front of her, watching TV—a hunting show. How predictable. Camellia lay on the ground, her arms and legs spread wide in a posture of childish laziness. Her head rested on Kirihime’s lap, and the maid’s hands idly stroked the five-tailed kitsune’s raven-colored hair.

“Hawa-hawa-hawa-hawa-hawa… hawa-hawa-hawa-hawa…”

Kotohime felt the drop of sweat slowly drip down her temple.

That snoring…

“Kirihime.”

“Ah, sister!” Kirihime greeted her with a smile. All the while, she never stopped the gentle, tender ministrations. “How was your mission?”

Kotohime grimaced. “Not well. Even after all of the investigating we’ve done, we’re no closer to discovering the location of the prison where the Sons and Daughters of Humanity are keeping the yōkai they’ve arrested.”

It was something that Daven wanted them to do. However, finding the location seemed to be impossible. There were just too many places for them to store prisoners, and without having access to the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s database, there wasn’t much they could do. And unfortunately for them, obtaining access to the database in question was proving to be impossible.

The Sons and Daughters of Humanity had several bases located within Phoenix. She, along with Mack and a team of yōkai, had been raiding each base they discovered, hoping against hope that doing so would give them a lead to follow. So far, though, everything they’d done had been for naught.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Kirihime’s ears drooped.

“It is fine. I am sure that we’ll eventually find and free those yōkai.” Kotohime decided to change the subject. “I heard from Monstrang-dono that Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama, and Iris-sama will be going on a mission.”

“Yes. They’re traveling to California, to meet someone called Kuroneko. Lord Kevin didn’t say much more than that, but I get the feeling there’s a lot more to their mission than what he told me.” Kirihime frowned a little. The concern she showed for the three made her smile.

Kotohime knew who Kuroneko was. A nekomata information broker and one of the Four Saints. If Daven had been in charge of keeping the newspapers from revealing the existence of yōkai, then Kuroneko had been in charge of the news stations. She was also somehow acquainted with Kiara, though Kotohime didn’t know much about their relationship. Either way, Kotohime could make an accurate guess about her charge’s mission simply by knowing who they were going to meet.

“So, I see.”

“Are you worried about them?”

“I would be lying if I said I wasn’t.” Kotohime set her sword on a rack in the living room. It was a standard display meant for katanas. “Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama, and Iris-sama are still very young, and though I do not deny that they are capable of protecting themselves, especially if they stick together, it would be remiss of me if I didn’t worry for them.” She paused, then turned to face her sister, presenting her young sibling with a smile. “Still, I have faith in them as well. They’ve all grown a lot, so I know they’ll be fine.”

“Yeah.” Kirihime’s smile matched her sister’s. “I guess you’re right.”

“Ufufufu, of course I am right. Now then, I believe I shall get ready for bed. This last mission was far more trying than usual. Make sure you also get some sleep. Do not stay up too late, Kirihime.”

“Kay. Good night, sister.”

Kotohime left her sister to her television. Knowing Kirihime, she would fall asleep right there while watching her show, Camellia lying on her thighs like they were pillows.

Instead of journeying to the restroom, Kotohime made a detour, appearing before her charge’s bedroom door. Slowly opening the door and entering the room, she silently walked up to the bed.

So adorable…

All three of them were cuddled together like a bundle of fur and limbs. Kevin lay on his back, while Lilian and Iris had taken his left and right side respectively. Four tails, two blacker than midnight and two a fiery red, lay across the trio of youngsters like an additional blanket. Lilian had buried her face into the crook of Kevin’s neck, breathing in his scent and mumbling something about “tail jobs” in her sleep.

Iris was using his shoulder as a pillow. Her breathing was deep and even. She looked more at peace now than she had when they were living at the Pnevma Estate. While a part of that was certainly thanks to Lilian, Kotohime was certain Kevin’s presence also helped.

Kevin-sama looks awfully comfortable.

She wondered if Kevin was even aware of how his arms had wrapped around the pair, or if that was simply something he had done on instinct. She also wondered if the hand on Iris’s butt had been Kevin’s doing or hers.

It was probably Iris-sama.
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Shaking her head in amusement, Kotohime left the trio to their slumber. She needed to get some rest as well. Those three were leaving early tomorrow morning, most likely, and she wanted to prepare a nice breakfast for them before they left.

***

The next morning Kevin woke up to the wonderful smell of homemade cooking. He woke up the other two. After receiving a good morning kiss from Lilian and a bite from Iris, who decided it would be funny to nibble on his nipple, the trio got dressed and left their room.

“Good morning, Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama, Iris-sama,” Kotohime greeted as he and his two sleeping companions wandered into the kitchen after being woken up by the scent of food.

Kotohime stood by the dining room table with the poise and elegance of a yamato nadeshiko, a traditional Japanese beauty. Her long raven hair had been tied into a ponytail, which kept all but a few bangs out of her face. Doe-like brown eyes regarded the three with resplendent radiance, and a smile curled her pink lips. That morning, Kotohime had chosen to don a light blue kimono with flowing designs that reminded Kevin of a gentle stream.

“Morning, Koto… hime…” Lilian yawned and stretched her arms as she plopped down in a chair. Kevin sat on her left, while Iris took the redhead’s right.

“You got up early this morning,” Kevin noted. He was a bit more awake than Lilian, who smacked her lips several times. Iris had let her head fall into the table. Her hair was in disarray, and she looked the most irritated.

“Of course,” Kotohime said as she set three servings of food on the table. “You three will be leaving today. It is only natural that I see you all off with a good meal.”

That morning, she had prepared something different from the standard salmon, rice, and pickled vegetables that she usually cooked. Pork with ginger sat on a rectangular white plate. White rice filled a small bowl, while steam wafted from another bowl with miso soup. It smelled heavenly.

“I see.” Kevin paused long enough to smile. “In that case, thank you for the food.”

“Ufufufu.” Kotohime raised her arm, hiding a smile behind the sleeve of her kimono. “You are most welcome.” She lowered her arm, clasping her hands, which had the effect of pushing her breasts together. “Now then, please enjoy the meal that this humble maid has prepared for you.”

“Humble, huh?” Iris muttered as she grabbed her chopsticks.

“You ready?” Lilian asked Kevin, grinning.

Kevin returned her grin. “Of course.”

They pulled apart their chopsticks, sucked in a deep breath, and—

“Itadakimasu!!”

—started eating.

Iris rolled her eyes. She loved her sister… and Kevin, too, she supposed, but sometimes, their nerdiness really annoyed her.

“Damn weebs,” she grumbled to herself, silently eating her food.

***

Neo Seiryuu had its own parking garage.

Kevin and his companions entered through a large set of steel doors, which closed behind them. They walked along the concrete path, the echo of their footsteps bouncing around them as they passed all manner of vehicle—most of which they had, uh, commandeered from the Sons and Daughters of Humanity during raiding missions. Along to see him, Lilian, and Iris off were Kotohime, Kirihime, Kiara, and Camellia.

“I wanna drive the tank!” Iris declared, pointing at the massive behemoth in question. It was an M1 Abrams, a third-generation tank named after General Creighton Abrams. Its tan exterior gleamed in the low yellow lighting. The gigantic barrel sticking out of the turret and its many other armaments gave it an intimidating appearance. Kevin still shivered upon remembering how they’d almost been killed by a tank.

“We’re not taking the tank,” Kevin told Iris.

Iris looked aghast. “What? Why not?”

“Because a tank is way too conspicuous.”

“Bah! Who cares about something like that. We’ll be in a tank! We can just mow over anyone who gets in our way.”

“And when the United States calls in an air strike?”

“We’ll blast them out of the sky!”

Kevin shook his head. “I’m not even gonna deign that with a response.”

“Oi!”

“Hawa… shiny car…”

“L-Lady Camellia, please don’t run off!”

Kirihime had to grab onto Camellia’s outfit to keep her from wandering off on her own. This garage wasn’t huge, but knowing the woman as they did, she was bound to get lost if she went off without anyone keeping an eye on her.

“I wanna drive a sports car,” Lilian inputted her own opinion. “Something cool like a Mini Cooper.”

“Mini Coopers aren’t sports cars, Lilian.”

“What about a Camaro?”

“You guys won’t be driving a sports car,” Kiara told the three of them. She then swiveled her head to stare at Iris. “And you’re definitely not driving a tank.”

The raven-haired vixen crossed her arms. “Whatever. Stupid dog.”

“I heard that!”

“Eep!”

“So what kind of vehicle are we using to drive from here to California?” Kevin asked. He honestly didn’t care what they drove, just so long as it got good gas mileage. As someone raised by a single mother, efficiency was all he cared about in a car.

“You’ll be using this car.” Kiara spun around to face them and made a wide, sweeping gesture as if to showcase the grand vehicle they would be driving.

The car she’d gestured to was painted silver. It was a sedan. Four doors sat on either side of its elongated body. The windows were tinted and impossible to see through. The front had a longer slope than the back.

“A Prius?” Kevin gave Kiara a questioning look, which earned him a grin.

“Problem?”

“No, not really.” Kevin shrugged. “Priuses get good gas mileage. I’ve got no problems with it.”

“I still wanted to drive the tank,” Iris muttered.

“And I wanted to drive a sports car,” Lilian said dejectedly.

“That’s enough out of you two!” Kevin barked.

“Ufufufu, have you been practicing your tsukkomi routine, Kevin-sama?”

“Don’t you start with me, Kotohime.”

“Ufufufu.”

Kevin ignored the giggling woman and turned to Kiara. “Do you know where we’re supposed to meet with this Kuroneko woman?”

Kiara huffed as if the question wasn’t even worth answering. “Course I do. You’re going to meet Kuroneko at The Yōkai Café. Here are the directions. When you get there, just ask for Kuro and tell them that you’re there to deliver a message from Seiryuu.”

“Right.” Kevin rubbed his neck. “Well, I guess we had better get going, then.”

“Take care of yourself, boya.” Kiara patted Kevin on the shoulder.

“Will do.”

“And should you get into a fight, remember to kick ass. You’re a student of Kiara F. Kuyo, and I have a reputation to uphold. I won’t accept you losing to anyone, got that?”

“Um, sure.”

While Kiara said goodbye to Kevin, Lilian and Kotohime were sharing their own goodbyes.

“Take care of yourself, Lilian-sama.” Kotohime looked down at her charge, whom she had protected for over half a century, giving the redhead a watery smile. “Stay safe, and remember to rely on Kevin-sama and Iris-sama. Don’t try to do too much by yourself.”

“Don’t worry. I will.” Lilian gave her maid a thumbs up. “I learned all about the power of friendship and teamwork from Fairy Tail.”

“… Right.”

“I’m all fired up now!”

Kotohime could not stop the sweat from rolling down her face at Lilian’s very poor impersonation of a certain fire-eating Dragon Slayer. However, that didn’t stop her from pulling the girl into a hug, startling Lilian.

“K-Kotohime…”

“I… I am going to miss you,” Kotohime choked.

Lilian relaxed and wrapped her arms around the woman. “I’ll miss you too.”

Kirihime looked at Iris, who noticed the look and shook her head.

“Not happening.”

“L-Lady Iris is so mean…”

“Whatever.”

“Hawa… Camellia wants a hug too.”

“Wait your turn, Mom!”

“Hawa…”

A round of hugs were given and received. Lilian and Camellia’s hug was particularly heartfelt, even if Kevin thought they could do without the resonating “Hawas!” He was a little surprised that Phoebe wasn’t around to see them off, but according to Kotohime, she was out on assignment. He was honestly grateful.

“Wait!” a voice echoed to them just as Kevin and the others were about to get into the car.

Everyone turned to see Heather running up to them. Blonde hair and big boobs bounced as she ran, and she carried several large spiral bound notebooks in her hand. She stopped in front of the trio who were about to embark on their journey, and handed them five notebooks each.

“What are these?” Iris asked, staring at the notebooks like they were Eldritch horrors from the abyss.

“That’s your homework for the next month,” Heather answered. “Your teachers wanted me to give these to you and said they would be due upon your return.”

The three youngsters froze for all of ten seconds before their brains started to kick in. After which, their shocked and terrified cries resonated across the garage.

“WHAAAAAAAAT?!!!!”

***

Justin Verräter had been busy since the war started. As one of the only humans capable of using the Mech1A prototype suit, he’d been sent out on a lot of missions. A lot of missions. Justin didn’t think he’d had so much as a single day off. He hadn’t even been able to watch a single one of his shows! It totally sucked.

However, today was the day, the day he finally got some time to himself, and he was going to use that time wisely.

Sitting on the couch, in front of his entertainment system, Justin had just placed the Blu-ray of his favorite anime, Vampire Hunter D, into his Blu-ray player—

“Sergeant Major Verräter!!”

—when someone practically broke his door down as they burst into his private quarters.

Justin glared at the person barging into his room with the subtlety of a rhino. If looks could kill, this man would have been dead.

“Do you not know how to knock?”

The rank and file soldier of no importance snapped off a salute. “Sir! Sorry, sir! But I was told to make sure you headed to Commander Paine’s office! It’s very important, sir!”

Great. What does that workaholic want with me now?

“Oh, fine.” Justin stood up and gestured at the soldier. “Lead the way, buzzkill.”

“Thank you, sir!”

Justin shook his head and followed the soldier to Commander Paine’s office.

Because the Sons and Daughters of Humanity was officially part of the US Military now, or rather, because they were considered a paramilitary unit of the United Nations, they had been given their own base of operations.

Their new base was much larger than their old one. Justin thought it was because they were no longer underground. Situated just outside Santa Fe, New Mexico, the base greatly resembled the pentagon, only it was a hexagon instead of a pentagon. He didn’t really understand why, but he assumed the United States didn’t want a paramilitary group copying the architecture of their most secure compound.

The base, which had been originally named the Hexagon and then renamed Alpha H2 when American officials complained about plagiarism, was over 5 million square feet.

With their increase in operations, they’d also expanded their personnel, going from a secret group of 100,000 people worldwide to approximately 550,000. Alpha H2 had upwards of 23,000 people working there, from soldiers to engineers to office workers. The Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s stock had truly risen since the war started.

And yet, things have gotten really boring these days.

Oh, sure, he went out on missions nearly every day, and all of them had a very high chance of death, but Justin didn’t really care about that. He preferred to amuse himself watching people doing interesting things, not killing yōkai.

I wonder what Kevin’s been up to. I bet he’s at least having an interesting time.

Commander Paine’s new office was nearly twice as large as before. Consequently, this made his office seem twice as empty. It was like a massive space of nothing. The walls remained bare, with no adornments whatsoever, not even a trophy or a medal hanging from the barren space. At the very end of the office was a tiny cot, a plain-looking desk, and a just as plain filing cabinet.

It made Commander Paine stand out all the more.

His appearance reminded Justin of a grizzled war veteran. His face, lined with scars and stubble, was almost similar to his son’s—except it had scars, stubble, and looked way older. His once blond hair was now peppered with white, and his receding hairline was broken by an ugly red scar running from the left side of his face all the way down to his chin. An all-black military uniform fit his frame well, revealing bulking muscles that hadn’t atrophied with age.

Justin decided to have a little fun. He waltzed up to the commander’s desk, pressed his palms against the surface, leaned over, and gave the much older man a lazy grin.

“Sup, Commander? I heard you needed me for something?”

“Don’t speak in such a lax manner, boy,” Commander Paine’s growl was reminiscent of a grizzly bear. “You’re not in high school anymore.”

“Oh, I know. Trust me. You’ve made it abundantly clear that I’m no longer in high school, what with the dragging me all the way to New Mexico bit and everything—not that I actually spend much time here anyway.”

“You seem to have gotten more disrespectful than the last time I saw you.”

“And you’ve become even more gruff.”

Justin didn’t flinch when Commander Paine stared at him. His bodyguard, a hulking monstrosity of metal, shifted as if it could sense the tension. Just as the air became thick enough to cut with a knife, Justin leaned back and grinned.

“But I’m not here to complain about how I don’t get any time off. Nope. I’m here to see what sort of new mission you have for me.”

Commander Paine didn’t look pleased by his cheeky attitude, but Justin didn’t really care. The commander had been running him ragged with missions, and just when he thought he’d finally get to relax, some shmoe had busted his door down and told him to hightail it up to the command office. This was simply payback.

“I have a mission for you.”

“Yeah, I figured as much.”

Commander Paine’s glare silenced him, but only because Justin knew how far he could push the man before he snapped.

“We’ve recently received reports about a vehicle leaving the city of Phoenix. It’s traveling toward Los Angeles. The occupants are members of Neo Seiryuu,” Commander Paine said.

Justin frowned. “What makes you so certain?”

“Because we have pictures of them stopping at a gas station.”

Reaching for a file on his desk, Commander Paine produced several photos from within and showed them to Justin, who easily recognized the three people: a blond-haired teen with blue eyes, a beautiful redhead with a beaming smile, and a raven-haired vixen that oozed sexuality even through a photo.

“We have reason to believe they’re meeting with another terrorist cell,” Commander Paine continued. “Your mission is to tail the occupants of this vehicle, find out who they are meeting with, and then work with the US Marines to destroy whichever cell they contact.”

Justin found it ironic that he, the commander of a “former terrorist cell” was calling someone else a terrorist. The only reason the Sons and Daughters of Humanity was no longer a terrorist cell was because they had UN backing. Apparently, being backed by a nation or two, or 193, meant you were no longer considered a terrorist.

“I’ll accept the mission,” Justin said at last.

Commander Paine grunted. “You say that like I was giving you a choice. You’re to leave as soon as you're able. ETA: thirteen hundred hours.”

“Righto.”

Justin took the folder that Commander Paine handed to him, which would contain all of the extraneous details of the mission that took too long to explain. He’d skim over it while traveling to California. Maybe. If he felt like it.

“By the way,” Justin said just as he was about to leave. “Aren’t you being a little harsh? It’s awfully mean to call your son a terrorist.”

“Don’t you have an assignment to prepare for?” Commander Paine scowled.

Justin snickered as he left the office. Commander Paine made it way too easy to screw with him. He almost felt bad. Almost.

After entering his private quarters—and making a note to have the door repaired—Justin sat down at his desk, flipped open the file, and started to read.

Well, a Cheshire cat’s smile slowly spread across his lips, it looks like things might get interesting again.


CHAPTER 3

IT’S A TANUKI LIFE

Lilian knew that she shouldn’t have been having so much fun while on a top-secret mission, but she just couldn’t help it.

“Ubau tame ni de wa naku egao de ite hoshii. Meguriaeta taisetsu na kimi wo mamoritakute. Boku ga kokoro no tate ni nareru nara. Nani mo osore wa shinai.”

She and Kevin were singing. Loudly. Plugged into the car was Kevin’s phone, from which the music was playing. All of the songs were in Japanese, which made sense, as each song was an opening theme to one of the many anime they’d watched together.

They had a lot of songs.

“FEARLESS boku wa motto tsuyoku naritai. Omoide ja naku ima no kimi no tame ni. Negau kotoba masshiro na hane wo yadoshite. Owaranai monogatari no tsuzuki e. Kimi ga iru ao no hate made maiagare.”

As “Fearless Hero,” the opening theme song to an anime called Dog Days, ended, she and Kevin laughed while sucking in deep lungfuls of air.

“Ha… ha… that was… completely awesome!” Kevin said. He was the one driving. He had his hands on the wheel as they drove through a large mass of desert. All any of them saw for miles was nothing but a large stretch of sand, dirt, and the occasional farm.

This was the I-10 Freeway, which would take them all the way to Los Angeles.

“He… he… I think I’ve got a new favorite song. That was fun!” Lilian was beaming.

“I’m glad someone’s having fun,” a disgruntled Iris muttered in the back, her eyes roaming over massive blocks of text from the notebook on her lap. She didn’t seem to be having nearly as much fun as they were.

They ignored her.

Kevin grinned at her—a bright, cheerful grin that she absolutely adored. Lilian knew she was grinning back. She could see herself reflected in his eyes, and the expression on her face matched his to a T.

“So, what should we sing next?” Kevin asked.

“How about you stop singing?” Iris suggested.

“What about Fantasy Empire?” Lilian said.

“You mean the first theme from Mirai Nikki?” Kevin hummed. “Um, it’s an okay song, but not really upbeat enough. How about Minna no Namae wo Irete Kudasai?”

“Seriously, stop singing,” Iris insisted.

“That’s from D-Frag, right?” Lilian thought his suggestion over. She did rather like D-Frag. It was an awfully funny anime, though she felt the opening theme song was lacking. It just didn’t have the punch she was looking for.

She looked over at Kevin, who eyed her out of the corner of his eye. She saw it within those blue orbs. They were, as always, of like mind.

“Database?” she asked.

Kevin’s grin widened. “Database.”

As the opening theme song for Log Horizon began playing, Iris moaned a piteous complaint from the back and covered her ears. However, even with them covered, her sensitive ears still shivered and twitched as if they were undergoing the most excruciating ear torture the world had ever known.

Lilian ignored her sister and enjoyed herself by singing with the person she loved more than anyone else.

***

“I can’t believe they gave us homework,” Lilian complained as she sat in the front seat with a book in her lap. They had decided to stop singing. Iris had fallen asleep, which was actually the reason they were no longer singing, and in any case, someone had to get the homework. Since Kevin was driving, the task of doing homework had been left up to her.

Kevin had changed lanes, deftly moving around another car that was moving far too slowly for his taste. There weren’t that many cars on this freeway. However, there were more than Lilian expected.

“Well, it’s not like school stops just because we’re on a mission,” Kevin said.

“I know that.” Lilian pouted. “I just think they should make us exempt from school work whenever we’re sent on a mission. Don’t heroes get special exceptions made for them like that?”

“Not usually,” Kevin said. “In fact, I think if you’re in high school, then having more homework piled on top of saving the day is standard procedure.”

Lilian cried in complaint some more.

***

“A boy cuts a cardboard circle and only cuts five straight lines. He does not care if the pieces are equal. What is the maximum number of pieces he can obtain if he makes five cuts?”

Kevin frowned as Lilian recited the problem. Even now, after being in the human world for a year, she still sucked at math. However, where she suffered from mathtardation, Kevin excelled at math. It was one of his two best subjects.

Within his mind, Kevin quickly created an imaginary circle and began the process of elimination. The circle was cute five times, remade, then cut five more times. Over and over again he did this, making cuts to see what maximum number of cuts could be made.

While his mind worked, he slowly eased on the gas and changed to another lane. He was driving down the Papago Freeway, also known as the I-10. Desert lay on either side of the road, an endless expanse of sand and dirt. There really was nothing to see out there. He sighed.

“Sixteen,” Kevin said at last.

Lilian quickly jotted it down. She then closed the notebook and stretched her arms above her head. Kevin tried not to let his eyes leave the road, but it was tough when his mate’s chest was practically popping out of her shirt.

She is so oblivious. Does she even realize what she’s doing to me?

Probably not, Kevin concluded. For all the times Lilian had tried to seduce him back when they first met, she really didn’t know what she could do when she acted naturally. She wasn’t like Iris, whose every move was calculated to make her as sexy as possible. Unlike the succubus lily, Lilian’s seductiveness came from a natural sensuality. She was unbelievably sexy only when she acted like herself. At least, Kevin thought so.

Almost absently, Kevin looked in the rearview mirror. Iris was no longer visible through it. She’d long since taken to lying down.

“Is Iris still asleep?”

Lilian looked back at her sister, then turned her eyes up front. “Yep. Lazy bum nodded right off before getting halfway done with her homework.”

“She’s definitely not the diligent type.” He nodded.

“Ufufu, definitely not.” A breathy sigh escaped Lilian’s lips. She rubbed her eyes some before reaching down and pulling another notebook out of her backpack. “I guess I should get started on our English homework.”

English was Lilian’s best subject.

“You’ll let me copy off you once we arrive at our destination, right?” he asked.

“Of course!” Lilian beamed at Kevin. “You are my mate, after all.”

***

Kevin’s butt hurt. He supposed that was what happened after sitting in a car for three hours. A glance at the dashboard revealed that it was 11:45 a.m., almost lunch time. They would have to find a place to stop soon.

Taking one hand off the steering wheel, Kevin reached for the GPS built into the dashboard—

“EEEEEEEE!!!!”

—but jerked his hand back as something long and furry slipped into his pants.

“What the hell?!”

A tingling sensation erupted from his crotch, making him swerve recklessly and almost drive off the road. The tail quickly retracted, and Kevin regained control of the car. After making sure his heart hadn’t leapt out of his throat, he cast a glare at the only person daring enough to do something like that.

“Dang it, Iris! Don’t do that!”

“Huhuhu,” Iris chuckled as she peeked out from behind his chair. “There’s no need for such a harsh tone, Stud. I was only saying hello.”

“You can keep your hellos!” Kevin snapped, his breathing still heavy from a combination of shock and arousal. “I nearly drove us off the road thanks to you!”

“Are you upset?”

“Does Spike Spiegel have terrible luck with money?”

“I don’t know who that is,” Iris confessed, “but I can take a hint. Hm, how about this?” Kevin nearly jerked again when Iris leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. Her lips were warm and soft, and they left a pleasant tingle in their wake. “There, you like me again now, right?”

“Tch. You’re just lucky you’re Lilian’s sister.”

“Whatever.” Iris laughed. “You know you love me!”

“Just wake up your sister, Iris,” Kevin grumbled.

“Fine. Fine.”

Iris shifted to the other side, where she proceeded to wake up Lilian, the redhead stirring as her shoulder was shaken.

“Nnggg…” Groaning, Lilian sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Are we there yet?”

“No,” Kevin said. “We’re just going to get lunch.”

“M’kay,” Lilian mumbled, curling back up. “Wake me up when we get there.”

“Don’t fall back asleep!”

***

Kevin wasn’t the most studious of individuals, but that didn’t mean he was a slacker either. While he didn’t know what he wanted to do for a career, he did understand that getting good grades, so he could go to a good college, was essential for anyone who wanted to make something of themselves.

That explained why he was working on his English even as he ate a premium chicken wrap with one hand.

He, Lilian, and Iris had stopped at a McDonald's located at a small stopping point off the Papago Freeway. It wasn’t much to look at. This sort of place was just a pit stop for people passing through. The McDonald’s was attached to a gas station, so they could also buy some snacks for the car should they feel like it. At the moment, though, the three of them were content with simply eating.

“Careful not to get any food on my homework,” Lilian said as she munched on a sausage, egg, and cheese McGriddle.

“Don’t worry,” Kevin reassured his mate. “I’m not Iris.”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say. I’m not a slob, you know.” Despite saying this, Iris didn’t appear too upset. Kevin assumed it was because she was busy eating her own food.

“Say that when you don’t have sauce dripping from your mouth,” Kevin and Lilian said in unison. They looked at each other and smiled.

“Tch!”

As Iris quickly grabbed a napkin and cleaned her face off, Kevin went back to copying Lilian’s homework. He could have done it himself—he wasn’t terrible at English—but he’d been driving a car for three hours, and he’d also helped Lilian with her math while driving. Kevin felt he deserved to skimp on his work a little.

The sound of the doors blowing open alerted Kevin to trouble. As screams pierced the air, he, Lilian, and Iris grabbed their school supplies and ducked under the booth. As they hid there, Kevin looked at his mate and her sister to come up with a plan should these people be from the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.

He nearly slammed his face into the table bench when he saw what they were doing.

“Why are you still eating?!” Kevin whispered harshly.

“What?” Lilian gave him a look that clearly said, “Why are you angry?” even as she bit into her McGriddle. Beside her, Iris was munching on a Big Mac without a care in the world. “We’re still hungry.”

“You’re just jealous because we had the foresight to grab our food while yours is still on the table,” Iris added. Kevin scowled, but he didn’t say anything.

Several people walked into the McDonalds at that moment, forcing him to turn his attention away from the pair. He frowned. These people weren’t human.

Dressed in long, tan overcoats reminiscent of cowboy style trench coats, they strolled into the room, their booted feet clunking against the floor. Several of them wore cowboy hats. Those who didn’t allowed everyone present to see their furry round ears, which twitched and wiggled. Large bushy tails stuck out from underneath their coats, wagging back and forth as they waddled in.

Tanuki.

Kevin knew the species. They were also called Japanese Raccoon Dogs, though the name was somewhat misleading, as they didn’t just live in Japan—at least, the yōkai species didn’t. Tanuki were generally considered jovial and mischievous. Supposedly, they were master shapeshifters and highly intelligent, but also absentminded.

“There’s a whole gang of them,” Lilian whispered. “I wonder what they’re all doing here.”

“You and me both,” Kevin muttered.

“Maybe they’re here to have a showdown,” Iris suggested.

“This is a stick up!” the tanuki standing at the head shouted.

“Uh, I think you mean, ‘This is a robbery, stick ‘em up,” another tanuki said.

“Oh, right. This is a robbery! Stick ‘em up!”

Kevin dragged a hand down his face. “A robbery? ‘Stick ‘em up?’ Seriously? Who talks like that when robbing someone anymore?”

“They’ve obviously been watching too many western shows,” Lilian agreed.

“I don’t want to hear that from two people who’ve tried to base their entire lives on anime,” Iris muttered.

The crowd panicked. Most of the people there did exactly what they were told, sticking their hands into the air. Others began sobbing. Mothers hugged their children close to their chest, while fathers stood protectively in front of their families. A threnody of frightened voices all called out at once.

Several tanuki didn’t take too kindly to the humans who were standing up to them, even if it was to protect their families. One of the tanuki waltzed up to a family of four and spat in the father’s face.

“Didn’t you hear us? We said stick ‘em up! This is a heist!”

“Actually, it’s a robbery,” one of the tanuki said.

“Same difference!”

The father tried to look confident, but his knees shook as he glared at the tanuki. His face had also gone pale and a cold sweat drenched his neck. This person had probably never seen a yōkai up close before.

“I-I won’t let you hurt my family, monster!” he shouted despite his fear.

It was as if someone had flipped a switch. The atmosphere suddenly became tense. Hostile. All of the tanukis’ expressions had changed. Lips peeled back into feral snarls, revealing row upon row of sharp teeth. Eyes narrowed in hate, uncontained and unrestrained. A palpable aura of rage had descended upon the group of yōkai.

“Monster?” the tanuki group’s leader murmured, walking up to the father who’d spoken. “You think we’re monsters?”

“Y-yes. Of course I do!” The father no longer looked quite as confident as he had before, but even so, he kept talking as if he’d contracted a bad case of motormouth. “Everyone knows that you yōkai are nothing but a pack of monsters who feed on humans! That’s why the United States is at war with you!”

“Wrong!”

Everyone shrieked as, too quickly for human eyes to follow, the tanuki grabbed the father by the head and slammed him face-first into a table. The loud crunch of his nose breaking under the assault rang out for everyone to hear, even over the din of terrified screams. The father grunted in pain, biting his lip in his effort to not give these yōkai the satisfaction of hearing him scream.

“Daniel!”

“Daddy!”

The mother and her children looked like they wanted to move, but they froze in place when another tanuki moved in front of them. It might have been his glare, or maybe it was the bloodlust and hatred radiating from his eyes. Regardless, the mother and kids couldn’t move a muscle.

“Let me tell you something,” the leader tanuki ground out, his voice grating and harsh. “The only monsters in this world are you humans. I’ve been around for a long time, and I can honestly say that I’ve never seen a more despicable species. You hate others because they’re different from you. You enslave your own kind and sell them on the black market. You steal and lie and cheat and kill. You call us monsters because we’re not human. I call you monsters because you are human. And now, you’re going to see what me and my boys do to monsters like you.”

The tanuki raised his left hand, from which several claws protruded from his fingers, which glinted in the light with deadly intent. More screams erupted. The family whose father was about to die wailed. The mother rushed forward, but she was pushed to the floor by the much larger tanuki.

“This is what happens to real monsters!” the tanuki shouted, preparing to bring down his claws and kill the man whose face was smashed against the counter.

“Hold it!” a voice rang out.

The claws stopped a mere centimeter from the man’s face. A confused look suddenly flashed across his eyes as he, along with everyone else, wondered who would dare to say something during a moment like this.

Everyone turned toward the source of the shout to find Kevin and Lilian standing on the table, back to back, with matching smirks plastered on their faces.

“To protect the world from douchebags everywhere.”

“To defend the innocent with style and flair.”

“Kevin.”

“Lilian.”

“Curb stomping jerks at the speed of light.”

“Surrender now or prepare to be stomped into the ground.”

“Hellz yeah, that’s right—wait. Why the hell am I the mascot?!” Iris complained.

“Because you’re not a main character?” Kevin suggested.

“What kind of crap is that? I am so a main character!”

“Yeah, maybe, but you’re not the main, main character like Kevin and I are,” Lilian said. “Besides, who else could possibly be the mascot? Eric isn’t here, and there’s no one else who can play that role so well.”

Back in Arizona, a certain pervert started sneezing for no apparent reason. He would later blame it on allergies.

“You guys suck,” Iris grumbled.

“You know you love us,” the mated pair said at the same time.

“Who the hell are you two?!” the tanuki leader shouted.

“Um, hello, there’s three of us,” Iris pointed at herself. “I even dressed up in a super sexy costume for this. How can you not notice me?”

Indeed, now that Kevin was looking at her, he could see that Iris had changed into a costume. Covering her hands were large gloves designed to look like three-fingered paws. Her feet were encased in furry white boots that reminded him of cartoonish cat feet. She wasn’t wearing much else. Wrapped around her hips was a very small mini-skirt, and a piece of white fabric kept her breasts from being completely exposed, but even then, he could see her nipples poking through the fabric.
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“When did you change outfits?” asked Kevin.

“Just now,” Iris said.

“I wanna change outfits too!” Lilian cried out.

Kevin sighed. “You should have thought about doing that sooner.”

“Don’t be mean, Beloved.”

As the three bickered, arguing about the merits of changing into costumes before doing their introduction, the tanuki gang leader was staring at the group like he couldn’t figure out whether he should be screaming or crying. A throbbing vein bulged on his forehead, which had picked up a dark red hue. His face looked like an egg could have been cooked on it, and his limbs trembled with barely restrained rage.

“No one ignores the Tanuki Gang like that! Get ‘em, boys!”

The tanuki all charged at the trio, bellowing a war cry that echoed through the McDonalds.

***

Divide and conquer. That was the plan that Kevin and Lilian had come up with on the spot. She and her two companions had quickly split up, forcing the half-dozen tanuki to split up as well. It wasn’t bad, as far as plans went, though Iris thought it was a little simplistic. Then again, Kevin and Lilian were the ones who came up with it, so perhaps simple worked best.

Iris had already fought a tanuki once before. Back when Kevin had been dealing with his loss of innocence, having finally come to grips with the fact that he’d taken a life and would have to do so again, she had battled against a tanuki, so she knew what they were capable of.

Tanuki mostly utilized sand attacks. They had impressive control over sand and wind. She guessed that was why they had chosen to live in Arizona. All this state had was sand. It made sense to her.

Fortunately, they were indoors and there was no sand to be used. Tanuki couldn’t create something out of nothing. Sand was an element, but unlike lightning or fire, it was an earth element. Earth techniques could only be used to manipulate the earth. They couldn’t be used to create more earth.

Ugh, I suppose I should be thankful to Lily and the stud for dragging me to those yōkai classes.

Who knew the information she’d acquired from classes her partners had forced her to take would eventually come in handy? Certainly not her.

“Take this!”

Iris dove out of the way from the tanuki’s slashing hand. The table behind her was quickly sliced in half, and the wall behind the table received a large furrow, as if someone had sliced into it with a sword. It was a wind technique. The tanuki had created a very sharp blade of wind that sliced straight through the table, though it lacked the power to cut through the wall.

“Void Art: Void of Despair.”

Void of Despair was not truly a void technique. It was merely an illusion that made someone think they were being consumed by the Void. Those who fell prey to this illusion saw themselves being pulled into a lake of black fire, of being slowly consumed as the Void pulled them down, erasing their bodies and very existence.

The tanuki she was facing was no different. He screamed and cried and begged and tried to claw out of a sea of black fire that existed only in his mind. It really was remarkable how he didn’t even realize that he was under an illusion, which just went to show Iris the difference between yōkai who’d been trained to use their powers and yōkai who hadn’t. These tanuki clearly hadn’t been given any formal training, not like the one she’d faced previously.

By the time her technique ended, the tanuki she’d fought was a drooling mass of flesh shuddering on the cold tile floor. Iris stared down at the yōkai, who looked to be about twenty years old and was mildly handsome. She scratched the side of her head, then turned her attention to the other tanuki, who hadn’t fought.

This one looked young—younger than her even. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old. Iris thought he looked even younger than that. His body trembled as she walked up to him. He tried walking backwards but stopped when his back hit a wall. Wide yellow eyes stared at her in terror. Iris thought the boy might piss himself.

She grinned at him. “Guess what?”

“W-what?” he squeaked.

“I’m not wearing any underwear.”

His wide eyes widened even more. Then he looked down at her skirt, which almost revealed the treasure hidden underneath.

He blushed.

“Wanna see?” Iris asked, lifting her skirt just a bit.

The boy’s face reached a new shade of red. Steam burst from his ears and blood from his nose. The force of his nosebleed caused his head to snap back and slam into the wall. He crumbled to the floor, then, his body twitching as his eyes rolled into the back of his head.

“Well,” Iris sniffed, “that was anticlimactic.”

***

Lilian felt like she had taken on the bulk work of their enemies. Unlike Kevin, who was only facing one, and Iris who only had to deal with two, she was fighting against three tanuki. She wasn’t really sure what was up with that. Were they attacking her because she was the main character’s first love interest? Maybe they thought they could take her hostage or something? It was a stupid idea, and one that she would be sure to disabuse them of.

“Gomu Gomu no Extension!”

Remaining tried and true to her favorite shōnen hero, Lilian used the extension technique like a certain rubber man. Two of the three tanuki dodged her tails, while the last one realized her tails wouldn’t go near him and charged forward.

Her tails wrapped around two tables, then she stopped extending her tails and allowed them to retract. Since they were wrapped around the tables, instead of actually retracting, they pulled her forward, turning into a makeshift slingshot.

“Lilian Heel Stomp!”

“Wha—BLEGGGH!”

The unfortunate victim of her attack was the tanuki who hadn’t dodged because he’d thought she was attacking his friend. He had run at her, as if hoping to attack her before she could react. Now, instead of being the one to attack her, he was on the receiving end of her attack. Her sandal-clad feet slammed mercilessly into his face. Arterial fluids sprayed from his nose and mouth as he flew backwards like a missile, smacking into the wall, which dented as he bounced off of it and fell to the floor.

He didn’t get back up.

“W-what the hell?! She just pounded Fred’s face in!”

“S-she’s a monster!”

Strange words coming from a tanuki.

“Ha!” Lilian grinned as she struck a suitably heroic pose. “Give up now, losers! None of you can stand up to my awesome technique!”

“It’s not your technique!” Kevin shouted as he fought against the tanuki leader. “You stole it from a manga!”

“U-ugh.” Lilian grabbed her chest as if someone had shot an arrow through it. “T-that is just too harsh, Beloved… even if it technically is true.”

The two tanuki left standing decided to use her distracted state to launch an attack. Both of them sent an impressive blast of wind her way. Their plan was to no doubt smack her with a wind technique so powerful that she would be sent flying and slamming into the wall behind her.

She had other plans.

The wind slammed into Lilian, and then seemingly went straight through her. Before the two tanuki could even contemplate what they’d just seen, the Lilian several feet away disappeared, and a new Lilian appeared in front of them, the tips of her tails glowing with an ethereal white light.

“Time to sleep, you two. Celestial Art: Illusory Sleep.”

The two tanuki stumbled as they were suddenly overcome with a powerful compulsion to sleep. Their eyes drooped and their shoulders slumped. One of them rubbed their head, as if trying to fight off a migraine. The other slapped his cheeks, no doubt hoping that doing so would keep him from falling asleep.

Lilian frowned when, after two whole minutes, the two still remained on their feet.

“Gomu Gomu Iron Fist!”

Using the extension technique again, Lilian’s tails quickly went from two feet long to three yards long. Both tails coiled at the end until they formed a circle that somewhat resembled a fist. And then, without preamble, she slammed both fist-shaped tails on top of the two tanuki’s heads. The pair crashed face-first into the tile, which dented underneath them, abrasions spreading across the floor like an intricate web.

Lilian grinned, feeling quite proud of herself as she stared at the two twitching tanuki.

“How do you two like my new technique?” she asked the unconscious pair. “I call it Gomu Gomu Iron Fist!”

“Now you’re just combining two different techniques from two different anime together,” Kevin shouted. “And don’t mix Japanese with English! It sounds stupid!”

Lilian’s shoulders slumped.

“… Mugyu…”

“Stop using other people’s catchphrases!”

***

Kevin squared off with the leader of the tanuki gang. Truthfully, the tanuki didn’t really look like a gang leader. If Kevin were to go by human appearances, then the man before him was a middle-aged man with gray sideburns and a receding hairline. He looked more like the kind of person you’d find working as a grocery store manager than the leader of a gang. Even the clothes he wore underneath his tan coat made Kevin think grocery store manager. After all, what kind of gang leader wore khaki pants and a white, albeit dirty, button up shirt?

“You damn human!”

The tanuki snarled as he sent a jet of wind in Kevin’s direction.

Kevin couldn’t see the attack, as wind had no form, but he could feel the currents of air as they suddenly accelerated. He juked to the left, then to the right. The tanuki howled and waved his arms like a madman orchestrating a symphony. The next blast of wind tore the ground in front of Kevin apart. He avoided it by rolling along the ground, getting out of its range. Kevin then came back up and tried to steadily progress closer to the tanuki.

Unfortunately, the tanuki seemed intent on not letting him close the gap. He sent blast after blast of powerful winds at Kevin, who was forced to weave around a series of invisible attacks. All around him objects were blasted to pieces. A chair shattered into wood chips. A table exploded, the metal twisting as it flipped through the air before stabbing into the wall. The people who were present during this fight screamed and tried to run away.

This is just great. Of all the times for me to leave my guns in the car.

Kevin felt like he should have learned his lesson long ago. How many times had he nearly been killed by yōkai randomly showing up like this? Ten? Twenty? Sometimes it seemed like 100 times. Yet even now, it seemed that he still hadn’t learned his lesson.

Whatever. I don’t need my guns to beat this guy.

This tanuki clearly wasn’t a fighter. He threw around his wind ability like a rank amateur, sending blast after blast of wind at Kevin, as if hoping he would hit Kevin if he kept up a constant assault. However, even though Kevin couldn’t “see” the wind, he was still more than able to dodge it.

“Damn you! Hold still!”

“I can’t believe you just asked me to hold still. Do you know how stupid that is? What person in their right mind is going to stand there like an idiot and take your attacks?”

“Raaaa!”

“Woah!”

Clearly upset from Kevin’s constant dodging, the tanuki spun around, whipping his tail in Kevin’s direction.

A massive burst of wind nearly slammed into Kevin. It clipped his side as he was dodging, causing him to spin. Rather than let himself be taken down by this, he used the rotation to roll across the floor. As he came out of his roll, he grabbed onto the nearest item he could find—a piece of broken wood—jumped back onto his feet, and chucked it at the tanuki. Rageful and therefore unprepared, the tanuki couldn’t respond to the threat in time, and the wood fragment bounced off his head.

Kevin used that as a distraction, running for the yōkai in a burst of speed. The tanuki saw him and tried to send another wave of wind at him, but by that point, Kevin could already predict what it would do. He went down onto his knees, sliding along the floor as he did the mambo. He could feel a powerful gust of wind pass over him, then he was clear, skipping back up to his feet and closing the distance between him and the tanuki.

“What the—”

The yōkai didn’t even have time to blink before Kevin headbutted him.

“Gaa!”

The tanuki stumbled back, but he didn’t get far. Kevin latched onto his hand and yanked him forward. The tanuki folded over Kevin’s knee, coughing out air and spittle, until Kevin launched a powerful straight into the tanuki’s left cheek. Falling to the ground, the tanuki tried to get back up, but Kevin rushed over to him and kicked him in the face. Hard. The yōkai went limp, falling to the ground, his head smacking the tile with an audible crack.

Standing over the now unconscious yōkai, Kevin took several deep breaths. The adrenaline was quickly running out of his system, and he could feel exhaustion settling in—along with pain. All of the little aches and bruises that he’d ignored during the fight could now be felt. The clipped shoulder stung. His left arm was bruised from when he’d rolled across the floor. His chest also hurt, but that was merely the ache that came from a sudden rush of oxygen filling the lungs, not injury.

Wiping the sweat from his forehead before it could sting his eyes, Kevin turned his attention to Lilian and Iris. Both of them were already done. They stood over their defeated opponents, all of whom were already tied up with rope. Kevin sighed, then grabbed his limp opponent by the arm and dragged the tanuki over to them.

“Let’s tie this one up, too,” Kevin said.

“Okay! I’ve got plenty of rope. Just set him in there with the others.”

Kevin thought Lilian was being way too cheerful, but he was too tired to tease her about it. He did as he was told, and soon, the tanuki leader was tied up with his gang. As Lilian cheerfully hogtied, or rather, as she re-hogtied, the tanuki gang, Kevin finally looked at their surroundings.

McDonalds was a wreck. Tables had been demolished. Booths decimated. Fragments littered the floor—scattered debris from the powerful wind attacks their foes had launched. Several walls had actually crumbled, their remains barely standard. There were a lot of injured.

“What should we do now, Beloved?” Lilian bit her lip.

“How about leave before the military comes?” Iris suggested.

“We can’t leave like this.” Kevin shook his head. “Not when there are so many injured people here. If nothing else, we should at least do what we can to help before leaving. Besides,” he glanced at the unconscious group of tanuki, “I want to know why they were doing this.”

Iris sighed. “You’re way too nice for your own good.”

“If you say so. Lilian? Would you mind coming with me?”

“Of course!”

“Iris, keep an eye on the prisoners.”

“Yeah, yeah. Go on and do what you shōnen heroes do. Don’t mind me.”

Kevin’s first order of business was healing the father of that family. The man in question was near the back, leaning against the wall, surrounded by his wife and two daughters. He looked dazed. His eyes were murky and unfocused, sure signs of a concussion.

“Excuse me,” Kevin said, getting the wife’s attention. The woman turned around, paused, then shrieked when her eyes landed on Lilian.

“S-stay back!”

“That was rude,” Lilian huffed. “We’re just here to help.”

“Ma’am,” Kevin tried to placate the woman, “I understand why you might be frightened, but Lilian’s only here to heal your husband. He has a concussion, and if he doesn’t get that looked at, then he could be in jeopardy. Please, let us help.”

The woman bit her lip. Hesitation shone within her eyes. Kevin and Lilian waited on baited breath, knowing that should the woman decide to deny their help, it would likely damage her husband even more. They also knew, however, that they could not force help on others. It was one thing to help someone who asked for it. It was another thing entirely to help someone who never wanted it in the first place.

“O-okay. I-if you can heal him, then we’ll be very grateful.”

“Of course! Leave it to me!” Lilian thumped her chest. For just a moment, Kevin thought the woman’s eyes flashed with envy. He couldn’t blame her. Lilian had an amazing chest, and the way it jiggled when she thumped it? Absolute perfection.

The two girls, young children who couldn’t have been out of elementary school, moved away, and Lilian knelt next to the man. Kevin stood beside the woman as Lilian’s tails lit up, so he noticed when the man’s wife tensed.

“Relax, she’s just using a healing spell.”

“A healing spell?” The woman glanced at him.

He chuckled. “Well, I call it a spell, but it’s actually a kitsune technique. Lilian’s a Celestial Kitsune. One of her abilities is to heal others.”

“Oh… I see.”

The glow on Lilian’s tails died down, and the man groaned as he came to. Lilian stood up and moved to stand beside Kevin. She wore a gentle smile as she looked at the woman and her daughters.

“He’s all healed. He still needs some rest, but he’s not in any danger.”

“T-thank you.” The woman surprised him and Lilian by bowing to the kitsune. “Truly, I really appreciate you helping my husband.”

“Naw, it’s okay.” Lilian rubbed the back of her head, a bashful blush spreading across her face. “Helping people is sorta what we do, you know, cuz we’re shōnen heroes and all that.”

“What?” The woman blinked.

Lilian slumped. “Never mind. We were happy to help.”

Receiving a nod of acknowledgement, Lilian and Kevin made their way over to Iris. Eyes were on them now. Most of them were afraid, but a few seemed curious. He ignored those looks. It was better to let these people make their own judgements based on their actions rather than have him try to sate their curiosity or defend what they were doing. Still…

“Lilian?”

“Hm?” His mate glanced at him.

“Can you help anyone else who might have been injured?” he asked.

“Of course.” Lilian beamed, glad to be of some use. “Leave it to me!”

The redhead trotted off toward the next group of people, who seemed wary, but were at least willing to let her help. Kevin smiled as his mate knelt next to a crying little boy and healed his injury. He reminded himself to give her a kiss later.

“They still haven’t woken up yet?” Kevin asked upon reaching Iris.

She shook her head. “Naw, they’ve been out cold.”

Clicking his tongue, Kevin decided to disregard any sense of subtlety. He went over to the cash register, grabbed an extra-large cup without paying, filled it with water, came back, and threw it on the group of unconscious yōkai.

“Waaa! Cold!”

“Wazzat? Who… you wanna piece of me?”

“I swear, I didn’t do it! I don’t know who put that dildo up your—”

“SQQQUUUEEEEEE!”

Kevin waited until the group of tanuki had settled down before setting his eyes on their leader. The tanuki in question noticed his look and defiantly stuck out his chin.

“Why are you doing this?” Kevin gestured to the McDonalds, letting the tanuki know exactly what he meant by “this.”

His response came in the form of a harsh glare. “Why should I tell you?”

“I suppose you don’t have to tell me,” Kevin admitted, much to the tanuki’s smug satisfaction. “However, if you don’t tell me, then I’ll have no choice but to let these humans get justice for what you’ve done to them.”

Kevin had spoken loudly. Everyone there heard him. All of the humans who’d been hurt, the ones who’d been frightened, they’d taken on a terrifying visage. Anger. Hatred. Rage. A thirst for revenge. Dark faces gathered to glare at the group of tanuki, who suddenly realized how precarious their situation was.

“Now, then,” Kevin squatted down and glared at the tanuki, “tell me why you’d do something like this. You don’t seem the type to go robbing restaurants, so I’m curious.”

It wasn’t a question.

“...”

“What was that? I couldn’t hear you.”

“I said it’s because we have no other way to make a living!” the tanuki shouted. “We were fired from our jobs, and no place will hire us anymore because of what we are. We have families! But the only way we can even afford to feed them now is by stealing from others!”

Kevin was afraid that was the reason. He’d noticed it earlier, but looking at them all more closely, he noticed that none of them looked even remotely like thugs. One had the appearance of a middle-class worker. Another reminded him of those stay-at-home dads. For all the gods’ sakes, one of them looked even younger than him! These weren’t gang members. They were yōkai who’d been forced into stealing to survive.

It also explained why they were attacking this place. This was a rest stop. No one lived here, not even the people working at this station. Travelers passed through, and there was a small town about thirty minutes away, but that was it. Since only people passing through came to this stop, it meant they didn’t have to worry about people being warned about a group of tanuki attacking restaurants until it was too late.

Kevin rubbed his temple. “Cut them loose, Iris.”

“Stud?” Iris looked uncertain.

He sent her a firm glance. “Please cut them loose.”

Iris’s expression was still questioning, but she still did what he asked. The tanuki all climbed to their feet, slowly, as if unsure of whether or not they should. Kevin ignored their wariness and went over to his binder, pulling out a sheet of paper, grabbing a pen, and scribbling something on it. He then walked back to the group of tanuki and shoved the paper into their leader’s hands.

“You’re going to leave this place and go to the address listed in there.” Kevin gestured to the paper. “Do that, and I guarantee the safety and livelihood of you and your families.”

While the tanuki gaped at him, the humans who’d been seconds away from leaping on them suddenly raged. Screams erupted from the angry humans who wanted their revenge.

“Do you mean to tell us you’re letting them go?!”

“How could you do such a thing?!”

“You can’t let monsters like them walk free!”

Kevin listened to the outcries of his own species and gritted his teeth. His shoulders shook as discriminatory remarks stung his ears. Emotion overflowed within him, boiling, bubbling like a cauldron of nitroglycerine.

“SHUT UP, ALL OF YOU!”

A deafening silence rang out. Mouths snapped shut, eyes went wide, and several of the people who’d looked ready to attack, suddenly stumbled backwards. All of their attention was focused on him.

Kevin glared at them.

“Listening to you people makes me sick! None of you understand what’s really going on here, or who’s really at fault for this situation. You’re all letting your own fears and prejudices get the best of you—hating and denouncing others because they're different from you, claiming they’ll destroy humanity if you let them. Reality check, people! Yōkai have been around for thousands of years! If they had really wanted us dead, then they would have done so a long time ago, when we didn’t have the advanced weapons we do now.”

Every human present took a step back as he stared at them, his eyes piercing them like twin daggers. While some of them looked thoughtful, others just appeared angry that he was lecturing them, but that only made him angrier. He kept his glare up for several more seconds before turning back to the tanuki.

“Like I said, take your families and head to the location on that sheet of paper. Someone will be waiting for you there. They’ll escort you to a place where you won’t have to commit crimes to survive.”

The tanuki group stared at him, their expressions uncomprehending.

“Why are you doing this for us?” their leader asked.

It was a stupid question in his estimation, but he answered it anyway. “Because if humans and yōkai don’t learn to get along, then this war will never end.”

Kevin turned around and headed for the door. He paused upon seeing someone’s reflection in the window, but no one was there when he turned around. After a second of searching, he shook his head and left the fast food restaurant. Seconds after he exited the McDonalds, Lilian and Iris emerged as well and trotted up to him.

“Kevin…” Lilian started, only to trail off.

Kevin stopped walking. “Is it wrong that I sometimes find myself disgusted by my own species?”

Lilian didn’t speak at first. She walked behind him and pulled him into a hug. Kevin unconsciously relaxed as he felt Lilian’s front press against his back, and he placed his hands against hers as she rubbed his back with her cheek.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ve sometimes wished I wasn’t a kitsune, but I never felt that way because I hate kitsune. I don’t really know how to answer you. But I do know that not all humans are bad. Your friends accepted me even after they found out that I wasn’t human, and you never once disliked me for being what I am. I’m sure there are plenty of humans who feel the same way you do. They’re just afraid of what could happen to themselves and their families if they speak up.”

“Hm… yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“Ufufufu, of course I’m right. Don’t you know how this works? Whenever the hero is feeling down and needs some kind of moral support, it is always his main love interest who comes to his rescue.”

“Or his mentor,” Kevin added.

“Tch. I’m not letting some shaggy dog help you like that. This is my job.”

Kevin smiled. Lilian didn’t dislike Kiara anymore, but she still felt somewhat threatened by the powerful inu, perhaps because of how much he respected the woman. He didn’t rightly know, but he made a note to tease Lilian about it later.

“Aw, whatever!” Iris interrupted the pair. “Let’s just get going. We’ve already wasted enough time here.”

The girl continued grumbling as she entered their car. As the door slammed shut behind Iris, Kevin and Lilian shared a look.

“What’s got her panties in a twist?” he asked.

Lilian looked thoughtful. “I don’t know, but you need to use another expression. Iris doesn’t wear panties.”

Kevin facepalmed. “Just… just get in the car so we can leave.”

After holding the door open for Lilian, Kevin made his way around to the driver’s side, slid in, turned on the car, and left McDonalds.

It was only after nearly ten minutes of driving that Kevin realized something.

“Oh, crap! I forgot my homework!”

“Psh! That is just too funny!”

“Shut up, Iris! Anyone would forget their homework after what we just went through!”

“Whatever you say, Stud.”

“Tch!”

“Ufufufu, you’re so cute, Beloved!”

“Et tu, Lilian?”

***

That was quite entertaining.

Justin sat in a booth, munching on some fries. Kevin, Lilian, and Iris had just left. He could see them holding a conversation through the window. He wondered what they were talking about, but felt he could take a pretty good guess. Several minutes later, the trio entered their car and drove off.

It looks like those three are doing well.

He was glad to see that Kevin and the others were okay. Truth be told, he’d been worried about them. Since he was so busy these days, he never had time to check up on any of his friends. He hadn’t even visited Arizona since that failed ambush four months ago. He’d always wanted to see how they were holding up, but he could never find the time.

At least now he’d been able to see them again. That had to count for something.

The group of tanuki left soon after Kevin and the two kitsune. No one stopped them. The other people within McDonalds sat at the booths that hadn’t been destroyed or stood around, some even sat on the ground, their faces scrunched in contemplation.

While he was not privy to their thoughts, Justin could easily imagine what they were thinking about. Kevin’s speech had been quite impassioned, very arousing. It made those who’d been blinded by propaganda stop and think. Lilian cheerfully healing every human within the small restaurant had also gone a long way towards reinforcing Kevin’s words. It helped that she was so beautiful. Men were always suckers for beautiful girls.

He briefly entertained the idea of informing Commander Paine about the group of tanuki, who would surely head for Neo Seiryuu now. It wouldn’t be hard to send a detachment and intercept the group—but, no, that wasn’t a part of his mission. He would let the group go. It would be more entertaining that way.

Besides, what Commander Paine doesn’t know won’t hurt him.

Nodding at his decision, Justin reached for another fry. He blinked. His hands came back empty. Looking down, he realized with a start that all of his fries were gone, meaning he must have eaten them all.

Strange, I thought there were more…

Standing up, Justin made his way over to the cash register. At that exact moment, a familiar Prius came rushing back into the parking lot and, seconds later, an even more familiar face burst back in through the doors. As a furiously blushing Kevin walked over to the booth that he’d been sitting at, grabbed his backpack, and rushed back out, Justin stopped in front of the cash register, where a stunned-looking young man stood.

“Excuse me.” Justin got the boy’s attention. “Can I get another order of fries, please?”


CHAPTER 4

THIS CANNOT BE A MAID!

Driving in a car for six plus hours with only three pit stops and no sleep was exhausting, as Kevin could now attest to. It was enough to make his respect for Kiara and Heather, who’d made this drive during their spring break last year, soar.

Since neither Lilian nor Iris had a driver's license, he’d been forced to drive them all the way to California. It was the first time he’d ever driven that far. Before this, the farthest he’d ever gone was from Peoria to Phoenix. That was only half an hour, however. Now, he could state with absolute certainty that driving from one state to another sucked. How some people could drive across the country and enjoy it was beyond him.

Los Angeles’s freeways weren’t as congested as they might have been. Kevin believed this was due to the time. It was late. The sky had long since ceased showing the sun, and instead it revealed an endless expanse of dark velvet. There weren’t any stars to be seen, but in a city with so many lights, Kevin figured this was to be expected. Having lived underground for the past four months, he’d grown used to not seeing any stars anyway.

Iris and Lilian were both asleep, sitting in the back of the car, leaning on one another. Kevin smiled when he saw them in his rearview mirror. They were like a furry bundle of gorgeousness.

Following Kiara’s directions, Kevin eventually closed in on their destination—a place called The Yōkai Café.

But first, he needed to find a place to park.

Parking in Los Angeles wasn’t so different from parking in downtown Phoenix, except it cost nearly twice as much. There was no such thing as free parking in this city. It took Kevin nearly fifteen minutes to find a parking spot that wouldn’t require him to use all the money in his wallet.

It was a dingy parking garage. The walls were covered in grime and something that looked suspiciously like blood. Rust-stained railings added another level of foreboding to the place. Kevin felt the hairs on his neck prickle, but he tried not to let his own fears get to him as he slowly parked in an empty space.

After unbuckling his seatbelt, Kevin got out and opened the door to the back. He leaned in, preparing to wake up Lilian—

—when he paused.

Red hair gently shimmered in the low light, framing a face that could enchant men with a single glance. With her eyes closed, her long lashes were visible. Her delicate nose twitched once, wiggling in a manner that could only be called cute, like a chipmunk. Luscious lips of a soft pink sat parted on a face that made angels lash out in envy. Kevin’s breath left him, stolen by the sight before him.

How is it that she keeps doing this to me? I should be used to this by now, shouldn’t I?

But he wasn’t used to it. No matter how many times he saw her, no matter that he and Lilian had already taken that final step, he still couldn’t get over how beautiful she was. Iris might have been sex on legs, but Lilian’s beauty went beyond concepts like “sexy” and “seductive.” Kevin couldn’t really describe it, but if he had to choose between the two, he would say that Lilian was more beautiful than her sister every single time.

Slowly, ever so slowly, Kevin placed his hand under Lilian’s chin and lifted her head up to face him. He crawled onto the back seat, leaned in, and pressed his lips onto hers.

The first kiss didn’t wake her, so Kevin kissed her again. On the second kiss, Lilian’s mouth parted and she returned the kiss. A pair of hands soon slipped underneath his shirt, and a set of nails tenderly scraped against his back, causing his skin to tingle. Kevin responded by reaching behind Lilian, grabbing a handful of her ass, squeezing it, and pulling her closer. Muffled moans echoed between the sound of smacking lips. A tongue penetrated his mouth, and Kevin didn’t hesitate to engage it in a little oral foreplay. Lilian slipped her hands from his back to his chest, where she proceeded to push him down so she could straddle his waist. Kevin complied—

“MMMMMMM!!!!”

—or at least, he tried to comply. Unfortunately, he’d forgotten that the door was open and he was sitting on the very edge.

The world around him blurred. Two muffled screams echoed in the empty garage. Pain exploded in the back of Kevin’s head, and the harsh crack of skull meeting pavement echoed around them.

“Ugh…” Stars filled his vision, but he pushed past that in favor of checking on his mate. “You okay, Lilian?”

“I ban beel my bongue.”

“W-what?”

“My bongue. I ban beel my bongue.”

“I have no clue what you’re saying.”

“Bib ib bo babe ib beel bebber.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Bub on ib.”

“Whatever you’re saying, stop it.”

Lilian pouted at him. Kevin didn’t know if she was upset that he couldn’t understand her, or that he wouldn’t do what she was asking of him. Either way, he wouldn’t get the chance to find out, as Iris had woken up and was now laughing at the two of them.

“Gwa ha ha ha ha!”

“Stop laughing,” Kevin grumbled as he pulled himself out from underneath Lilian. “It isn’t funny.”

“You’re right. It isn’t funny. It’s fucking hilarious!”

He and Lilian glared at Iris, who lay on the back seat, her feet kicking in the air and her arms wrapped around her stomach. She wasn’t wearing her shoes, and her thighs flexed as she kicked her feet. Mirthful tears streamed from her eyes as she laughed herself breathless.

Kevin couldn’t stand how even when she was laughing like this, Iris still looked unbelievably sexy.

“You two got so caught up in sucking each other’s faces off that you completely forgot the car door was open! Oh, gods! That’s absolutely hilarious! You two can be so stupid sometimes that it cracks me up!”

“Ban I bunifh er?” Lilian asked.

“I have no clue what you just said, but go ahead.”

“Bay!”

Without warning, one of Lilian’s tails extended to incredible lengths and smacked Iris in the face. It was a mighty fine pimp slap. Iris slammed into the other door, busted through it, and tumbled to the garage pavement.

“You’re paying for that damage,” Kevin told Lilian, who didn’t seem to care.

“Borb ib.”

“… Ow,” Iris moaned from where she lay.

***

The Yōkai Café looked very out of place, sitting as it was between two large buildings. Composed of red bricks instead of steel, the café gave off a very quaint feel. Small columns stood on either side of a wooden door with a bell attached to it. Glass windows situated on either side of the door had murals on them, a depiction of a maid with cat ears and a tail followed by the words The Yōkai Café written in looping cursive.

The lights were still on inside, so Kevin strolled up to the door and knocked three times. A short pause ensued. He glanced at Iris and Lilian. They both shrugged in response to his gaze. Several loud thumps came from inside, and it sounded like they were getting louder.

Just then, the door burst open—

“Yes?”

—and a giant woman with red skin and horns on her head answered it. It was an oni!

“KYA!”

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris screamed like little girls and clung to each other. Iris and Lilian went a step further and wrapped their tails around the three of them as if it would somehow protect them. The woman stared at them with one of those, “not this again,” expressions.

“Can I help you three?” she asked.

After realizing that, no, the oni wasn’t going to kill them, Kevin extricated himself from the two kitsune. Lilian and Iris still looked a little shook. In fact, they looked downright distrustful of this red-skinned woman.

He coughed into his hands several times, trying to ignore his flushed cheeks. “Uh, ahem, um, we’re here because we wanted to talk to Kuro, and, um, we’re here to deliver a message from Neo Seiryuu.”

The oni’s expression quickly shifted into something pleasant, though the large fangs jutting from her upper lip made the smile on her face look terrifying.

“Oh! You must be Kevin Swift!” Kevin shuddered. For reasons he couldn’t understand, the tone this woman used frightened him. Was it because she was an oni? “Come in, you three. Come in. Kuroneko-hime is expecting you.”

“Kuroneko-hime?” Iris muttered as the trio were led into the café. “Please don’t tell me the woman who runs this joint is a weeaboo too.”

“I can’t believe you would say something like that,” Lilian said. “And what do you mean ‘too’?”

“Let’s keep the comedy routine to a minimum right now,” Kevin said to the pair, who responded with a quick “Kay!”

Kevin hadn’t known what to expect from a maid café in America, but he was surprised to discover that it looked nearly identical to the ones in Japan. Warm wood-tiled flooring gave the interior a welcoming appearance. Blue on white striped walls made the place seem festive and bright, while potted plants added more color to the atmosphere. Tables and booths were situated around the floor. It looked like someone had taken a maid café straight from an anime and transplanted it into the real world.

The oni led them to a table. Kevin set his backpack down and held out the chairs for Iris and Lilian, and then he sat down himself.

“Just wait right here for a second. Okay, hon? I’ll be right back with Kuroneko-hime.”

“Okay.” Kevin shuddered again. “Thank you.”

The oni woman tittered for a moment before strolling to the back room with an odd sway to her hips.

“I don’t know why, but that woman gives me the creeps.” Kevin rubbed his arms as though he felt a slight chill.

“Maybe it’s because she’s an oni,” Lilian suggested.

He frowned. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“Say, Stud, how come you don’t call me Iris-hime?” Iris suddenly asked.

“Is that a trick question? Why the heck would I call you that?”

“Because I’m sex incarnate and you love me. What?” Iris asked upon noticing Lilian and Kevin were both giving her a deadpanned stare.

“That was incredibly arrogant, even for you,” Kevin said.

“Too arrogant.” Lilian agreed.

“Tch! Whatever. You know I’m right.”

Even though he teased Iris about her arrogance, he wasn’t sure he could deny her words either. Having had sex with Iris on numerous occasions since that first time, Kevin was aware that Iris really was, just as she said, sex incarnate. There were times when Kevin though Iris’s entire purpose of being was for the sake of giving and receiving sexual pleasure.

He thought it was kind of sad if he was honest.

“Oh, my. So, you three are the ones who’ve come carrying a message from Daven. You’re a lot younger than I expected you to be.”

A woman walked up to them while they bantered. No, walk was far too simple. She sashayed her way over to them, her hips swinging with a simple yet sensual elegance. Long hair the color of twilight hung down to her waist, messy yet sophisticated. Eyes like jades contained no small amount of amusement as they looked at him, Lilian, and Iris. Her pursed, ruby red lips, curled into a smirk that looked both beautiful and deadly.

Kevin had met many gorgeous women in his life. He lived with quite a few of those gorgeous women. This woman had a body that could rival Kotohime’s. Her large chest jiggled pleasantly as she showed it off without a care. The kimono she was wearing had quite the gap in it as it hung loosely down her shoulders, making him think of her as more of a geisha than a yamato nadeshiko like Kotohime.

Yet while this woman was indeed beautiful, there was something about her that set Kevin off. Despite her youthful appearance, she gave off the aura of someone much older, someone much wiser. It made him want to be as respectful as possible. He’d never felt this way in the presence of another person before, not even Kotohime.

“Um, are you Kuroneko… hime?” Kevin asked.

“I am, but you can just call me Kuroneko, if you’d like.”

The woman sat down at their table, leaning back with the sort of casualness that came from being completely comfortable in one’s own skin. She raised her right leg and crossed it. This caused a notorious amount of her thighs to become visible. Kevin was fairly used to seeing skin now, but he recognized that had he met this woman before, she might have killed him from embarrassment.
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“So, what’s this message from Daven?” asked Kuroneko.

“Um, hold on one second.” Kevin reached into his backpack and rummaged around, eventually pulling out an envelope, which he handed to Kuroneko. “Here, this is for you. I haven’t read it, but I can take a guess at its contents.”

“Hmm.”

Kuroneko opened the envelope and read the contents that lay therein. Her eyes scanned the letter, her lips slowly curving into a large smile.

“I see. So, the big man has finally decided that it’s time to act, ne? About time. All right! I think this calls for a celebration!”

“Huh?”

The three youngsters stared at the woman as she stood up from her chair. Her sudden action and the swift change in her demeanor was somewhat shocking, especially because the aura of maturity she’d given off until this point was almost gone. None of them understood her newfound enthusiasm.

“Come on down here, girls! And bring the booze!”

“EEHHH?!!”

***

That night, a party was held in honor of the letter that the three of them had delivered. Kevin soon learned that The Yōkai Café was home to far more than just Kuroneko and the oni when, upon being called, nearly two dozen girls came down from the second floor and entered carrying trays of alcohol, which Kuroneko had not hesitated to make them drink despite being underage.

The yōkai who worked there were quite varied, from oni and bakezōri (yōkai that took on the shape of a straw sandal) to bakeneko, furi (monkey yōkai), and a woman with two mouths. One thing that Kevin noticed about all of them was that none of them hid their true forms.

The band that made it impossible for yōkai to take on a human form had long since been disposed of. It was a simple band made of a rubber-like substance which, when snapped, fused back together near instantly. However, it was easy to destroy by overloading the band with youki.

When Kevin asked Kuroneko about how everyone there was in their true forms, the nekomata had surprised him with her answer.

 

“Because we don’t need to hide. California doesn’t have quite the same problem that Arizona has. We’re still at war with humans, of course, but all of the humans living in this section of the city have long since been converted to our side.”

 

Kevin had been impressed. Los Angeles was one of the most populous cities in the United States, with something like 3.9 million people living there. Converting so many humans couldn’t have been easy. When he asked about how such a thing was possible, he received another shocking answer.

 

“We here at The Yōkai Café have never disguised ourselves. We are always in our true forms, so everyone here already knows what we are. When the announcement came, none of our patrons were shocked or surprised. They simply accepted it when we told them that we really were yōkai.”

 

Kevin understood, then, how Kuroneko had converted so many humans to her side. Like him, these humans had been in the presence of yōkai for a long while, and while, unlike him, they had not necessarily known that these women were yōkai until the announcement, none of the maids there bothered to hide what they were either. It made accepting them that much easier.

Sitting at a booth, Kevin tried to ignore the oni who was practically drooling over him.

“Would you like anything to drink?”

“Um, no. I’m good, thank you.”

“How about something to eat?”

“Ah-hahaha, n-no thanks.”

It was hard to ignore this woman.

“In that case, would. You. Like. Me?”

Very hard.

Kevin managed to say “no” after a good deal of choking and coughing. Lilian rubbed his back, while a joyful Kuroneko laughed herself silly. Iris wasn’t with them, but that was because she’d taken to drinking with some of the maids. He could see her downing alcohol like an up-and-coming alcoholic while the girls around her kept chanting, “Chug, chug, chug!”

“Don’t worry about him for now, Hina. Do you think you can get some more sake? It seems we’re running out.” Kuroneko raised her sake saucer.

“That’s because you keep drinking it all, Kuroneko-hime.”

The oni seemed disappointed for some reason, but she didn’t protest and left the café to buy some sake, leaving the three of them alone. Several meters away, a completely shit-faced Iris laughed and danced with the yōkai maids, who were cheering her on. She seemed to be having the time of her life. However, Kevin wondered how happy she would be come tomorrow morning.

“Are you okay, Kevin?” Lilian asked, rubbing his back.

Kevin groaned as he rested his head on the table. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just feel really tired for some reason.”

“Do you know why Hina is so interested in you?” Kuroneko asked, swirling her saucer of sake around.

He shook his head. “No.”

“Hina is a kijo, the female version of an oni. Legends say they are humans that have transformed into horrible monsters—either out of intense jealousy, wicked crimes committed, or a terrible grudge that’s twisted the soul into pure hatred. After transforming, they retreat from common society, secluding themselves so they can continue to perpetuate their wicked deeds.”

Kevin listened to Kuroneko. Perhaps it was his inner otaku, or maybe it was because he’d been involved with yōkai for nearly two years now, but the woman’s lecture entranced him.

“This is a lie, of course. Like most yōkai, kijo are born yōkai, not transformed from humans. However, it gives you a good base to understand their species. While not inherently good or evil, kijo, like oni, follow the belief that strength is the most important aspect of life. Those who have strength are on top, and those who lack it are at the bottom. Humans have, until the mid-eighteenth century, been at the bottom. Even now, with technology powerful enough to rival all but the strongest yōkai—like the fabled Kyūbi, Nurarihyon the Leader of the Hyakki Yagyō, or the Shuten-dōji of the Oni Clan—they are still the weakest species to exist.”

Kuroneko paused, finishing her sake and setting the saucer on the table. Kevin wondered if he should feel insulted by her words. That said, he also knew that she was correct. Humans were weaker than even the weakest yōkai. It was this weakness that created the fear of yōkai in humans, and it was this weakness that the Sons and Daughters of Humanity had prayed upon to instigate the war.

“Kijo are stronger than humans, though their strength pales in comparison to an oni. Their true strength lies not in their physical prowess, but in their incredible magic. Throughout their many years of life, a kijo will accumulate powerful spells. They’re capable of bestowing hexes and curses, brewing poisons and potions, and weaving powerful illusions…” the woman paused, and tension suddenly clouded the air. “Did you know that Hina had cast an illusion over you?”

“Uh, do you mean the one that tried to make her look prettier than Lilian?” asked Kevin.

Lilian suddenly perked up. “She was prettier than me?”

Kevin shook his head. “No, I said tried, not succeeded.”

An amused Kuroneko nodded. “That’s the one. So, you did notice.”

Kevin tried to shrug off the appraising look on Kuroneko’s face. “Well, yeah. I mean, it was kind of obvious, wasn’t it? Illusions like that are easy to spot, so I just ignored it.”

“You… ignored it?”

For the first time since meeting her, Kuroneko seemed well and truly shocked. She looked absolutely flabbergasted. Shock soon gave way to amusement, however, and amusement gave way to laughter. Kuroneko held her stomach as she laughed. Loudly. Kevin and Lilian waited in silence, as the nekomata wiped several tears from her eyes and grinned at him.

“Ha… you truly are an amusing human. You do know that you’ve just doomed yourself, right?”

“Huh?” Kevin didn’t know what she was talking about, but he suddenly had a very bad feeling. It felt sort of like a lead ball had been dropped into the pit of his stomach.

“Hina is a kijo, and kijo respect strength. However, while oni respect strength of the body, kijo respect strength of the mind—and you just proved that you have the mental strength to completely ignore her illusions.”

A chill ran down Kevin’s spine as his face was drained of blood. “No… don’t tell me…”

“Yep.” Kuroneko nodded. Her grin was the definition of the cat that ate the canary. “Hina has a crush on you, you sly dog.”

Kevin felt like his world had suddenly gone black and cold.

“B-Beloved?!”

Lilian was startled when Kevin fell limply onto the table. She became downright worried when a white, ghostly spirit suddenly departed his mouth.

“Inari-blessed! Beloved! Your soul! Your soul is coming out of your mouth! Beloved! Stay with me!!”

***

The kijo had returned and brought sake with her. After his near-death experience, in which his spirit had almost left his body in despair, Kevin had taken to lying down on Lilian’s lap, no longer up for a game of twenty questions. He luxuriated in the feeling of her soft, springy thighs, and the feeling of her hands running through his hair.

Lilian could feel the kijo’s jealousy, but she ignored the woman staring daggers at her. Instead she focused on tenderly stroking Kevin’s hair—and also the woman in front of her. Kuroneko hadn’t left her seat. Since her beloved was no longer up to the task of holding a conversation, it was her time to shine!

Don’t shine too much, Lilian.

“Way to spoil my fun, jerk.”

Sorry. Spoiling fun is what I do.

“Whatever,” Lilian mumbled morosely.

“You kitsune always were the oddest creatures among us yōkai,” Kuroneko said as she watched Lilian seemingly hold a conversation with herself. Several feet away, an extremely wasted and red-faced Iris sang karaoke with the maids.

“That’s a mean thing to say,” Lilian muttered.

Kuroneko smiled. “Sorry.”

“You don’t sound all that sorry.” Lilian sighed as she toyed with Kevin’s hair. She supposed it was time to get down to business. “So, I don’t really know what that letters contains, but I take it from your reaction, you plan on helping us?”

“You delivered a letter without knowing its contents?” Kuroneko raised an eyebrow.

“Is there something wrong with that? I don’t care about the contents of that letter. I’m doing this because Kevin is doing this.”

“I see. So, you’re the kind of girl who lives for her mate.” Kuroneko’s indulgent smile changed, though Lilian couldn’t quite figure out how. “I envy you kitsune. I really do. You can love without limit, and you’re always so loyal to the people you love. Kevin really is a lucky young man.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Kevin mumbled.

Lilian smiled down at him.

“Anyway, the letter doesn’t have much in it.” Kuroneko glanced at the letter still sitting on the table. “Daven never was one for words. He’s basically asking for the Four Saints to join forces once again.”

“I thought the Four Saints were already allied with each other,” Lilian allowed confusion to leak into her voice.

“We are, but not in the manner that you’re probably thinking.” Kuroneko paused to raise her saucer, which the still glaring kijo poured sake into. Taking a sip, the nekomata sighed almost lovingly before continuing where she left off. “When we Four Saints came to this land, we forged a path for other yōkai to follow. We worked together, creating a society within American society where yōkai could live free from the rules of the various yōkai clans. This became a place where, much like the many different kinds of humans live in peace, those yōkai who wished to live without the hidden wars our kind suffer from could come to for sanctuary.”

Kuroneko paused for a moment to reminisce. Her eyes glazed over like she was looking back on the past.

“Of course, we do have our own laws and regulations, but they’re in regard to human/yōkai relationships, which is the same everywhere. In either event, after we created this world, we went our separate ways. We keep in touch mostly through courier and the internet, but aside from reporting on major issues that happen, like a bunch of yōkai fighting with humans in the middle of a comic con, we never communicate.”

Lilian blushed at the mention of the comic con. She knew which one Kuroneko was talking about. She’d been there at the San Diego Comic Convention, which had ended with a kitsune clan fighting against the Sons and Daughters of Humanity. She’d been caught in the middle of it. That was also the day when Kevin had taken his first life.

“Daven is asking us to unite again and form an army that can stand up to the forces currently tearing the United States apart. He’s asking me to come to Neo Seiryuu and give the three of you directions on where to find the remaining two Saints. Daven doesn’t know where they are. One of them is sort of at odds with him, while the other one likes to keep to herself. I can find their location, but he can’t.”

“Do you know where those two are right now?” asked Lilian.

“Now, now, let’s not discuss this any further.” Kuroneko grinned. “Today is supposed to be a day of celebration! So, let us celebrate by getting shit-face wasted together!”

As Kuroneko guzzled down sake like it was water, Lilian looked down at Kevin. He cracked his eyes open as though feeling her gaze on him.

“Wanna get out of here?” he asked.

Lilian beamed at him. “I love it when you read my mind.”

Kevin got off Lilian and they stood up. Kuroneko finally seemed to have reached her tolerance. Her face had become red and there was a drunken smile curling her lips. She was also drunk enough that she didn’t notice the two of them sneak away together.

Iris probably would’ve followed them, but she was still drinking.

***

Finding a bedroom wasn’t that hard. Getting into the bedroom was another story.

Barely a second after they’d headed upstairs, Lilian pounced. Her arms wrapped around his neck. Her legs went around his waist, her feet locking together at the heels. Even her tails had twined around him like serpents. Her mouth was on his, attacking him like the act of kissing was going out of style.

Kevin kissed back, just as intensely, just as passionately. His tongue filled her mouth before she could get the upper hand. His hands went to her rear end, grabbing her plentiful flesh and kneading it with the experience of a skilled baker. Lilian’s moan filled his mouth, spurning him on, even as his back slammed into the nearest door. He removed one hand from Lilian’s ass and attempted to find the handle. It took almost a minute before he actually grasped it and opened the door.

Stumbling backwards, Kevin entered the room. He kicked the door shut behind him. As Lilian switched from kissing his mouth to licking his neck, Kevin saw that, indeed, they were in a bedroom. That was good. He would have hated to do more searching.

He went over to the bed and climbed on. Lilian’s hands roamed over his abs and chest as she fell onto the springy bed with a bounce. The touch of her delicate fingers drove him wild.

He returned the favor, his hands reaching for her green shirt, grabbing it and pulling it over her chest, exposing her breasts. Music filled the air as he played with her nipples, but the sounds produced by her vocal cords were cut off when his mouth covered hers. Saliva stirred between them as their tongues danced and pushed and pulled and hooked together in an endless waltz.

Lilian grabbed the hem of Kevin’s shirt and tugged on it. Understanding what she wanted, Kevin sat up and let her pull his shirt off. She tossed the shirt to the ground, then rid herself of her own shirt. They quickly resumed their previous activities after that, returning to their passionate embrace, with Kevin resting on his haunches as Lilian rested her thighs over his.

Already harder than a rock, Kevin groaned when Lilian’s hand snaked into his pants. He nearly lost it, and only his desire to not let go mere seconds after she touched him kept Kevin from tipping over the edge. He returned the favor, slipping his hand underneath Lilian’s shorts and panties to stimulate her directly.

Air was hard to come by. It flowed in and out of their nostrils in muted gasps. Yet those sounds were drowned out by the hums, moans, groans, and wet slurping noises that came from them both.

Saliva had become their sustenance. They shared it between each other, this most desired nectar, this invocation of their passion for each other.

Lilian’s hips bucked into his hand as he stimulated her most sensitive organ. Her thighs quivered and her tails tightened as they coiled around his legs. Her muffled moaning, already incoherent, had become loud cries of ecstasy in his mouth. Sweat began agglomerating on her skin. Her butt cheeks clenched and shook. She was close, and Kevin knew that he wasn’t far off either.

The end came when Lilian’s body spasmed. Every muscle seemed to contract. Her insides became slick with her juices, which Kevin was grateful for, because he wouldn’t have been able to retract his fingers otherwise. After Lilian’s body went completely slack, he let himself go, making a mess of his boxers and Lilian’s hand.

Kevin almost fell on top of Lilian. He placed forearms on either side of Lilian’s head to keep from squashing her. His chest and shoulders heaved as he sucked in deep breaths. Below him, Lilian’s dazed green eyes stared at nothing and everything at the same time.

“B-Beloved…”

“I love you.”

Lilian blinked. Then she smiled. “I love you, too.”

Having caught his second wind, Kevin moved so he could close Lilian’s legs.

“Iris is likely gonna be too drunk to make it up here. You know what that means, right?” he asked.

“I can take a guess,” Lilian said with a hum.

He grabbed her shorts, his fingers hooking into her panties at the same time. Kevin smiled at Lilian, who raised her hips off the bed, allowing him to slide her shorts and undergarments down her legs. She raised her left foot, and then her right, stepping out of the last articles of clothing she’d been wearing.

Throwing her clothes away and divesting himself of his own clothing, Kevin situated himself between her legs, looking down at his mate, the girl to whom he had entrusted his heart to.

He smiled at her. “It means that tonight I am all yours.”
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***

The following scene has been deleted for X-rated content. If you want something more explicit, then go read a hentai.

***

Justin knew that he was in trouble the moment he opened a line of communication between himself and Commander Paine.

“What do you mean you let them enter Kuroneko’s territory?!”

Standing at attention in a small room composed entirely of white, Justin stared at the monitor, which displayed the snarling visage of Commander Paine.

“I mean just what I said. Kevin Swift and Lilian and Iris Pnevma have made contact with Kuroneko of the Four Saints,” Justin reported.

Commander Paine growled at him. “And you didn’t think to stop them?!”

Justin knew he shouldn’t, but upon hearing the commander’s vicious growl, he smiled. “Now, Commander, don’t you remember what your orders were? It was to tail Kevin, Lilian, and Iris to see who they made contact with, then work with the local marines to destroy the cell they made contact with.”

“That was assuming they made contact with a small cell, not one of the Four Saints!”

“I apologize, sir, but my orders were quite clear in this matter.”

Commander Paine looked ready to burst a blood vessel. His entire face turned puce. Justin merely kept up his smile. He knew it was wrong to display such insolence. Before meeting Kevin and the others, he would have never contemplated such a thing. Now, pissing off people who were too uptight for their own good was one of his favorite pastimes.

“You’re getting more insolent by the day, boy. Do not forget that I am the only reason you weren’t tossed aside.”

“On the contrary, Commander, I have followed your orders to the letter. I also know that you’re the only reason I’m still alive today. It’s the reason I always do as you order me to, no matter what that order is.”

A staring contest went on between the two. Justin kept the smile on his face, while Commander Paine narrowed his eyes, as if trying to determine the sincerity in Justin’s words. After a moment, the commander leaned back. The contest was over.

“Very well. I’ll let you do things your way… for now. However, know this, if you let Kevin Swift and his…. companions escape from you again, there will be retribution.”

Justin snapped off a respectful salute. “Understood, sir.”

The screen went blank. Justin left the room, passing the guards who threw him a salute. He ignored them and walked down the hall.

He was staying at the naval base in San Diego. Otherwise known as the 32nd Street Naval Station, the San Diego Naval Base was the largest base of the US Navy. As the principal homeport of the Pacific Fleet, the base consisted of ships and had over 120 tenant commands. It was composed of thirteen piers that stretched over 977 acres of land and 326 acres of water. Its total population was about 20,000 military personnel and 6,000 civilians.

He walked up to a door that opened with a hiss. The room he stepped into was long but not very wide. A large table sat in the center, while several workstations were situated against the wall.

The soldiers inside of the room snapped off a salute—all except one.

Gunther Gustav, a grizzled man with a worn look and ice blue eyes glared at him. Decked in full army regalia, the marine captain appeared ready to storm a fortress. Pistols were holstered against his thighs, a Colt CM901 was slung across his shoulders, and a bandolier filled with ammo and grenades had been strapped to his back.

“At ease, gentlemen,” Justin said to the officers who’d shown him respect. He then smiled at Gunther. It was a very mocking smile. “Gunther, there’s no need to look so uptight. Come, have a seat, take a load off. Nobody likes a douchenozzle.”

Gunther merely glared at him for the insult. “We were told to assist you on your mission, but don’t expect us to be all buddy-buddy just because the United States has decided to ally themselves with a group of terrorists.”

Justin could have done many things. He could have laid this man flat for the insult. He could have gotten upset, thrown himself into a vengeful rage, and showed Gunther why no one messed with him. Most people probably would have done just that, in fact, but not him.

Instead, he smiled widely, like a child experiencing the first joys of watching Sunday morning cartoons.

“Why, yes. We are a terrorist organization. I’m so glad you noticed!” His lips peeled back into a grin when Gunther’s eyes widened. “Are you surprised? You really shouldn’t be. I’m perfectly aware of what the Sons and Daughters of Humanity really are.”

“Hmph. At least you understand that, unlike your commander.” Gunther crossed his arms and grunted.

Justin shrugged. “Commander Paine has his own reasons for thinking the way he does. In any case, that is not something we should be talking about right now.”

Walking over to the command table, Justin stopped, spun around, and looked at everyone there. Aside from Gunther, there were quite a few military personnel present. Gunther just held the highest position within the naval base.

“Our only concern right now is launching an attack on Kuroneko’s group,” Justin informed them.

“I take it you have a plan?” Gunther stated more than asked.

Hiding his grin, Justin gave the man a nod. “I do, but before we can even think about initiating it, we need more intelligence. Set up our eyes in the sky to monitor Kuroneko’s group.”

“We can’t do that,” Gunther said with a shake of his head.

Justin actually blinked as his momentum was halted by those words. “What? Why not?”

“Because Kuroneko has done something to defeat our satellites. Whenever we try to observe Los Angeles, all we get are static images,” Gunther said.

“So, you’re saying we can’t use satellites to spy on them?” asked Justin.

“Yes.”

“Well, so much for that plan.” Justin stroked his chin at this new information, then slowly nodded to himself. “I guess we’ll be doing things the old-fashioned way. Get your two best infiltration operatives down here now. We’ll have them infiltrate Los Angeles and spy on Kuroneko and her allies from up close.”

A soldier working at the communication station saluted. “Yes, sir!”

Justin leaned against the table, crossed his arms, and began the waiting game that all soldiers learned how to play. He wanted to sigh, but since he was in front of so many military bigwigs, all he did was frown.

It was going to be a long wait.


CHAPTER 5

SAINT BYAKKO

Kevin woke up the next morning with not one but two bodies pressed against him.

He was lying on his side. Judging from the red hair filling his vision, Lilian was the one cuddled into his chest. He could also tell it was her from the shape of her body. While Iris and Lilian appeared almost identical, Kevin could feel the slight difference. Lilian’s breasts were a little perkier, while Iris’s chest was a little larger and fuller.

The person behind me must be Iris, Kevin thought, though a frown marred his face. The person behind him felt quite large. Her breasts were bigger than he remembered Iris’s being, and she just seemed larger in general. What’s more, the hand resting on his hip was massive. It almost engulfed his entire hip!

This person was not Iris. That thought passed through his head like a bolt of lightning, causing a chill to suddenly run down his spine.

Turning his head, Kevin wondered which emotion he should be feeling. Shocked? Terrified? Resigned? All three?

“You…!”

“Good morning, Honey,” Hina greeted him in a sleepy, yet somehow loving murmur.

It was all kinds of “what the fuck?!”

In a situation like this, Kevin did the only thing he could think of.

“GYYYAAAAA!!!”

He screamed.

Then he leapt out of the bed. Lilian squawked as she tumbled off the bed and onto the floor. Kevin, in his haste to leave the room, never realized that his legs had become tangled in the bedsheets—until it was too late.

More screaming ensued as Kevin fell face-first into Lilian’s boobs. Her bare breasts pressed against his face. In spite of her now splitting headache, Lilian mistook Kevin’s accident as a sign that he wanted to have sex first thing in the morning. She tenderly held his face to her chest, giggling as his muffled shouts tickled her bosoms.

“Oh, Beloved. If you wanted wake-up sex, you should have just asked me.”

Kevin tried to tell Lilian that she needed to let go of him. He needed to escape from that kijo!

“Mmph!”

“Yes, yes. Don’t worry about a thing. I’m a little sore from last night, but I’m ready to go another round if you are.”

That wasn’t what he’d said at all!

“Mph! Mmmph! Mmmphmmm!”

“I love you, too, Beloved.”

Why wasn’t she listening to him?!

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing to my honey?!”

Lilian froze. Kevin thought he actually felt her skin turn cold. He shivered against her, even as the redhead pulled him closer into her chest. He would have liked to enjoy this position, but he couldn’t breathe, so having his face in Lilian’s cleavage wasn’t as pleasant as it could have been. In fact, it wasn’t very pleasant at all.

“You! What are you doing in our bed?!” Lilian asked, all but snarling as she saw the kijo.

“Your bed?! Hoe, this is my bed!”

“Yeah? Well… Beloved and I were using it!”

What the heck was Lilian doing? Did she want this kijo to kill them?

“And who gave you permission to use it?!”

“No one! If you didn’t want us using your bed, you should have put up a sign that said not available for use!”

Kevin screamed at Lilian to stop. He tried telling her to let go. However, she and the kijo were in full swing now, and he was running out of breath. Spots were appearing before his eyes. If she didn’t let go soon, then he really might suffocate!

The door suddenly burst open and a figure walked in. Kevin didn’t know who they were, because all he could see was Lilian’s red hair and large chest, but he could still hear them.

“What is going on in here?”

That was Kuroneko’s voice! Did that mean he was saved?

“This woman is trying to steal my honey,” Hina said. Kevin would have liked to tell her that he was not, nor would he ever be, her honey, but with his mouth being smothered by Lilian’s tits, telling her anything was difficult.

“Your honey?” Lilian didn’t sound pleased. Not at all. “You’re clearly delusional! Kevin is my beloved! My mate! He isn’t your anything, you old hag!”

“What did you just call me?!”

“I called you an old hag!”

“I am not old! I’m only 263 years old!”

“Ha! I’m only 161! Careful, granny! Your boobs might start sagging if you get any older!”

“Why you little…!”

Their voices grew fainter. Kevin wanted to listen in, but everything sounded indistinct, thick, like he was listening to them from a great distance. Darkness splotched his vision, encroaching around him with insidious intent. Kevin tried to fight, but it was no use. He was spent. This was it. The end. He was done for. A goner.

Kevin’s last thoughts were of his mom.

He really hoped she was okay.

***

“It seems nothing is ever boring with you around, kiddo.”

Kevin wanted to dispute Kuroneko’s claim, but after what had happened this morning, he didn’t think he could. Seriously, how many people have what happened to him happen to them? Kevin couldn’t name a single person—outside of anime characters—who had these issues.

I’m starting to sympathize with those harem protagonists. They really have it tough.

Kevin glared at Kuroneko as the three of them walked down the stairs. “You should have told us where we would be sleeping. This wouldn’t have happened if you’d done that.”

“I was going to tell you last night, but you disappeared before I could,” Kuroneko said.

“That’s because you were drunk!” Kevin snapped, then groaned, then buried his face in his hands. “Because of you I… I…” he trailed off, shuddering. He didn’t even want to complete that sentence.

Lilian rubbed his back. “Don’t worry, Kevin. I won’t let that nasty kijo lay a finger on you.”

“You really don’t like her, do you?” Kuroneko stated as much as asked.

“Of course not. She’s just some minor character who probably won’t even have a single scene after this chapter. Yet she wants to be in my beloved’s harem? I think not,” Lilian huffed to show her displeasure.

“I don’t have a harem,” Kevin snapped. “Wait. Why are you even saying that? I thought we agreed there would be no harem?”

“We did,” Lilian admitted, shrugging. “But just because we agreed that you won’t have a harem doesn’t mean it won’t still happen. That’s not up to us, you know.”

Very true. I’m glad you understand that.

“However, if the author decides to make your harem too big, then I’ll make sure he never procreates again.”

Eep!

Kevin could only groan. “Lilian, please stop talking. You’re giving me a headache.”

Lilian pouted a bit, but she still complied—or so Kevin thought at first.

“Hawa.”

“Don’t use your mom’s catchphrase either!”

Kuroneko snorted as they entered the first floor. “You two really are a riot.”

The first floor was covered in maids. They were everywhere: lying on the floor, on the tables, on the counter. Kevin couldn’t turn his head without seeing at least two passed out maids cuddling with each other like lovers. Many of these maids were also in various states of undress. He didn’t know what happened down here, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

In the center of this maidenly flesh was Iris. She was naked. Absolutely naked. Lying with her back on the table, spread eagle, snoring away without a care in the world. A snot bubble expanded from her nose, showing Kevin just how deep the vixen’s sleep was.

“Just… what the heck did Iris do last night?” he asked.

Lilian glanced at her fraternal twin, sighed, and shook her head. “I don’t know, but I’m actually feeling a bit ashamed to call her my sister right now.”

He nodded. “Good. That’s how it should be.”
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Kuroneko ignored the disturbed duo and clapped her hands. “All right, girls! It’s time to wake up and start the day! Get this place and yourselves cleaned up!”

The maids groaned as they were woken by their boss’s shouting. They sat up, yawning and stretching before climbing to their feet. Several winced, holding their heads, clearly suffering from a hangover. While they weren’t at their best, all of the maids still went to work, cleaning up the alcohol bottles, trash, and toilet paper that littered the floor.

Kevin didn’t ask what the toilet paper had been used for. He didn’t want to know.

Only Iris remained asleep. She continued dozing, her breasts bouncing with each inhale. While the sight was enticing, and he couldn’t deny that Iris was sexy even when she was wasted, drooling, and sprawled out like a hobo, Kevin could only facepalm at the sight.

“Lilian?”

“Leave it to me!”

Humming to herself, Lilian went to the back room. She came back several seconds with a bucket of cold water. Then she proceeded to dump the entire bucket onto her sister.

“What the fuck?!” a groggy but now wide-awake Iris shrieked. She bolted upright, coughing and sputtering. Her head twisted around, at least until her hangover hit her. Then she stumbled to her feet and bolted out of the room.

“What was that about?” Lilian wondered.

“She’s probably going to the bathroom,” Kuroneko said and, as if to prove her point, the sounds of someone retching echoed from the doorway Iris ran through. “Anyway, why don’t you two sit with me? We’ll have some breakfast while I explain what’s going to happen today.”

Since they didn’t have any other idea, Kevin and Lilian agreed. They sat down with Kuroneko, who educated the two on their plans that day.

***

Jack and Jill were brother and sister.

They were also named after a children’s story, but that was beside the point.

Jack and Jill belonged to the Navy SEALs. They were experts at covert missions regarding surveillance and reconnaissance. Because of their nondescript appearance, blending into a crowd and becoming completely unobtrusive was a simple matter for them.

Their mission that day involved tailing a pair of yōkai and a single human boy. Kevin Swift. Blond hair. Blue eyes. Athletic build. Excellent hand-to-hand combatant. Dual-wields handguns. Lilian Pnevma. Celestial Kitsune. Two Tails. Red Hair. Green eyes. Excels at using illusions. Has a bad habit of ripping off anime names for her techniques. Iris Pnevma. Void Kitsune. Two tails. Black hair. Red eyes. Uses mostly illusions. Can’t control the Void very well but has extremely powerful attacks.

Waiting outside of The Yōkai Café, Jack and Jill watched from a store across the street as the group in question exited the café. Someone else was with them. Judging from their data, the woman who strolled casually by their side was none other than Kuroneko, the so-called Queen of Saint Byakko, the name which Los Angeles had been rechristened.

“All right, you three,” the one called Kuroneko said. “Let’s be off.”

“Are you sure it’s okay to just leave your store unattended?” asked Kevin.

Kuroneko gave him a lazy, cat-like grin as she waved a hand over her shoulder. “It’ll be fine. My girls know what to do. They don’t need me looming over their shoulder.”

“Could you two please be quieter?” Iris complained as she stumbled along beside them. “Gods, what the hell is with all this noise?”

“It’s cause you got wasted last night,” Lilian chided, wagging her finger at Iris. “You really shouldn’t have drank so much.”

“It was a party,” Iris mumbled morosely.

The group went off, walking into the crowd of people. Despite the war, and in spite of being considered yōkai territory, there were a lot of civilians in this part of town—not all of them were yōkai. It made tracking them without being spotted easy. Jack and Jill silently blended into the crowd, keeping an eye on the group by tracking them in the reflection of windows.

They weren’t trying to hide themselves. Their tails and ears were out for all to see, but no one present even batted an eyelash since this place already had so many yōkai walking around in broad daylight.

Kuroneko spoke to Kevin and Lilian, talking loudly to be heard over the crowd. Iris was dragged behind them, her left hand trapped in the fierce grip of her sister. She looked miserable. Bags under her bloodshot eyes. Hunched shoulders. Stooped posture. She was clearly suffering from a horrible hangover.

“I wonder where they’re going,” Jack whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

“Who knows,” Jill whispered back. “Yōkai are an odd breed.”

Jack and Jill didn’t have the prejudice against yōkai that many humans did. The only reason they were fighting was because of their loyalty to the United States. Personally, they felt it would have been better to broker peace with the yōkai, but it wasn’t their job to express such thoughts. They did as they were ordered and nothing more.

It didn’t take long for Jack and Jill to realize the group’s destination. The Grove was a major shopping mall in Los Angeles—a masterpiece of faux architecture filled with water fountains synchronised to music, cobblestone pathways, and a wide variety of stores.

Jack and Jill glanced at each other in confusion, but they gamely followed the group into the mall.

***

Perhaps following the group into the mall wasn’t such a good idea.

Following them wasn’t necessarily a problem. The problem wasn’t in their abilities, but in where the group they were tailing went into.

A store.

A store that exclusively sold women’s swimwear.

Yes, it was a store that sold bikinis.

“What should we do?” Jack asked, for once, at a loss.

“There’s no choice. We have to go in,” Jill determined.

Jack shuffled. “I’m… not so sure that’s a good idea.”

Jill rolled her eyes and grabbed her brother by the arm. “We have no choice. Do not worry. I’ve gone shopping at places like this with my friends before. Just follow my lead.”

“… You have friends?”

“...”

“Owch! Not the ear! Let go of my ear!”

***

“Why are we shopping for bikinis again?” Kevin asked.

“What’s wrong, child? Don’t you want to see your mate in a bikini?” Kuroneko asked, studying a risque two-piece swimsuit, her split tail swishing around.

Kevin clicked his tongue. “Don’t answer my question with another question. I thought we were traveling toward Saint Byakko, your secret hideout. Why are we not doing that?”

Kuroneko laughed. “Haven’t you already guessed? You’ve been in Saint Byakko from the very moment you entered Los Angeles.”

It took him a second to understand the implications of that statement. “You mean…”

“That’s right. This entire city is Saint Byakko. Everyone here works for me; the yōkai, the humans. Everyone.”

Kuroneko’s claim made Kevin realize why Daven Monstrang held this woman in such high regard. If this entire city really was under her complete control, then she must be a truly formidable yōkai. Of course, he knew that she was strong, being a member of the Four Saints and everything, but just how strong hadn’t really sunk in until this moment.

“Beloved! Beloved!” Lilian came running up to him. “Take a look at this! What do you think?”

Held out in Lilian’s hands was a bikini. It was a fiery red color, much like her hair. The bottom was nothing but a g-string, while the top only had two triangles to protect her modesty. If she decided to wear this, those triangles would cover her nipples but nothing more.

“I think you should try it on first,” Kevin said. “Although, you might want to go with black—no, better stick with red. Black’s overdone in bikinis these days.”

“Kay!”

A beaming Lilian grabbed Kevin by the arm and dragged him to the nearest changing stall. She then rushed into the stall, and Kevin soon heard the sound of rustling clothes. Sighing as he realized that they really weren’t gonna talk business until later, he leaned against a support pole next to the changing stalls, resigning himself to wait.

All of Los Angeles, huh?

It really was surprising to learn that the entirety of Los Angeles was Saint Byakko. When Daven had told him that Saint Byakko was Kuroneko’s hideout, he’d assumed it was a community similar to Neo Seiryuu. Instead of finding an underground community, however, he’d discovered an entire city filled with millions of people.

That Kuroneko… she really is a powerful woman. Truly frightening.

Kevin knew plenty of powerful women. Kiara, his trainer in the ways of badassery, was a one-armed walking engine of destruction. She could punch holes through concrete without relying on her yōkai powers. There was also Kotohime, whose skill with a blade was so incredible it left him speechless. They weren’t the only strong women he knew either. Lilian and Iris were powerful in their own right, and there were also the group of yama uba who’d traveled to Arizona with Phoebe and Polydora. Still, while all those women were physically and magically imposing, Kuroneko was strong in a different kind of way.

Two people walked into his field of vision while he was thinking. Turning his head, Kevin frowned when he saw a pair of older people. They both had brown hair, brown eyes, and looked incredibly nondescript. If it wasn’t for how there weren’t many people in this store just then, he would have never even noticed them. Thinking on it, the only reason he noticed them now was because the male looked uncomfortable.

A pair of arms suddenly wrapped around his neck.

“Huh?”

It was all he could get out before the arms yanked him backwards. Kevin yelped as he was pulled into a changing room. Scowling, he turned around to give the person a tongue lashing.

“Listen you! What do you think you’re… eh?”

Iris grinned. “Have you been stunned speechless by my sexiness?”

Kevin said nothing for a full minute. Iris had apparently recovered from her hangover while they were walking, and she’d even chosen to change into a bikini when he wasn’t looking.

He would have considered the bikini Iris was wearing modest—except that it looked like the bikini of a dominatrix, all leather and metal studs. He wouldn’t have been the least surprised if she suddenly pulled a whip and a pair handcuffs out of her cleavage.

“Uhuhuhu, I see that you really have been rendered speechless by the glorious delights of this bountiful booty.” Iris laughed like a perverted old man.

Kevin snapped out of his stupor, shaking his head and dispelling his senselessness. “Um, no. Actually, I was thinking you’d look better in something a little more normal. Right now, you look like someone from Bondage Babes Gone Wrong.”

“Normal is overrated.”

Kevin contemplated rolling his eyes, but just then, a pair of red tails wrapped around his waist. He looked at the tails. Then at Iris, who was also looking at the tails. He looked back at the tails again. Then Iris one more time.

“Oh, crap.”

“Beloved! Come check out my swimsuit!”

“Waaah!”

Kevin flew out of the changing room. Lilian must have put more strength into her tails than she had realized, because he soon slipped from her grasp and went flying across the room—

“Get out of the way, lady!”

— and right into the woman who’d entered the store a little after them.

The woman’s eyes widened, but that was all she managed to do before Kevin plowed into her like a semi-truck speeding down the freeway. All of the breath was expelled from his lungs as they slid across the floor, the world spinning, everything blurring. Kevin thought he was going to throw up, but they soon came to a stop, with him on top of the woman, who looked up at him with wide eyes.

“Uh…”

Kevin tried to speak, but it had been awhile since something like this had happened and he couldn’t think of what to say. Come to think of it, this hadn’t happened since he’d crashed into Polydora while running from Phoebe at Daven’s old base before they arrived at Neo Seiryuu.

Knowing better than to remain like this, Kevin tried to stand up.

Squish.

“A-ahn!” the woman moaned.

Kevin froze. He looked down to see that his hand was firmly grasping the woman’s right boob. It wasn’t a very big boob. Compared to most of the boobs he’d seen, it was actually kinda small. She might have even been Christine sized. His hand had also somehow slipped underneath her shirt, which had pushed her shirt up, exposing her plain white bra. Her skin was warm. Kevin soon realized that the reason for this was because of the blush permeating most of her body.

He looked back into the woman’s eyes.

She looked furious.

The “I’m going to fucking kill you” kind of furious.

He was so screwed.

“Listen,” Kevin started calmly. It was the calm of a dead man. “I know what you’re thinking, but this isn’t what it looks like. What just happened was a complete acc—IIIEEEEEEAAAAAAAA!”

Kevin’s words were cut off when, without warning, the woman placed her feet underneath his chest, then threw him over her body. He screamed as he went sailing through the air, flying out the door, crashing against the hard cobblestone floor, and tumbling across the floor until he smacked into a fountain.

Staring up at the ceiling, his mind clouded with pain, and with cute little forest animals dancing around his head, Kevin tried to figure out what had just happened and came up blank.

“This must be how Iris feels when Lilian smacks her with those tails…”

***

“You all right, sis?” Jack asked his sister as she lay on the ground, her arms covering her breasts in shame.

Jill turned her red face to glare at Jack. “You tell anyone about what happened here and you. Are. Dead. Got it?”

In response to her threat, Jack made a motion of zipping his mouth closed.

***

Kevin felt like crap.

After accidentally groping some random woman, being flipped through the air like a teddy bear without stuffing, and having his body battered by rolling across the floor, Kevin just wanted to sleep.

It was most unfortunate that he wasn’t going to be getting sleep anytime soon.

“Are you feeling any better, Kevin?”

Fortunately, Kevin at least had Lilian to help him out. She stood behind him, using her celestial powers to sooth his battered body. Who knew being launched through the air would hurt more than being pierced by a light spear?

Lilian’s tails were wrapped around his middle, and he could feel her power circulating through his body. It was different than when she’d simply shoved youki into his left hand. This time, she was actually healing him, not giving him powers that he was never meant to wield.

“I feel a lot better thanks to you.”

“Ufufufu, I’m glad.”

“Though I really wish you’d stop with that laugh. One Kotohime is enough, thanks.”

It was interesting how no one even commented on Lilian’s use of Divine Healing, a celestial technique. While a few stopped to watch for a second, most people just went about their business after they realized what was happening. No one even seemed to care that she, Iris, and Kuroneko were in their hybrid forms.

Several other yōkai were also present. Kevin saw them, interspersed within the crowd. There, a yōkai with blue skin and gills on his neck spoke with a young woman, flirting. Over there, a woman with a long mane of hair and a lion tail smiled as she walked with two other people, a human male of middle age and a little girl with whiskers—their daughter, he presumed. Everywhere he looked, humans and yōkai mingled. No prejudice seemed to exist here.

“This place is nice,” Kevin said. “It reminds me of Neo Seiryuu.”

“Except this place is way bigger than Neo Seiryuu,” Lilian said. “Way bigger.”

“Mm.”

“Hey!” Iris shouted at the two, furiously waving her hands. “Come on, you two! What’s taking so long?! Hurry up!”

“Beloved?”

“I’m better.”

Kevin stood up and turned around. Leaning down, he placed a hand under Lilian’s chin, tilted her head up, and kissed her.

“Thank you,” he said after straightening.

Lilian’s beaming smile was like flowers blooming at the first rays of light. “You’re welcome.”

***

“They’re leaving the mall,” Jack commented.

“Thank you. I hadn’t realized that.”

Turning to gaze at his sister, Jack saw that Jill wasn’t looking at the group they were tailing, but was instead staring at, well, everything but them. Her cheeks were still red.

“Are you still angry about what happened in that store?” he asked.

Jill sputtered. “O-of course not!”

“Really? Because you seem kind of angry.”

“Shut up! Let’s just follow them.”

As his sister stomped off, Jack sighed and trailed after her. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a really long day…”

***

After exiting the mall, Kuroneko bade them to follow her. He, Lilian, and Iris trailed after the nekomata as she walked through the crowd, which parted before her like the ocean being split by a speed boat. Everyone seemed to know who she was. Kevin, with Lilian and Iris walking on either side of him, could hear the mutterings of the people around him.

“Woah… it’s Kuroneko-hime.”

“Kuroneko-hime is here.”

“Kuroneko! Kuroneko! Hi!”

“I wish I was like her!”

“Totes.”

“Hey, who’re those kids?”

“Kuroneko is really well liked, isn’t she?” Lilian whispered into Kevin’s ear.

He nodded. “Seems so. I guess it’s not that surprising, though. I mean, she is the leader of Saint Byakko. Also, is it just me, or are we being followed?”

“Now that you mention in, I think we are being followed.”

Lilian glanced at the people around them. Indeed, some of them had been present when they had gone shopping. While that wasn’t unusual in and of itself, she actually recognized a good number of people. Most of them were yōkai.

“I guess Kuroneko’s just that popular,” Lilian said.

“I bet you they’re following us because of me,” Iris exclaimed. Kevin and Lilian gave the raven-haired girl a deadpanned stare, which the vixen immediately noticed. “What?”

“Hurry it up, you three. Don’t get lost in the crowd,” Kuroneko called out to them.

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris shared a look before hurrying to catch up with Kuroneko.

“So, where are we going?” asked Lilian as they caught up with the woman, who walked along the street with a lazy elegance befitting her nekomata nature.

“And why did we buy swimsuits?” asked Iris. She paused, then added. “Not that I’m complaining.”

Kuroneko turned her head to give them a smile. “Oh, no reason. No reason. I just thought it would be nice to have some swimsuits.” For some reason, Kevin didn’t believe her. “Now, then, why don’t I take you three on a tour of my wonderful city?”

***

Several yards away from the group, Jack and Jill watched as the four climbed onto a bus.

“Contact HQ,” Jill said. “Tell them that our contacts have boarded a bus and that we’re no longer able to follow them.”

“On it.”

Jack pretended to mess with the collar of his shirt, when he was actually activating the communication device installed in his ear. His finger grazed against a small button. Static burst in his ear, then quickly canceled out.

“Report,” a voice spoke up.

“Our targets have taken off on a bus. We can’t follow them without looking suspicious.”

“Why not?”

Jack paused. How should he answer that?

“They, um, they saw us.”

“They saw you?”

“… Yes.”

“How?”

Jill glared at Jack, a warning look in her eyes. She could hear what the man was asking, and this glare was obviously her way of saying, “I’ll kill you if say anything.”

Jack gulped. “Um, well, Kevin Swift, our target, he sort of… flew into us.”

“He flew into you?”

“Yes.”

“...”

There was a moment of silence. Jack wondered what the person on the other line was thinking. He didn’t know much about Sergeant Verräter other than what he’d been told, and what he’d been told was that the sergeant was some big shot from the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.

America has become party to terrorism, some people said. Jack didn’t really know about that, but what he did know was that America was traveling down a path he didn’t like. The whole world was traveling down a path that he didn’t like.

Still, he’d do his job. That was what it meant to be a part of the Navy SEALs.

“Do you at least know where they’re going?” Sergeant Verräter asked.

“The bus they were taking goes further into the city. I assume Kuroneko has decided to give them a tour of Saint Byakko,” Jack answered.

“You mean Los Angeles, right?”

“… Yes, sir.”

“Very well. Cease following them for now. Instead, I want you to find a place where you can set up shop and continue to monitor them.”

“Understood.”

“Right, then Sergeant Verräter out.”

“What’s the plan?” asked Jill as Jack canceled the line of communication.

“We’re going to find a place to stay and continue monitoring the subjects until further notice,” Jack said.

“I see.”

Jack looked at his sister, whose face remained inscrutable. He couldn’t begin to fathom what she was thinking, and a part of him believed he was better off not knowing. Even he knew that women were a strange breed.

“There are several cheap hotels, so let’s find one and rent a room,” he suggested.

“That’s as good an idea as any, I suppose,” Jill said with a shrug.

He and his sister soon disappeared into the crowd as they began searching for a hotel to spend the night in.

It looked like they were going to be there for a while.

***

When Kuroneko said that she was going to take them on a tour, she really meant it. They’d spent several hours hopping from bus to bus, wandering down streets filled with pedestrian traffic, and visiting several places of interest.

Saint Byakko was different from what Kevin remembered of it. Some parts of the city had been destroyed, nothing but empty husks and decimated remains, but others looked like they’d been rebuilt from the ground up. The Los Angeles strip was one of those places, and so was Chinatown. No longer did they hold the same appearance as they once did. The strip had appeared less gritty and more respectable than before. The old structures of Chinatown, while still containing that Asian aesthetic, were gleaming and new.

 

“These places were destroyed during the war,” Kuroneko had said when he asked about it. “So, I had them rebuilt. Unlike Daven, who prefers to remain anonymous and doesn’t try to expand his wealth, I’ve invested money into hundreds of different ventures: Imports, exports, computer hardware and software. Half the reason the US Military can’t do anything to me is because I own a number of corporations they work with. They’ll attack if I give them an opportunity, but they can’t afford to make any hasty decisions because I could ruin many of their investments.”

 

She had given them a vague smile when she’d said that, as if she was sharing an inside joke with them. None of them had understood it.

After the tour, the group arrived back at The Yōkai Café, where Kuroneko immediately ordered her maids to prepare sleeping arrangements for them. Kevin thought that should have been done last night. However, with everyone drunk except for him and Lilian, that hadn’t happened.

“This is where you’ll be staying,” Hina said, scowling at the two kitsune like they were a blight upon her world. While Iris just ignored the look—Kevin imagined she was secretly basking in the kijo’s anger—Lilian stuck out her tongue and blew the woman a raspberry. Kevin imagined that, for just a moment, Hina’s red skin turned a shade of purple.

“Thank you,” he said, hoping to diffuse the tension.

“You’re welcome, my honey.”

Kevin shuddered.

Lilian possessively latched onto Kevin’s arm and glared at Hina, but the kijo ignored the redhead when a loud ringing went off in her pocket.

“Excuse me,” Hina mumbled, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a cellphone. Walking away from them, she placed the cellphone up to her ear. “Hello?” they heard her say into the phone before she disappeared around a corner.

Kevin and Lilian shared a look.

“That was weird,” he said.

“Who cares,” Lilian sniped glumly.

“Something wrong?”

Lilian sighed. “I don’t like her.”

“Yeah, I got that. I meant is there a reason you don’t like her?”

“This might be a conversation better held inside of our room,” Iris interrupted them. “Now, get your butts in here. I’m tired, my feet hurt, and I want to take a load off.”

Kevin didn’t argue with the Void Kitsune. He was pretty tired as well. He didn’t know how long they’d been walking around Saint Byakko for, but it had been morning when they left, and now it was early afternoon.

The room they’d been given was fairly standard, as far as rooms were concerned. The carpeted floor was white, the walls a light beige. It didn’t have much in the way of amenities. Aside from the bed, there was a desk, a nightstand, a dresser, and a walk-in closet. Their luggage had already been delivered to the room and sat at the foot of the bed. According to Kuroneko, their car had also been parked somewhere more secure than the garage they’d been using.

Leaving an impression in the mattress, Lilian sat down on the edge while Iris flopped face-first onto the bed and buried her face into the pillow. She’d already kicked her shoes off. Her toes curled and uncurled as though relishing in their newfound freedom.

Kevin took a seat by Lilian and silently waited for her to speak.

“Do you remember Kotohime’s lessons about the secret wars between yōkai?” Lilian asked.

“Yes.” Kevin pulled up the information he remembered and recited it like a student in a classroom. “She said that there have been many wars between the various yōkai races, some of which date back to before the new calendar.”

Lilian nodded. “That’s right. These wars were ones that involved all yōkai, not just one or two different races. However, there are also several wars that happened where two or more yōkai races joined forces to defeat another race. Most of those wars were against the oni.”

“I thought most oni were loners,” Kevin pointed out.

“They normally are, but sometimes an oni with incredible strength will be born. I’ve been told that it happens every few generations. These oni are born with more intelligence, and they’re a lot stronger, but they still retain their violent nature and love for destruction. It isn’t unusual for these oni to unite all oni under a single banner and wage war against the other yōkai.”

“How many times has this happened?” Kevin asked.

Lilian paused as she dredged up the information from her brain. “I think it’s happened… fifteen? No, about seventeen times.”

“Hey, Stud,” Iris interrupted the story. “Can you rub my feet? They’re killing me.”

Kevin barely even bat an eyelash when Iris rolled over and rudely placed her feet on his lap. He grabbed one of her feet and slowly kneaded it with his thumbs. Iris’s orgasmic groan echoed in his ears, a sensual sound that aroused him, regardless of how much he wished it didn’t. He did his best to ignore that, until Iris started to slowly massage his growing erection with her toes.

“Keep that up and I’m not giving you a massage anymore.” The toes stopped rubbing him. “Better.”

Kevin turned back to Lilian, only to back away slightly when the redhead got in his face, her green eyes sparkling like gems reflecting moonlight.

“Can I have a massage after her, Beloved?”

“Um, okay,” Kevin said. “I don’t mind giving you a massage as well. Anyway, why don’t you continue your story?”

Lilian did just that, leaning back on the bed and looking at the ceiling as she recited her tale. “Right, so, this has happened several times. When this happens, the other yōkai put aside their differences and feuds, band together, and defeat the oni before he can gather his army. The other races learned after nearly being destroyed for the fifth time that having an intelligent oni roaming the world is a recipe for disaster. So, even though a lot of yōkai hated at least one other race, during crises like this, we were willing to unite—if only temporarily.”

It was almost interesting for Kevin to realize how little he still knew about yōkai. Kotohime was still teaching him about their history and the various races, but even so, it appeared there was so much more he didn’t know about.

However, what she said made sense. While human history didn’t have many instances like this, he could think of a few where countries that didn’t necessarily get along had banded together to fight a common foe. The Revolutionary War was actually one of those times. Before the American Revolution, the French had fought against what was, at the time, called British America. However, during the American Revolution, France had helped the thirteen colonies in their war against Britain.

Kevin was still confused about something, however. “How does this oni equate to your dislike of Hina?”

“I’m getting to that, Beloved.” Lilian smiled as she chastised him. “I just wanted to give you some context before I actually got to that part.”

Nodding noncommittally, Kevin switched from massaging Iris’s left foot to her right when she nudged his stomach with her toes. He separated her toes and applied some pressure. Iris’s foot twitched as she let out a number of erotic noises that made him tempted to stop, though he didn’t in the end. If nothing else, he could at least tell that Iris wasn’t making those noises for the purpose of arousing him. He was just making her feel that good.

“Right. I should probably tell you that the Pnevma Clan hasn’t always been living on that island,” Lilian continued. “According to Kotohime, the Pnevma clan lived on Greece’s mainland until about one hundred and twenty years ago.”

One hundred and twenty years, huh? That would have made Lilian and Iris… forty years old.

It really sounded kind of wrong when he thought about it like that, but he tried to ignore this vast age difference between him and them.

“I don’t remember a whole lot from that time,” Lilian admitted. “Kitsune never remember much of their time as a regular fox. Daphne once said it’s because we’re reborn when we become supernatural creatures and therefore have no use for our old memories, but I never really cared much about the hows or whys.”

“You also never listened to her if you could help it,” Iris teased.

“Hush, you.” Lilian mock glared at Iris. When it was clear that her sister wasn’t paying attention to her, she returned to looking at Kevin. “Anyway, while I don’t remember much, there is one thing that I do remember—the entire city that our clan was living in had once fallen under attack by a group of oni.”

Now it makes sense…

“And the one leading those oni was the intelligent oni that you were talking about?” Kevin asked, though he was already positive of the answer.

“Yes.” Lilian shuddered, her arms wrapping around her waist, eyes glazing over. No doubt she was remembering that time. “Even though my memories from that time are fuzzy, I clearly remember the attack. Iris and I were in the pen when they attacked, and many of our fellow foxes were killed during that time. Had it not been for Kotohime and the others, Iris and I wouldn’t even be alive right now.”

I understand now.

“Hina smells the same as an oni, doesn’t she?”

Foxes had a strong sense of smell. It wasn’t a big surprise. While foxes didn’t get along with dogs—mostly because domestic dogs had been and still were being used to hunt foxes—they still belonged to the canine family.

Lilian bit her lip as she nodded. “Yes. I know it’s wrong of me to dislike Hina because of past memories, but still, I can’t bring myself to trust her. I just can’t.”

Learning a little more about Lilian’s past was another reminder of how little he knew about his mate. This wasn’t through any fault of his or Lilian’s. There was simply too much information to tell him. It was like trying to compress a history lesson on World War II into a single class—impossible.

There also weren’t many opportunities to really sit down and converse about her past. Lilian liked to live in the now. She’d rather play video games, watch anime, and read manga than spend time telling stories about when she was a fox, and Kevin respected that.

“I understand,” Kevin said after taking in everything she’d told him. “And I won’t ask you to accept her or anything. Chances are we won’t be here long enough for it to matter anyway.”

Lilian’s lips curved at his words. She seemed relieved. “Thank you, Beloved.”

“You’re welcome.”

A sudden snore interrupted what would have been an otherwise touching moment. Kevin and Lilian glanced at Iris, whose eyes had closed. Her mouth was open and a little bit of drool leaked from the vixen’s lips and trailed onto the bed.

“I am so not cleaning up my sister’s drool,” Lilian declared.

“Me neither,” Kevin said. “Maybe we can ask for another room?”

“It’s worth a shot.”

“By the way,” Kevin began, “that oni you mentioned. Does he have a name, or is every oni that starts a war just called Shuten-dōji?’”

“Most oni don’t name themselves unless they become a powerful warlord like Akuma no Oni, or they live in human society like that one we fought,” Lilian said, shrugging. “This particular oni never went by a name either—or if he did, then we never learned it. However, the yōkai races did give him one because of the threat he represented.”

Kevin remained silent. He could sense a slight tension in the air.

Lilian looked at him, her eyes serious and holding just a hint of reverent fear. “They called him Kakugyōki; the One-Armed Demon of Destruction.”


CHAPTER 6

THE GIRL WHO JUST WANTED TO HELP

It was a day just like any other: Bleak, downtrodden, and downright depressing. The dark sky overhead stretched out for miles. It looked like thunderclouds covering the sky, but she knew otherwise. That inky blackness, which twisted and morphed into bizarre shapes, wasn’t clouds.

She walked along the pavilion, ignoring the monstrosities in the sky. She’d long since learned not to let such things bother her. Off in the distance, a massive palace rose above the earth, a cathedral of the most aesthetically pleasing design. It was a truly beautiful place, marred only by the ugly landscape surrounding it. Perhaps it would have looked better if that palace had been reduced to rubble.

Her servants were probably searching for her, frantically checking everywhere to see where she had gone. They were probably panicking by now. The thought amused her, but it didn’t last very long.

“There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

She turned at the sound of the voice. Standing several feet away was a woman. Her elegant form, wreathed in golden silk that glowed as if spun from the sun itself, stood at the pinnacle of female perfection. Cascading blond hair framed a porcelain face that was so beautiful even she felt jealousy. Glossy pink lips pursed, and oceanic eyes gazed at her with an almost inquiring look.

“Are you not going to ask why I’m looking for you?”

She grinned. “I figured you were looking for me because everyone else is looking for me. And if that isn’t the reason, then I’m sure you’ll tell me soon enough.”

“You’re no fun.”

She shrugged, as if to ask, “How can I have fun in a situation like this?”

The woman sighed. “I’ve managed to convene the council of gods, and we have come to a unanimous decision.”

She perked up. That was intriguing news.

“We have decided… to let you go.”

She needed a moment to respond. “Really?”

The woman nodded. “Really.”

“Yes!” She pumped a fist into the air, cheering. “Yes, yes, yes! That has to be the best news I’ve heard in over 2,000 years!” She rushed up and scooped the woman into a hug. “Thank you! You have no idea how happy this makes me!”

“Oh, I can imagine,” the woman replied mildly, seemingly unbothered as she was swung around like a ragdoll. “Now then, please put me down. There are some things that we must discuss before your departure.”

“Like what?” she asked as she set the woman on her feet.

“Like the conditions you need to follow when you go back. We are breaking a number of rules in allowing you to do this, you know? However, we are also aware of how bleak the situation is.”

She pondered that before nodding. “What are the conditions?”

The woman held up a hand, signifying for patience. She pouted, but she didn’t say anything. They might be equal in terms of combat, but this woman was of a much higher rank than her.

“We will discuss those at another time. I have written down all of the rules that you will need to follow while you are there. You will keep these rules on you at all times and refer to them whenever you find yourself uncertain.”

Her pout grew more prominent. “You make it sound like I’ll forget everything you ask of me.”

“Knowing you as I do now, I am positive that you will forget this entire conversation ever happened the moment you leave here.”

“… Hawa.”

***

“Kevin and Lilian didn’t show up to class again today.”

“Oh, yeah. I noticed that, too. Iris hasn’t been around either.”

“Leave it to a guy to notice that girl’s absence.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that all men are horndogs.”

“Totes.”

Numerous conversations passed over Lindsay as she sat in English class. Naturally, the topic of conversation was her friends, who’d been gone for about two days now. Sitting by her side and trying to remain unobtrusive was Jessica. The gorgeous usagi sat close enough that she could smell the girl’s unique scent. She felt a little guilty over taking pleasure in that. It made her feel a bit like she was betraying her feelings for Christine.

“Do you know where they are, Lindsay?” one of the girls asked.

Lindsay blinked, coming into the real world.

“Huh?” she asked in an elegant manner.

“Do you know where Lilian, Iris, and Kevin are?” the girl, a human female with brown hair and eyes, repeated her question.

“No.” Lindsay shook her head. “I don’t know where they are, though I do know they’re on a mission for Daven Monstrang.”

“Man, that is so cool,” one of the guys in class mumbled enviously. “That Kevin’s always getting to do such cool things. I heard that he and Lilian went on a mission into Phoenix a while ago. Someone said that Kevin destroyed a tank with his bare hands!”

“What? No way!”

“That’s what I heard too!”

“Man, that is so cool!”

It amused Lindsay to hear what people said about her friends when they weren’t around. Ever since Kevin and Lilian had rescued the students at their school, they’d been getting a lot of attention. While Lilian had always had a large following of boys, she now had a number of girls following her as well. They apparently thought she was the epitome of what it meant to be a strong female.

But Kevin’s the real surprise…

After facing off against a yōkai, Kevin’s popularity with both sexes had skyrocketed. Guys looked up to him because they thought he was “cool,” and girls liked him because they thought he was heroic. Fortunately, none of the girls actually tried anything and were content to admire him from a distance. Lilian wasn’t necessarily the possessive type, but she also wouldn’t put up with random floozies hitting on her mate.

Her shoulders slumped as she thought about her friends. Kevin, Lilian, and even Iris were all taking part in this war—unlike her. They’d gone on a number of missions for Daven Monstrang and had fought in numerous battles. She remembered asking Kevin why he was so willing to risk his life like he did. His answer had surprised her.

 

“It’s because I want my normal life back. I’m doing this so that me, Lilian, and Iris can live normal lives without having to worry about some terrorist organization or the government trying to kill us.”

 

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris were fighting for the right to live normal lives, while she was just sitting in class, doing the same thing she always did.

I wish I could help them.

“Lindsay?” Jessica said, interrupting her musings.

“Hm?” Lindsay looked up.

Her friend’s concerned gaze warmed her slightly cold heart. “Are you all right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Lindsay said in the most reassuring voice she could muster. “I’m fine. I was just lost in thought.”

“Well, okay. If you’re sure.”

The teacher soon entered the room and class started. However, Lindsay couldn’t focus on her teacher’s lecture. Her mind kept wandering back to her friends, who were currently fighting against the cruelties of this world while she sat around doing nothing.

I really am the worst.

***

Eric was bored. Bored, bored, bored, bored, bored! School had just ended, which would have normally been a cause for celebration—except for the fact that there was absolutely nothing to do! His master was out on some mission, Kevin had taken the Tit Maiden and the Sex Queen and left a few days ago, and none of his friends wanted to peep with him.

 

“Sorry, Eric, but I rather enjoy keeping my wedding tackle attached to my crotch,” was what they had said.

 

As if that should have deterred them from peeping! They weren’t men! They were spineless cowards who would deny themselves the glorious sight of feminine naughty bits because they were scared of getting hurt.

“I swear, everyone here is a wimp. They get the crap beaten out of them once and they’re done. What kind of men are they?!”

Eric wandered through his apartment complex, looking for something to cure his boredom. Since he wasn’t in school, there were no girls to peep on. He could’ve probably stayed and peeped on girls after their extra-curricular activities, but he didn’t feel like waiting in a ventilation shaft for over two hours. Going home was always a possibility. He had several H-games waiting for him, but for some reason, he just couldn’t dredge up the motivation to play.

“It’s all Lord Kevin’s fault,” Eric grumbled as he picked up a stray soda can. “It’s because he’s not here that all of the hot chicks have left.”

Eric sighed. He knew it was wrong of him to blame Lord Kevin. After all, he was Lord Kevin, but he really wished his lord would give a little more consideration to his subordinates. Would it kill him to pass along that tail he’d been getting to his loyal subjects?

“Man, I wish Master were here. At least then I’d be able to—woah!!”

Eric’s feet caught something unexpected as he walked. He barely had a moment to realize that the ground was getting closer before he slammed into it. Hard. Pain erupted around his nose as a loud crunch echoed across the complex.

Rolling around on the ground, Eric held both hands to his nose and cursed.

“Gaa! Ouch! What the hell?! Who leaves such a big, heavy… eh?”

He glanced at the thing that he had tripped over. It wasn’t a trash bag, like he’d initially expected. Lean legs colored a milky white disappeared into a pair of baggy shorts. Small feet were barely protected by a pair of sandals. The shirt that she wore had ridden up, exposing her back. She was lying on her stomach, but her face was turned to him.

Beautiful didn’t begin to describe her face. Her small button nose was adorable. Her lush lips were a light pink, and Eric felt an inexplicable urge to nibble on them. Long, silky black hair traveled down her back, and several bangs strayed over her face, not quite covering her long eyelashes.

“Oh, my God! It’s a beautiful girl!” Eric exclaimed. “A beautiful girl has appeared before me! Lord Kevin must have finally answered my prayers and is tossing some tail my way—eh? Wait a minute.” Leaning in close, Eric scrutinized the beauty lying before him. He reared back in shock seconds later. “She’s unconscious! Oh, crap! What do I do? How am I supposed to do anything with her if she’s unconscious?!”

Eric ran around in circles, fretting. This wasn’t good. This wasn’t good at all. He didn’t know how to deal with unconscious chicks!

 

“Wanna know the best thing about unconscious chicks? They can’t say no. What?! Oh yeah, like I’m the only one thinking it!”

 

Duke Devlin’s words rang within his mind, bouncing around his skull like a rubber ball going out of control. Eric stopped running in circles as the realization set in. She was unconscious, which meant he could do whatever he wanted to her!

And yet, just as Eric was about to have his wicked way with the pretty girl, another voice spoke up.

 

“Eric, you must listen to me very carefully. We are perverts. We are proud of our perversion. Peeping on women is our passion and playing eroge is our life’s blood. However, there is a difference between being a peeper and being a molester. You must always be respectful of women, even when peeping. You can look, but unless you’re given permission, do not touch. Understand?”

 

That’s right. His master had been very explicit when it came to what he could and couldn’t do to women. She had taught him the Peeping Code of Honor, which all peepers were supposed to abide by. Those peeping toms who didn’t abide by the Peeping Code of Honor were a disgrace to peepers everywhere.

An immense battle raged within Eric’s mind. On one side, his desire to do whatever he wanted to this girl fought viciously. On the other, his master’s words battled with a calm, yet determined vigor.

In the end, his master’s words won out. He couldn’t disobey his master.

I am sorry, Duke Devlin, that I could not follow in your footsteps.

With tears in his eyes, Eric stared longingly at the girl as he tried to figure out what he should do. He could take her to the hospital, but that was kinda far and he didn’t have a car. He wasn’t that strong either, so he couldn’t carry her. Maybe he should just take her to his place? He’d have to be careful, though. His old man was the kind of pervert that Heather warned him not to become. Who knew what that old fart would do if he discovered this girl.

Rolling her over, Eric checked her pulse, breathing, and eyes. Her pupils were dilated, but that was natural for someone who was unconscious. Everything else checked out, so he scooped the girl into his arms, stood back up, and slowly walked toward his apartment. She was heavier than she looked. He’d seen Lord Kevin carry Lilian and Iris like this several times, and he always made it look so easy.

“Gu… damn… I need to work out more,” Eric complained as he took things one step at a time.

I really hope my parents aren’t home.

***

When classes ended that day, Lindsay parted ways with her friends and wandered Neo Seiryuu. She didn’t feel like going back home at the moment. Her parents probably weren’t there anyway. Knowing her mother, that woman was likely off with her friends, drooling over the latest topless pictures of teenage boys. Her father worked as an administrator for Daven Monstrang now, so he was always busy. There simply wasn’t much point in returning to a home like that.

Strolling through the underground community, Lindsay took a moment to appreciate the beauty of it. If it weren’t for the large dome of rock looming over their heads, she would have never suspected that this place had been built underground. It looked almost like a scenic urban community. Grassy fields stretched across the land, their fresh scent filling her nose with a mildly pleasant fragrance. Uniform buildings dotted the landscape, blending into the background. Palo verdes, palm trees, and saguaro cacti littered the area. It was all very scenic.

She found it odd that no one was enjoying the park, but then she realized that everyone was probably still working.

Daven Monstrang, the founder of this city, had a law that everyone who wasn’t attending school had to work for the betterment of the community. It helped to not only keep Neo Seiryuu running smoothly, but it also gave the people living there a sense of purpose. All things considered, Lindsay didn’t think that was a bad way of running a community.

Finding a large tree to sit underneath, Lindsay thought about everything that was going on in her life.

For a little over one year now, her friend had been dealing with the supernatural world. She’d learned about it in October of last year, when Kevin had been kidnapped and Lilian had gone to rescue him. A lot had happened since then, but throughout it all, Lindsay had done her best to be supportive.

However…

Sometimes…

Lindsay felt like it wasn’t enough. She wanted to help her friends deal with all of the issues that were on their plate. She didn’t want to be the helpless little girl who could only rely on others.

Maybe if I was stronger, I could even help Christine… wherever she is.

Lost in her musings, Lindsay only became aware of the strange sound filling the air when it had grown into a vibrant thrumming. She searched for the source of the sound, but could find no trace of it. It was a most unusual noise, like the powerful thrum of power lines.

A sudden discharge lit the sky.

“Ah!” Lindsay gasped.

An arc of lightning traced an irregular path in the air barely ten meters away. One discharge was followed by two more, and then two swiftly became three. The smell of ozone burned her nostrils as, miraculously, more discharges of electric energy gathered, coalescing into a mishmash of chaotic energy.

“Ga!”

The energy exploded outward, knocking Lindsay flat on her backside. Light blinded her. It was like staring point-blank into the sun after staying in a theater for several hours. Crackles resounded across the grassy landscape, and Lindsay jolted when several tiny tendrils of energy leapt at her, shocking her nervous system.

Lindsay cautiously opened her eyes when the light dimmed. Energy still occasionally arced out, but much of the electrical discharge had dissipated. Standing in place of the energy disruption was a woman.

A very beautiful woman.

A very beautiful, very naked woman.

Long red hair fell around her like a curtain of fire, trailing along the ground. As she stood to her feet, each strand caught artificial sunlight, as if trapping and reflecting the luminous radiance of a heavenly body. Her full breasts swayed as she moved. Larger than anyone’s had a right to be, yet somehow remaining perfectly pronounced, like two large globes that complimented her slim waist and sensual hips. Nine beautiful red tails with white tips moved over her body, covering her like a pair of clothes.

She looked around, viridescent eyes gazing at their surroundings with a curious gleam until, slowly, they settled on her.

Lindsay’s breath caught in her throat. The woman smiled at her and, like a fly drawn to the scent produced by a Venus flytrap, she was drawn to that smile. The delicate curve of lush, beautiful red lips was unlike anything she’d ever seen. It was familiar, yet it carried an elegance and sensuality that no one she knew could create.
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The woman took several delicate, feminine footsteps. Her hips swayed to an unheard beat. Lindsay wasn’t sure where to look. She wanted to glance at everything, to memorize every inch of this glorious creature before her. The woman walked up to her…

… and then her smile became much wider and far more familiar.

“Lindsay!”

“Huh?”

Lindsay barely had time to react before the girl pounced on her, sending them both to the ground. She felt a pair of massive mammaries pressing into her face, and it was all she could do not to pass out.

Oh, god! Think unsexy thoughts! Think of unsexy thoughts! Kevin in a speedo? No, that’s not unsexy. The principal in a speedo! Oh, god! I think I’m gonna be sick!

Heedless of the combination of disgust and arousal that she felt, the woman cuddling with her gave a cheerful, “Hawa!”

All thoughts on trying to make herself calm down fled when the woman’s left nipple filled her vision.

“I can’t believe it! I’m finally back! And at the right time, too, it looks like! You’re only sixteen, right?”

“…”

“Never mind that! I’m so happy to see you!”

“…”

“It’s been way too long!”

“…”

“Lindsay?” the woman said. Frowning, she pulled back and placed her hands on Lindsay’s shoulders, holding the blond tomboy at arm’s length. “H-hawa! Lindsay!”

With her eyes glazed over, her mind lost in limbo, and blood pouring down her nose like a waterfall, Lindsay stared sightlessly at the large dome.

“Hawawa! This isn’t good! Lindsay? Ne, can you hear me?”

“Hehehe…”

“Come on! Talk to me!”

“Boobies…”

“Snap out of it!”

***

No one was home. Eric considered that to be a very good thing. While he was definitely worried about his dad’s reaction to finding a beautiful girl lying around unconscious, he was even more worried about his mom’s. Given how volatile that woman’s emotions could be, her reaction could range anywhere from, “Eric Corrompere, you are grounded for the rest of your life!” to “Oh, my gods! What a cute little girl! I’d love to play dress up with her!”

It almost made Eric wonder who he got his perviness from.

His muscles groaning in complaint, Eric carried the girl into his bedroom. He knew better than to place her on the couch in clear view of the entrance. Yes, it was much safer in his room, where he could lock the door. If worse came to worst, he could always hide her in the closet.

He set her down on the bed. Wanting to at least appear gentlemanly, he straightened her limbs and tucked her under the covers. Leaning back, he observed the girl and nearly moaned. Judging her age was impossible—he sucked at it—but she didn’t look much older than fourteen or fifteen. He was sure her boobs were part of the reason he couldn’t guestimate her age. She didn’t have any. In other words, she was as flat as a billboard. While most would be concerned by that, Eric wasn’t. After all, he liked butts just as much as boobs, and her tush was fine.

Still, he was kinda curious about this girl. Who was she? What had she been doing lying on the sidewalk like that?

Is she a freshman at my school?

That couldn’t be the case. If she went to his school, then he would know about it. He would’ve seen her naked at least once by now.

A new member to the community, maybe?

Neo Seiryuu was a constantly growing community. More people arrived here every day to avoid the war. Eric didn’t know what their population was, but he’d heard rumors about the brass up top possibly building another school to accommodate for the increase in students.

He didn’t really know what to think about that. If they built another school, then it meant he wouldn’t get to peep on some of the girls who started attending there. It was better to keep them all in one place, he believed.

Upon realizing that his thoughts were beginning to get circular, Eric dispelled them with a series of swift head shakes. They were best saved for another time. For now, he really wanted to grab a snack. Carrying an eighty-pound girl was harder than it looked.

He took a single step forward—

—and then stopped when something grabbed his wrist. Craning his neck, he looked down at the girl. Her eyes were still closed, but her hand had shot out from underneath the covers, and it had a fierce grip on his wrist. Had she grabbed him in her sleep?

GAAOOOORRRRR!

Eric’s eyes widened when the loudest, most obnoxious rumbling he’d ever heard came from the girl’s stomach. It sounded like a freaking tiger roaring inside of there!

“So… hungry…” the girl muttered.

Eric quickly made several calculations in his head. Contrary to popular belief, he wasn’t just a stupid pervert. He was a stupid pervert who happened to be really intelligent. His grades might not have been the highest, but he excelled in math, computer science, and engineering. Those happened to be his subjects of interest: Math to calculate angles, computer science to build spyware, and engineering to build spy cameras. This reasoning explained why he excelled at them.

Of course, he could use math for matters other than calculating the best angles to get an upskirt shot.

I should have enough food in the fridge for both of us, though my parents are gonna have to go shopping after this, especially given how hungry she must be.

The poor thing must have not eaten for a while. That would explain why he’d found her collapsed on the side of the road. She’d passed out from hunger.

“Okay! It looks like I’m cooking for two!”

Eric wasn’t a very good cook—certainly, he lacked the enviable talents of Lord Kevin and the Tit Monster, who he’d had the pleasure of seeing cook together on occasion. However, that did not mean he couldn’t cook. While not a gourmet chef of the highest caliber, he made a pretty mean grilled cheese sandwich.

It also happened to be the only thing he could make.

Five minutes later, Eric wandered back into his bedroom, a plate in each hand. As he walked closer to the bed, the girl lying in it began sniffing the air. Her head turned toward him, her nose wiggling cutely as she inhaled the cheesy scent of a grilled cheese sandwich.

“Smells… so good…”

Her eyes opened, bright iridescent orbs of amethyst. They looked… odd, for lack of a better word. No pupil existed within her eyes, just a uniform shade of purple. Eric thought they looked exotic. She looked around, her pupils shifting everywhere, taking in the sight of his room before landing on him.

Eric thought he saw recognition flash in her eyes, but it must have been a trick of the light. He’d never met this chick before.

“You… you are…?”

“Eric.”

“Eric,” she tested the word.

“So, um, here you go. I made you something to eat.” Eric set a plate of grilled cheese on the nightstand next to his bed. It was a rather interesting nightstand. It didn’t look like a stand at all, in fact, and more closely resembled the lower half of a woman. The first drawer opened just above her crotch. Meanwhile, the second one was stuck between her thighs.

GRRRROOOOAAARRRRR!

Eric felt a massive drop of sweat coalesce on his forehead when, just like before, the girl’s stomach growled like a vicious beast. He warily eyed the window near the bed as it rattled. How ominous. He looked back at the young girl—only for more sweat to roll down his forehead when he saw that she’d already finished her sandwich. The sweat dropping became even more prominent when he realized that she’d not only finished her sandwich, but was now eating his! What the hell?!

“Oi, oi, oi! What do you think you’re doing?!”

The girl polished off his sandwich. Eric growled and was just about to lay into her when she stuck her index finger into her mouth and sucked it clean. He stopped, then, his mind temporarily deserting him as the girl proceeded to erotically suck on her finger. Her tongue darted around the finger, coating it in saliva. Eric’s mouth went dry. He licked his lips, but his tongue also seemed quite dry.

That… is so hot…

After she finished licking her fingers, the girl looked back at him. Her imploring gaze made him nearly cream his pants.

“Can I have some more, please?”

“Uh, um, sure.”

Eric scurried out of the room and into their tiny kitchenette. It was a little troublesome having such a small kitchenette after living in a large house, but he made do. Making grilled cheese sandwiches wasn’t that hard anyway. While he was making several sandwiches for the girl, because one more clearly wouldn’t be enough, Eric thought.

This… this is just like those situations in my eroge!

Being the aficionado of all things perverted, Eric had played many an eroge—perverted simulations games from Japan, in which your job is to hook up your main character with various women. One could even go so far as to say that he was an expert in eroge. His ero-levels were definitely well over 9,000. His knowledge was vast, which was how he recognized the situation he was in.

Could this be it? Is this the moment where I take on the role as the main character? Certainly, I must have already raised at least one of this girl’s flags?

Eroge were interesting games. The first ones were created in the early 1980s. The goal of all eroge is to raise your stock among certain female characters within a game, which is called “raising a flag.”

There is no set definition for the gameplay of eroge, except that they all include explicit sexual content. This most often occurs as hentai scenes of the player character having a sexual encounter with other characters. Usually the sexual content is presented as a reward for the player's successful fulfillment of certain tasks. Like other pornographic media in Japan, erotic scenes censor the naughty bits, unless the game is licensed and released outside of Japan. Additionally, some games may receive an "all-ages" version, such as a port to consoles or handheld devices where pornography isn't allowed, which remove the sex scenes entirely.

Eric gulped as he strode through the hall toward his bedroom, carrying a plate with five grilled cheese sandwiches on it.

Okay, Eric, just calm down. This is your chance! Don’t screw this up. You can do it!

Centering himself, Eric walked into his bedroom. The girl was still sitting on his bed, leaning against the headrest. Her eyes lit up when he placed the plate on her lap. She quickly picked up all five sandwiches, opened her mouth wide, and then scarfed all of them down in a single bite.

“You… really eat a lot, don’t you?” Eric asked.

“I haven’t eaten in several days,” the girl informed him, smiling. Eric thought he’d melt into a pile of goo. “Thank you for feeding me. You really saved my life.”

“Saved your life?” Eric blinked, then grinned. “Well, of course I did! And as your savior, you must do everything that I tell you to.”

“Of course.” The girl nodded as if his demand was perfectly reasonable. “What would you like me to do for you? I will do anything you ask.”

“A-anything?”

“Yes.” she smiled. “You saved my life, which means that my life essentially belongs to you.”

Eric’s eyes glazed over. His mind became locked within a fantasy, which was so far beyond X-rated that even his master would have blushed. He imagined all of the things he could ask this girl to do: Dress up as a cat-girl maid and serve him, dress up as a dog-girl and wear a collar. There were so many things that he wanted to do to her. However, one thing stood above them all.

“Kekekeke, in that case, I’d like you to take them off!”

The girl blinked. “Take… them off?”

“Yes, take them all off.”

“Do you mean… you want me to take off my clothes?” Eric nodded. The girl blushed. “I see… you’re asking me to pay you with my body, aren’t you? This is the part where I get naked and you violate my every orifice, right?” Eric nodded some more. The girl squirmed. “W-well, okay. If that’s what you want, then I guess there’s no choice.”

Her dainty feet made indents as she stood on the bed.

“By the way,” she said, biting her lip in a way that made Eric almost gush blood. “My name is Julius Beta. I just thought you should know, since… you know. A-anyway, here I go.”

Eric’s heart hammered in his chest as the girl, blushing in a most adorable manner, unbuttoned her baggy pants and let them fall down her legs. Eric grinned like a lecherous fiend as he realized that the girl wasn’t wearing any underwear… until he noticed something that caused him to pause.

There was something dangling between the girl’s legs.

For one single, solitary second, which felt more like hours to him, Eric stared at the large thing dangling between the girl’s legs. His brain felt like it was being fried. Electric shocks jolted him in a manner that was most horrible. The second took an eternity to pass, but when it did, Eric did the only thing he could think of.

“OH, MY GOD! MY EYES! THEY BURN!”

He fell to the floor and rolled around, holding his hands to his eyes, as if trying to gouge them out.

On that day, Eric learned to never judge a person by how pretty they were.

You never know when one of them might be a trap.


CHAPTER 7

BATTER UP

A delightful scent invaded Kuroneko’s nose that Sunday morning, waking her from a very pleasant slumber.

Moaning, she climbed out of her bed and languidly stretched, her motions reminiscent of a feline waking up from a catnap. She was naked. As a yōkai, being naked felt more natural to her.

Putting on a robe that she only loosely tied around the waist to keep it closed, she wandered down the stairs and into the kitchen. She really wanted to know who was responsible for cooking something that smelled so delectable.

“The first crepe is coming up, Beloved.”

“Nice. I just finished slicing up these fruits, so I’m all ready.”

Kevin and Lilian stood in the kitchen, working side by side. Lilian was in front of the stove, while Kevin had a cutting board in front of him and a knife in his hand. Several bananas and strawberries had been sliced up. They lay off to the side on a separate plate as Kevin grabbed another piece of fruit and began cutting.

Kuroneko leaned against the doorway, arms crossing under her bust, watching the pair work.

“Did you get a head count of how many people we’re cooking for?” Lilian asked.

“Not including you, myself, and Iris, we’re cooking for fifteen people.”

“Think we should make more batter?”

“Eh, let’s see how much we can make with what we’ve got first.”

Lilian nodded and, one hand gripping a pan while the other held a spatula, flipped the crepe out of the pan and onto a plate next to Kevin, who then took it and placed it on the cutting board. He smeared a line of cream cheese down the middle, grabbed several strawberry and banana slices, placed them inside, then rolled it up and set it on a tray.

They continued like this for several minutes. Kuroneko listened to them make idle conversation.

“I’m telling you, if you want good anime, then K-Project is the way to go.”

“Hmph. You’ve clearly forgotten what good anime is. I’ll admit, K-Project is enjoyable, but it can’t beat the classics like Rurouni Kenshin and Yu Yu Hakusho, or One Piece.”

“Again with One Piece. You have a really bad Luffy obsession, you know that?”

“That’s just because I understand his greatness.”

“I think the only reason you like him is because you can rip-off his technique name for your own moves.”

“T-that’s not true!”

Kevin turned his head to stare at Lilian who, after maintaining eye contact for less than a second, looked away.

“W-whatever. I still think he’s awesome.”

“Ha… to each their own.”

What an intriguing pair.

“Good morning, you two,” Kuroneko announced herself. Kevin and Lilian both turned to face her. She felt fascinated when, rather than stare at her chest, which practically spilled from her robe, Kevin simply greeted her with a smile.

“Good morning. Breakfast will be ready in just a bit,” he said.

“Why don’t you go sit down while we finish baking these crepes?” Lilian added.

“Very well. I look forward to seeing how your breakfast holds up to my staff’s cooking.”

Leaving the kitchen, Kuroneko strolled over to a table and sat down, leaning back in a posture that many would call lazy. She spread out her legs and stretched like a cat. Arms raised over her head, toes twitching, she moaned as her muscles loosened before relaxing.

Her split tail curling around her left leg, cat ears twitching as she listened to the couple in the kitchen banter back and forth, Kuroneko smiled.

I think I understand why Daven speaks so highly of him. What an interesting boy this Kevin Swift is turning out to be.

***

Lindsay woke up to discover that she was lying on a bed. Her bed. A familiar ceiling greeted her as she opened her eyes. The softness of her bed comforted her, even as confusion set in.

How did I get here? The last thing I remember was…

“Good morning,” a feminine voice greeted her.

Lindsay froze. Slowly, as if her neck was rusted and in need of a good oiling, she turned her head.

Bright green eyes greeted her, and a familiar smile curved a pair of delightful Cupid’s bow lips. Several stands of red hair trailed over a face that appeared crafted by the hands of angels. A small nose, lush lips, and rosy cheeks caused her throat to go dry. Looking further down, Lindsay saw that the woman was still naked.

“KYAAAA!!!”

“Hawa!”

Lindsay tried to get out of bed, but she instead became tangled in the bed sheets and fell out. The dull thump of her head smacking against the carpet rang in her ears, and a sharp pain wracked her skull, though it quickly turned into a dull throb.

“Ow…”

“Are you okay, Lindsay?”

“Yeah, I’m f-f-fine—what are you doing in my bedroom?!”

“Not so loud,” the woman said, rubbing her long fox-like ears as if Lindsay’s screaming caused them pain. “Do you want to wake up your parents?” she asked, then paused as a thought seemingly occurred to her. “Oh, wait, I put them into an enchanted sleep. Never mind.”

“You what?!”

“Don’t worry. Don’t worry,” the woman reassured her. “They’ll wake up when I lift my technique, but I didn’t want them asking questions that I can’t answer.”

“And that makes it okay?!”

“Eek! Hawa…”

For reasons Lindsay couldn’t understand, she felt like smacking herself in the face.

“Look… just, who the heck are you anyway?”

The question seemed to take the sails right out of the woman, whose posture slumped. Even her foxy ears drooped as if reflecting their master’s feelings. Lindsay almost felt bad—until she remembered that this woman had apparently enchanted her parents to sleep.

“You mean you don’t know me?”

Upon hearing the words, Lindsay scrutinized the woman further, gazing into her familiar green eyes, admiring the familiar lustrous red hair. Looking at the woman more closely, she really did look like someone she ought to know. Actually, she looked a lot like Lindsay imagined Lilian would when she grew older…

… No. No way.

“Lilian?”

Lilian’s eyes brightened to the brilliance of million-watt bulbs.

“You do remember me!”

“Ack! Wait! Stop hugging me!”

“Ufufufu, I’m so glad you remember me! This is great!”

“D-dang it! I said let go!”

***

Breakfast was very awkward that morning.

After his parents came home and found him lying on the couch, unresponsive to outside stimulus, they had been introduced to Julius. At first, his parents were overjoyed. Well, his mother was overjoyed. His dad had to be knocked out when he tore all of his clothes off and tried to pounce on Julius. Eric thought his old man was lucky in that regard, especially when they learned the truth.

Julius was a boy.

Eric squirmed in his seat as he slowly munched on some bread. Sitting beside him, cheerfully humming a gentle tune that would have been soothing if the person doing the humming hadn’t been male, was Julius. The bishounen pretty boy sat on a chair, his legs swinging back and forth as he was too short to reach the ground. He occasionally took a bite out of his food, but otherwise, he just kept humming.

“Ahem.” His mom coughed into her hand several times. “Listen, Eric, I—I mean, we, that is… I just want you to know that… that no matter what path in life you choose, or who you choose for a partner, your parents will support you.”

“Speak for yourself,” his old man mumbled, right before his mom stepped on his foot. “YEOWCH! What did you do that for?!”

“There’s nothing going on between us!” Eric tried to defend himself. “Nothing! I like girls! Girls!”

“You do?” Julius looked positively downtrodden. “B-but what about yesterday? I-is what we did together meaningless?”

“What about yesterday?!” Eric growled. “We didn’t do anything!”

Julius looked about ready to cry. “B-but you saw my… ah!” A cute pink blush spread over his face. “You saw my… thing…”

“Eric!” His mom looked positively scandalized. His father just blacked out, the chair tipping over as his old man fell to the ground, gurgling and frothing at the mouth.

“It’s not what you think!” Eric shouted. “I thought he was a girl!”

“So you didn’t like seeing me like that?” Tears stung Julius’s eyes.

“Eric!” Now his mom looked furious. “You are being rude! Stop acting like a spoiled brat!”

“B-but I—”

“No buts!” his mom said sternly. “Now apologize! Apologize right this instant, young man, or so help me, I will tie you to a bed and—”

“No! Not that! Please, anything but that!”

His mom’s stern gaze was unwavering. She really would follow up on her threat, he knew, which meant there was only one way to solve this. His shoulders slumped.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

“What was that?” his mother asked. “I couldn’t hear you.”

“I said I’m sorry!”

“For?”

Eric averted his eyes. “For… for the things I said… and stuff.”

“I’m not the one you should be saying that to.”

“U-ugh…”

Eric turned, slowly, as if his joints had rusted over. He faced Julius, who still looked close to breaking down into tears. That face made him feel weird. It looked like a girl was about to cry, which might have actually been arousing and fueled his protective male instincts, but this person who looked like a really pretty girl was actually a boy. How was he supposed to feel about that?

“Un, look, I-I’m sorry for… what I said.” The words tasted like poison on his tongue. “I didn’t mean them, so…”

Julius’s gaze went from depressed to hopeful. “You mean that?”

“Y-yes…”

“Okay then.” Wiping his eyes, Julius gave Eric his biggest smile. “I forgive you.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ve seen my thing, after all.”

“Did you have to bring that up?!” Eric shouted, once again feeling sick. Somehow, he just knew this day was not going to be pleasant. Not at all.

***

After they finished preparing breakfast, he and Lilian woke up everybody who lived at The Yōkai Café. They weren’t very subtle about it either. Lilian had practically busted down everybody’s door as she informed them that breakfast was ready. He was a bit more polite than his mate.

“Excuse me,” he called, knocking on the door to one of the rooms. “I’m sorry to bother you, but we’ve made breakfast and would love it if you could join us.”

Some rustling from the other side caused Kevin to perk up. He stared at the door, which seemed oddly familiar for some reason. It wasn’t until the door opened and Hina stood before him wearing nothing but a loincloth that Kevin realized why.

“Good morning, my honey,” Hina purred.

“Uh…” Kevin needed a moment for his brain to reboot because, no matter how many times he’d seen it, the female body always did a number on his brain. “Breakfast is ready.”

“You made me breakfast?” Hina’s eyes seemed to sparkle.

“Um…” Kevin tried to tell Hina that, no, he hadn’t made her breakfast specifically. He also tried to tell her that it had been a joint effort between him and Lilian, and that they had made breakfast for everyone, not just her.

“Hold on for just a second while I go get dressed,” Hina said before he could speak, hurrying back inside of her room and closing the door behind her.

Kevin stood in the doorway for a moment, debating the merits of actually waiting for her. The decision was taken out of his hand when Lilian, having finished barging into the last room on her side, came up to him.

“Come on, Beloved. We need to eat, too.”

“Right.”

Entwining hands with Lilian, Kevin made his way downstairs and into the living room, where everybody seemed to be enjoying his and Lilian’s cooking. Several of the maids waved in greeting, and more than a few let them know how much they loved the food. While Lilian thanked everyone with the brightest smile anyone could ever muster, Kevin’s cheeks turned pink as he mumbled a soft thank you. It had been awhile since someone complimented him on his cooking.

“I must admit, children, that this cooking is very impressive,” Kuroneko said as they sat down at her booth. Iris was already sitting at the table and eating alongside the nekomata. Kevin took a moment to shake his head at how quickly she scarfed the food down. He wondered where she stored it all.

“Thanks!” Lilian’s brilliant smile lit up the room. “Beloved and I make the best food ever!”

Kuroneko’s amused eyes gleamed like twin yellow moons. “Indeed? You two certainly work well together in the kitchen. You could probably open up your own restaurant when you get older—if you wanted to.”

“A restaurant?” Lilian’s brow furrowed, then cleared as her eyes gained an extra sparkle. “That sounds like the perfect idea for a manga!”

Reaching into her cleavage, Lilian pulled out a sketchpad and a pencil, flipped through several pages, and started scribbling.

“This is going to be awesome… it’ll be just like Shokugeki no Soma… except instead of having a tournament-style manga, this one will just feature a lot of H-scenes as everyone orgasms from mine and Beloved’s cooking! Ufufufu…”

As Lilian started giggling to herself, Kuroneko looked at Kevin. “Is she always like this?”

“Sometimes,” Kevin answered. “Don’t worry about her. Lilian tends to get lost in her own little world whenever she’s got a new idea for a manga.”

“I see.”

“It’s because Lilian’s a really big Japanophile,” Iris added to the conversation. “Seriously, you should see her collection of Japanese stuff at home. It’s massive.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Anyway,” Kevin coughed into his hand, “why don’t we get down to business? You mentioned that Daven’s letter asked for the Four Saints to join forces. I can only assume this was done so that we can become a third party in this war.”

“Yes, that is it exactly.” Kuroneko cut a slice of crepe and ate it, sighing contently before washing it down with almond milk. “I’m not sure how much you know about the war outside of the United States, but currently, every nation in the United Nations is at war with yōkai. That being said, the yōkai are a fractured group everywhere else in the world. Without a strong presence to force each species into submission, the various races just can’t get along.”

Unlike humans, whose only differences were their place of origin and the color of their skin, yōkai actually had hundreds of different species. Each species was unique, and they had their own unique culture. While all supernatural entities fell under the classification of “yōkai,” the truth was that “yōkai” was simply a general term used to describe the supernatural phenomenon otherwise known as monsters.

Calling yōkai “monsters” was misleading, however.

The word “yōkai” is made up of the kanji for “bewitching; attractive; calamity” and “apparition; mystery; suspicious.” They’ve also gone by other names, such as ayakashi, mononoke, and mamono. Yōkai can range from malevolent beings to mischievous ones and everything in between. Some bring good fortune to people while others bring calamity. Yōkai can range in appearance, too, with some having animal parts, like kitsune and nekomimi, while others look completely human; yuki-onna were the greatest example of this. There were also Shikigami, yōkai that were bound to an inanimate object, like a tea kettle or a doll.

To Kevin, yōkai was simply the term used to describe people with supernatural powers and long lifespans. Perhaps it was because of the times, but he didn’t see much difference between humans and yōkai. Both lived, worked, experienced happiness and sorrow, and fell in love and started families. Really, take out the supernatural powers and there was no difference between them anymore outside of their appearance.

“But that’s not really true, is it?” Kevin asked. “I mean, yōkai seem to get along just fine here in America.”

“And why do you think that is?” Kuroneko asked. “It’s because we’re here. The Four Saints. We’re the first group of yōkai to come together without regards to our species.”

Kevin leaned in, fascinated by the tale. Even Lilian had stopped scribbling in her sketchpad to listen. Iris was still eating, but he knew the sexy vixen well enough to know she was paying attention to everything Kuroneko said.

Kuroneko continued. “Other nations are controlled by single yōkai factions. Greece is under the control of the Pnevma clan, Russia is controlled by the Tengu King, China is Shinkuro’s domain, and Britain belongs to Hakuja no Myojin, The Great White Serpent.”

“I see.” Kevin adopted a thinking pose, cupping his chin and nodding several times. “Every other country only has one group of yōkai protecting it. Yōkai clans aren’t very large. America doesn’t have that problem because we don’t have any clans.”

“That’s right,” Kuroneko said, sounding quite pleased that he’d figured it out. “America is like a boiling pot where all yōkai come together, regardless of species. However…”

Kuroneko leaned back, and her eyes shifted. No longer were they lazy and amused. Instead, they had become so sharp that Kevin and Lilian leaned back in their seats. Even Iris was scooting away from the woman.

“… Just because we’re a melting pot doesn’t mean we all get along. The prejudices of our species are still present. That’s where we come in. Each member of the Four Saints has a very specific job. Mine is controlling the media stations and sifting through intelligence. Orin travels the country resolving issues between yōkai. Sarah deals with the yōkai underworld. And Daven controls the newspaper, police departments, and foreign threats, like illegally entering the country. Together, we’ve been keeping this place from becoming a war zone between yōkai for several centuries.”

“Then how did the Yamata Alliance suddenly appear?” Lilian asked before Kevin could.

Biting her lip, Kuroneko displayed an uncertainty for the first time since they’d met. “I don’t know. We’ve always had yōkai gangs living in America. There are several really prominent gangs whose names have even gone down in the history books, though no one actually knows these people were yōkai. However, the Yamata Alliance is a gang that seemingly sprang up overnight.”

“But gangs don’t just spring up overnight, do they?” Iris, having finally finished eating, asked.

Kuroneko shook her head. “No, they don’t, especially not ones large enough to be considered an army. What worries me is that none of the yōkai we’ve captured from the Yamata Alliance are registered in our database.”

Just like how humans went through a screening process to become registered as a United States citizen, yōkai looking to live in this country went through a similar process.

The Four Saints had agents all over—or they did, at one point—and that included the Department of Homeland Security. Whenever a yōkai came in, one of their people would screen them, apply them as a US citizen, and then place their yōkai information in a separate database that couldn’t be accessed remotely, which explained how the United States hadn’t found and hacked into it.

What Kuroneko was suggesting, and what really worried Kevin, was that somewhere over 100,000 yōkai had managed to sneak into the country without their knowledge. That shouldn’t have been possible unless the Four Saints were either extremely negligent or, the more likely scenario, someone powerful and well-connected was pulling the strings. Neither of those were very pleasing.

“Anyway, let us not worry about that right now,” Kuroneko said. “Eat up, child, we have another big day ahead of us.”

“What are we doing?” asked Kevin.

“Why, we’re going to the stadium,” Kuroneko answered as if it should have been obvious.

“… Eh?”

***

Lindsay was very grateful that it was Sunday.

Much like any other city, Neo Seiryuu had more than just apartment blocks and a school. Being a community that spanned just a little under ninety-six kilometers, the city had four large shopping complexes. Each complex was stationed at one of the four cardinal points, and they acted as a mall and hang out for young people.

Lindsay tried to ignore the stares as she sat with the beautiful red-haired kitsune. Lilian, or the woman claiming to be Lilian, only had a single tail out at the moment (the rest were hidden by an illusion), and her foxy ears twitched as she joyfully slurped on her slushy.

“Mmmm!” she moaned. “It’s been so long since I’ve had such a wonderful treat. There aren’t that many people who can make sweets like this anymore. So good!”

Lindsay tried not to blush. It seemed this Lilian had the same bad habit for releasing near-orgasmic moans while eating good food that the other one had.

“So, let me see if I understand this correctly,” she said. “You are Lilian from some time in the future.”

“Um, I’m from some time in the distant future,” Lilian agreed cheerfully. “Although I can’t tell you how far into the future I come from. There are rules and stuff that I have to follow, you understand?”

“Right.” Lindsay took a deep breath. She was very close to freaking out again. “You do realize how far-fetched that sounds, right? I mean, okay, I know that before meeting you, I would have never believed in yōkai either, but seriously? Time travel? Is that even possible?”

“It is for some people,” Lilian answered vaguely.

Lindsay didn’t know what to think. On the one hand, some random woman who looked like an older version of Lilian was telling her that she was from the future. On the other hand, why would some random woman whom she had never met tell her something like this?

“Okay. Let’s say I believe you,” Lindsay said. “If you really are from the future, then you should have knowledge about what will happen in the future, right?”

Still happily slurping on her slushy, Lilian nodded. “That’s right, though I can’t really tell you much. Part of the rules are that I can’t tell you anything about the future. If I did, then we could very well find ourselves in an inescapable paradox, or even a vicious cycle.”

“What about little things?”

Lilian bit her lower lip and thought for a moment. Lindsay felt her breathing hitch. For just a moment, she felt seriously envious of Lilian’s lip. Part of her wondered what it would feel like if Lilian nibbled on her lips.

Stop thinking like that! This girl is Kevin’s mate! At least, if she’s being honest about being from the future… there is still no guarantee that this is really Lilian. In which case… no, no, no! It’s still wrong!

While Lindsay was dealing with a crisis of yuri proportions, Lilian finally said, “I suppose telling you something inconsequential will be okay. There is nothing in the rules that says I can’t.”

Lindsay’s eyes gained a sudden vibrant sparkle. This was her chance! Finally, she could ask the question that had been burning within her for almost eight months now.

“Do Christine and I ever get together?”

“Ufufu, I should have known you would ask that,” Lilian giggled, though Lindsay thought her laughter seemed somehow melancholy. “Unfortunately, that’s not something I’m at liberty to tell you. There isn’t a whole lot I can say about this matter since doing so might irrevocably change the future, but I can say that depending on what flags you set off… well, the future is always in motion, so you never know.”

“Flags?” Lindsay didn’t get it, and sadly for her, Lilian appeared to have no intention of saying anymore.

“Like I said, Christine is actually someone I can’t tell you about because doing so might change the timelines. In either event, I’ve come back to the past for a reason, and that reason is to help you—”

“Help me get with Christine?!”

“No,” Lilian said bluntly. “I’m here to help you with your dilemma. You’ve always wished you could be of more help to the Kevin and Lilian of this timeline, right? You wish you could help fight their battles and become a pillar of strength that they can rely on?”

Lindsay’s eyes widened as shock coursed through her body. “Y-yeah, but how did you—”

“From the future, remember?”

“Oh, right. Please continue.”

“I am here to help you gain the strength you need to protect your friends.”

“How?”

“Why, by becoming a magical girl, of course!”

Lindsay needed several seconds to properly compute those words. When her brain finally processed and formatted them in a way she could comprehend, she proved herself as one of the most eloquent speakers known to modern English.

“Huh?”

***

Eric dragged his feet as he walked along the sidewalk, Julius traveling by his side with a happy smile. The bishounen pretty boy was still humming the same tune from breakfast.

Julius had tried wrapping his arms around one of Eric’s, much like a young lady might do with an escort, but Eric was having none of that. The young boy had sulked for a bit, but he’d cheered up after awhile. It seemed like he was perpetually cheerful.

“Where are we going?” asked Julius.

“Hell if I know.” Eric sighed. “It’s not like I’ve got anything to do today.”

And I’m not going to introduce you to my friends. No way in hell.

“So, you’re not doing anything today?”

“No.”

Julius grabbed Eric’s hand and gave him an imploring look. “Ah! In that case, can you please come with me?”

U-ugh… must… resist… cute!

Eric struggled against the face that Julius was making. He did so by reminding himself that Julius wasn’t a girl. He wasn’t even a futa. This pretty person was straight up male. However, the more Eric tried to resist, the more he found himself failing. Even knowing that Julius was a dude didn’t help, nor did it change the fact that, from the neck up at least, Julius looked like a really beautiful girl.

“W… w… where…?”

“Where?” Julius asked, tilting his head curiously.

“Where…” Eric struggled to get the words out. Just saying this made him sick to his stomach! “Where do you… want to… take me?”

“Um! Somewhere private!” Julius said, beaming at him with a bright smile.

Eric internally wailed as he was dragged off to who knows where.

Why me?!!

***

“Here we are. The Dodger’s baseball stadium.”

Lilian stared up at the large construction before them. Metal and concrete came together, creating a structure that was shaped like a giant rounded diamond.

This was her first time seeing a baseball stadium, or any kind of stadium from up close. The closest she’d ever been to one was when she and Kevin had once passed Chase Field. They’d been going to the Phoenix Fan Fest at the time, and she’d only caught a glimpse from far away. There had also been several buildings hampering her vision of it.

“Wow,” she whispered. “It’s so big.”

“That’s what she said.” Iris snickered—until Kevin and Lilian simultaneously smacked her in the back of the head. “Owch! Did you two really have to hit me?”

“Yes,” Kevin said.

“You should just be lucky that I decided not to Gomu Gomu you in the head,” Lilian added.

“Tch! Filthy weeaboos.”

“What was that?”

“I said I love you two.”

“Come along, children,” Kuroneko interrupted their banter. “I would like to be seated before the crowd becomes any bigger.”

Kuroneko led them into the stadium, the crowd parting for her like a Masamune blade splitting a river. Lilian noticed the number of stares coming their way and, even though only a few were directed at her, she still felt her stomach jitter.

She became startled when an arm wrapped around her shoulder. Looking up, she saw Kevin smiling out of the corner of his mouth. Beaming back at him, she moved closer and entwined her tails around his waist.

Both she and Kevin stared at Iris when she did the same thing.

“What?” the raven-haired succubus lily asked. “I like a little cuddle every now and then, too, you know?”

“Believe me, we know,” Kevin said.

Lilian nodded. “We’re just surprised that you’re not trying to steal all of the attention from Kuroneko.”

“I don’t do that all the time.” Iris scowled.

“Yes, you do,” Kevin and Lilian replied in unison.

“Oh, whatever.”

Walking along a blue cement floor, Lilian took in their new surroundings, feeling just a bit underwhelmed. She hadn’t been sure what to expect from a stadium, but a jam-packed hallway with several large exits, a few stands filled with overpriced food, and a couple of creepy-looking individuals were not part of those expectations.

While they were following Kuroneko, someone bumped into Iris, nearly knocking her to the ground. They probably would have, too, had Kevin not been holding onto her.

“Hey, jerk! Watch where you’re going!” Iris snapped, her tails bristling as she glared at the nondescript man with brown hair and eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I was looking for my sister and wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“Whatever,” Iris huffed.

The nondescript man walked off after mumbling another apology. Lilian frowned at his departing back. There was something odd about him that she just couldn’t place.

“Lilian?” Kevin asked.

“It’s nothing,” Lilian said, tightening her grip around his arm. “Let’s catch up to Kuroneko. She looks ready to pop a blood vessel.”

As the group hurried to catch up with Kuroneko, who did indeed appear rather peeved, Lilian tried to cast one last glance at the man.

But he had already disappeared.

***

Jill sat in the bleachers near the very top of the stadium. There were a pair of binoculars in her hands, held up to her eyes. However, she wasn’t looking at the pitch, but at the group belonging to Kuroneko. They were a couple hundred feet from her, sitting closer to the pitch.

“Sorry it took so long,” Jack said as he sat down next to her. “The lines were a real killer.”

“It’s fine. You’re not missing anything.” Jill pulled the binoculars away and turned to her brother. Her nose wrinkled, however, when she saw what he held in his hand. “Are you really going to eat that?”

Jack looked down at his meal; it was a gigantic chili cheese dog that was overflowing with chili, cheddar cheese, and relish.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

“So gross.”

“It’s not gross! Chili cheese dogs are an all-American food! They’re a staple of American life, and you can’t go to watch a ball game without eating one!”

“You do remember that we’re not here for the ball game, right?”

“I’m aware of that. But just because we’re not here to watch baseball doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy ourselves.” Jack looked down at the group they’d been tasked with tailing. “Besides, it doesn’t look like they’re doing much anyway. They’re just having fun. I’m seriously beginning to wonder why we’re even spying on them.”

“Because we were ordered to by our superiors,” Jill responded flatly. She grimaced as Jack took a large bite out of his chili dog. “So gross,” she mumbled before putting the binoculars back to her face.

***

Kuroneko smiled as the baseball game started.

Having lived for over 1,000 years, she’d seen and done a lot. Perhaps it was because she had lived for so long, but very few things in this world gave her pleasure anymore. She enjoyed taking catnaps, spending time lazing about at the beach, spending time with her girls, and watching baseball.

Ah, baseball. It was the one sport that she’d taken a liking to. She remembered watching her first baseball game back in 1850 which, consequently, happened to have been the first official game of baseball ever played in the United States. Since then, she’d fallen in love with the sport. Unlike other sports, which were fast paced and brutal, baseball allowed her to both enjoy watching it and take a catnap between innings. Truly, this sport had been made for her entertainment.

And now I finally have people to share my passion with.

Kuroneko turned to the group of youngsters, a pleased smile on her face.

“Beloved, if you owned a restaurant, what would you name it?”

“A restaurant? Um, I’m not sure. I guess it would depend on what kind of food we cooked.”

“I think you should call it The G-String.”

“No one asked you for a name! And don’t give our restaurant a name that makes it sound like a lingerie store!”

“Tch. You really are tasteless.”

“Says the girl who acts completely shameless.”

“I do act shameless. Thank you for noticing.”

“That wasn’t a compliment!”

The smile quickly vanished.

“You children aren’t even paying attention to the game!” Kuroneko shouted.

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris sat huddled together. Lilian sat in between the two, a sketchpad in her hand. She was scribbling something onto the sketchpad, though just what that something was eluded Kuroneko. She honestly didn’t care about what the girl was writing. All that mattered to her was that they were not paying attention to the game.

The trio all looked up at Kuroneko with almost matching deadpanned expressions.

“We don’t really like baseball,” Kevin said.

“We’re actually not that fond of sports period,” Lilian added, “except for track. Kevin used to like track a lot, though I don’t know if he does anymore.”

“I still like running for track and field, but I’d never be able to watch other people run,” Kevin confessed. “I’d much rather play a sport than watch other people playing.”

“I don’t like anything that involves sweating.” Iris paused, then added an addendum. “Except for sex. I don’t mind getting all hot and sweaty then—oh, don’t look at me like that, you two. You enjoy getting frisky just as much as me, and don’t you dare try to deny it.”

The trio ignored her to continue bantering with each other; ribbing, teasing, and smiling as they laughed and had fun. While Kuroneko thought it was sweet how they got along so well, she wished they would pay more attention to the game taking place on the pitch.

She sighed and buried her face in her hands.

And just when I thought I could share my passion with someone. Young people these days have no appreciation for sports.

It looked like she’d be waiting a while longer to find someone whom she could enjoy watching baseball with.

How disappointing.

***

“This is your weapon,” Lilian declared.

Lindsay stared. “It’s a stick.”

“It is not a stick. It’s a magical implementation device.”

“I’m not sure which part of this is supposed to be magic, but it doesn’t look the least bit magical.”

What Lilian called a “magical implementation device” looked absolutely nothing like a magic wand. Its general appearance seemed to be that of a long metal rod. Studs ran along the circumference near the base, protruding like tiny circular bumps, and a large purple, heptagram-shaped jewel sat on the top. While the jewel did give it a mystical feel, the rest was all stick.

“Hawa… it’s not a stick. It’s a—”

“Right, right. Magical implementation device. I heard you the first time.”

Sighing in resignation, Lindsay reached out and gingerly took the magic stick from Lilian. It felt odd in her hands, like she was a child pretending to be a magical girl again. Ashamed though she was to admit it, Lindsay remembered when she went through her Sailor Moon phase, and this stick made her recall those shameless times.

She supposed she should just be thankful that the “magical implementation device” didn’t actually look anything like a magical girl wand. She was already embarrassed enough.

You had better be grateful for this, Kevin!

“So… how am I supposed to make this sti—magical implementation device—work?” Lindsay asked, quickly changing her original name for the device when she saw Lilian’s petulant look.

“Ufufufu, I am so glad you asked.” After giggling like a certain katana-wielding maid, Lilian coughed into her hands several times, then adopted a lecture pose. “Before I begin teaching you how to use your new magical implementation device, I need to tell you a little bit about how it works. Firstly, while this is called a magic device, you’re not actually using magic.”

“Then why call it a magic device?” Lindsay had to ask.

“Because it sounded cooler than calling it a highly advanced and complex technological scepter that can replicate yōkai techniques.” Lilian shrugged.

“Uh… right. Sorry I asked.”

“Anyway, this device isn’t a “magical device” the way most people would think. It’s a device created by science. What it does is replicate abilities and powers similar to yōkai techniques. It does this by scanning your brainwave patterns to create ‘spells,’ which are then unleashed via voice-activated commands.”

Lindsay didn’t really get it, but she understood enough. This stick basically used “magic” by scanning her brain—something like that. She likened it to those electrodes that were put on people’s heads to scan their brain activity in movies, though she felt positive this wasn’t anything like what she saw in movies.

“So… how do I use this thing?”

“The first step towards learning how to use your magical implementation device is coming up with an activation code. You can think of it as a voice-activated password that only you can use. The activation code is what turns the device on and off.”

“Okay. I think I get it. What’s the activation password?”

“...”

“...”

Lindsay stared at Lilian, who’d suddenly broke out in a cold sweat and looked away. This caused her to become highly suspicious.

“You don’t know it, do you?” Lindsay deadpanned.

“No, there isn’t an activation password yet. That’s something you need to come up with—ah!” Lilian gasped when she saw Lindsay glare at her, and she quickly made to reassure the girl. “But don’t worry. I’m more than willing to help you come up with an activation password! I’m sure I can come up with something awesome like ‘Hawa Power!’ Or ‘Starlight Burst!’ Oh! Oh! What about ‘Ashente’?”

Lindsay stayed silent as Lilian went off into her own little world, blabbering to herself like there was no tomorrow.

She was beginning to regret agreeing to go along with this woman.

***

When Eric had let Julius drag him off, he hadn’t known what to expect. However, even so, he didn’t expect to have been dragged halfway across Neo Seiryuu.

Located near the dome wall of Neo Seiryuu, the place where he’d been dragged to held the appearance of an unused emergency exit. A large door akin to those found in vaults sat against the dome, looming over them like a monolithic giant. Its bronze surface glimmered, presenting a stark contrast to the sediment wall surrounding it. The ground underneath their feet was no longer grass but cement, ash gray and bland. Several dozen yards from where they stood were a number of office buildings.

“All right,” Eric said, having finally pulled free of the young boy. “I think you’ve dragged me far enough. I think it’s about time you tell me why you brought me here…” Eric trailed off, his eyes widening as he was struck by an epiphany.

Did he bring me to this abandoned place so he could have his way with my body?!

***

A devious grin covered Julius’s face as he pushed Eric against the wall. Knowing what would happen to him if he didn’t resist, Eric tried to fight him off, but it was no use. Julius was a lot stronger than he looked, and despite being nearly two heads shorter than him, the young bishounen easily overpowered him. Eric gasped as a leg moved underneath his crotch, and a blush lit up his cheeks.

“N-no…” he whimpered. “I don’t want this…”

“You’re lying,” Julius declared passionately. “I know you want this.”

“N-no, I…”

“Your mouth is saying one thing, but your body is saying something quite different. Now then, give into me and become my sex slave.”

“Iyah!” Eric squealed as flower petals surrounded his and Julius’s bodies.

***

Vomit surged within Eric’s stomach, bubbling up his throat and attempting to escape his mouth. He clamped a hand over his mouth to keep it in, yet even so, small trails of liquid slipped between his fingers.

“Ah, yes, I guess I should tell you the reason I brought you here,” Julius said. “The truth is, I have something very important to give you.”

“E-eh?” Eric was knocked out of his sickness-induced stupor. “Something important to give me? Like what?”

“Um, yes, I have a very important item with me. I’m supposed to find someone worthy of using it. However, until you came along, I had given up hope of ever finding someone… someone… w-where is it?”

Julius searched his pockets, pulling out all manner of objects. Eric saw everything from small items like pens and pencils to large items, which included but was not limited to a rubber duck, a tennis racket, a microwave, and…

“Why the hell do you have a kitchen sink in your pocket?!”

… a kitchen sink.

“Why wouldn’t I have a kitchen sink in my pocket?” Julius asked, still pulling items out of his pockets. The pile of random junk had now grown from a small hill to a large mountain.

“Don’t answer my question with another question! And stop pulling stuff out of your pockets that aren’t supposed to fit in pockets! I’m pretty sure that’s breaking several laws of reality!”

“Don’t worry,” Julius reassured Eric. “The author gave me permission to carry this stuff.”

Those words made Eric’s mind screech to a halt. “What?”

“Never mind. Anyway, like I was saying, I wanted to give you something and—ah-ha! Here it is!”

Julius pulled something from his pocket. Eric hadn’t seen something like it for a long time, but there was no way he wouldn’t recognize the object in Julius’s hands.

About one and a half feet long from end to end, the object could’ve been called a stick at its most base term. However, calling it a stick would have been a grave injustice. Its white surface ended on one side with a wide, pink skewed cone with two flat, pink-edged white wings on either side. The incomplete cone was connected to a ring-shaped neck with gold studs, which was in turn connected to a flat two-pronged structure shaped like a heart. A hole in the center housed a small, crimson, tear-shaped jewel. Yes, there was no mistaking it. It was…

“This is for you,” Julius declared, handing the scepter-like object to a baffled Eric, who was so confused he couldn’t do anything but take it.

Holding the strange rod in his hands, Eric stared at it like he was looking at an amorphous alien blob of horrific proportions. He then looked at Julius, who was all smiles. Then went back to the rod. Back to Julius. To the rod. Julius. Rod. Julius. Rod. Finally, he opened his mouth.

“This is…”

“This is your new companion,” Julius said. “She will help you on your journey toward becoming a magical girl.”

“HUUUUUHHHH?!”

***

Lindsay had never felt so ridiculous in her life.

“Hawa hawa hawa hawa hawa…”

On the ground several feet away, Lilian sat with her legs crossed, elbows on her knees, and her chin resting on her hands. There was an inscrutable look on her face, like she was thinking about something really hard—or like she was really, really constipated.

“Hawa hawa hawa hawa hawa…”

Then there were the strange noises she was making. Lindsay knew that Lilian was known to make weird noises when she was surprised, but it was seriously off-putting to hear such a strange sound being repeated over and over again.

“Lilian?”

“Hawa ha…”

“Lilian,” Lindsay repeated to no effect.

“Hawa—”

“LILIAN!”

“GYA!”

Startled by the loud shout, Lilian leapt into the air. Her tails shot out from behind her; nine furry appendages that latched onto Lindsay with startling speed.

“Kya!”

Lindsay shrieked as the tails writhed over her body. Several slipped down her shirt, and at least two slid underneath her shorts. Moans and shrieks escaped her surprised lips as she tried to squirm out of her new furry bondage to no effect.

“L-Lilian! Stop!”

“Hawa?” Lilian blinked several times, as if she was just now realizing their situation. She blinked. Once. Then she smiled. “Well, now this is interesting. You really should know better than to surprise a kitsune like that, my dear.”

“Whatever! Just put me—ahn! Put me down! Please!”

Lilian did as she asked, setting Lindsay on her feet. She glared at the redhead, who had the audacity to giggle and stick her tongue out.

“Sorry about that. Tee-hee!”

Lindsay’s sigh was tired, the kind someone gave when they were resigning themselves to a terrible fate.

“Whatever. Look, could we just get started, please?”

“Muni?” Lilian tilted her head. “I thought we already had gotten started.”

“No, we haven’t! All you’ve been doing is sitting on the ground and making strange noises!” Lindsay spat.

Lilian huffed and crossed her arms. For just a moment, Lindsay was distracted by the woman’s superlative bosom. Wiping her nose of blood, she tore her eyes from the sight of such a magnificent chest.

She felt insanely jealous of Kevin.

“Look, I already told you what we’re doing,” Lilian explained patiently. “I can’t start teaching you magic until we come up with an activation phrase.”

“You haven’t even been trying to come up with an activation phrase, have you?” Lindsay asked.

“Of course I have,” Lilian grinned, “and I’ve thought of the perfect phrase.”

Lindsay just knew she was going to regret this. “What is the activation phrase?”

“Hawa Power!”

“Figures,” Lindsay mumbled, and the sound of her palm smacking her face echoed across the grassy field.

***

Kevin woke up with a startled gasp. It took him a moment to realize where he was, in a bedroom, with a naked Lilian and Iris pressing their bodies against him. He then realized that he was also naked, and he needed another second to remember how that had happened.

Ah, right. We got drunk after returning from the baseball game.

He didn’t remember exactly who had convinced him and Lilian to start drinking. Actually, he was almost positive that both he and his mate had been forced to drink by Kuroneko’s maids. Kevin couldn’t recall much of what happened, but he specifically remembered being tied down to a table. After getting completely wasted and partying it up with Kuroneko and her girls, he, Lilian, and Iris had gone up to their room and had sex.

Why did I wake up?

Lulled by the gentle breathing of his mate and her sister, along with the warmth from their bodies, Kevin was just about to fall back asleep—when his stomach rumbled.

Ah. That’s why I woke up.

Groaning, Kevin extricated himself from Lilian and Iris. The two girls frowned before slowly moving closer to the spot he’d vacated until they were cuddling with each other. He paused for a moment, admiring how their bodies entwined underneath the covers, thighs rubbing and breasts pushing together.

Wiping the blood from his nose, Kevin put on his boxers and wandered downstairs into the kitchen. After raiding the fridge, grabbing several vegetables and some ranch dressing, he walked back into the main hall.

He was about to head back upstairs when a voice called out to him.

“Are you having trouble sleeping, child?” Kuroneko asked.

Kevin turned to face the woman. She was lounging in a booth, her legs stretched out as her split tail waved in the air like it had a mind of its own. There was a saucer in her hands, which she took intermittent sips of.

“Kuroneko,” Kevin mumbled, “what are you doing up so late?”

She gave him a vague, mysterious smile. “I could ask the same of you.”

Kevin shrugged. “I was hungry, and you’re dodging my question.”

Kuroneko’s smile reminded him very much of a lazy cat, yet Kevin felt like there was a hint of mystery within her smile, a hidden depth that he could neither see nor describe, but he knew was there all the same.

Her bosom heaving as she shifted in her seat and gestured for him to sit across from her, Kuroneko said, “Humans are a most interesting species. I have always been fascinated by them. They have the capacity to be some of the kindest people I have ever known, but there are just as many who allow hatred and fear to rule them. This war is a perfect example of how their fear can turn into hatred, and how that hatred can be used by those not ruled by fear.”

Kevin said nothing. He walked over to Kuroneko’s booth and slid into a seat opposite of her. Yellow eyes watched him with a cat’s curiosity, studying him like a puzzle that needed to be solved.
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“You are a very interesting human,” Kuroneko said, startling him.

“Excuse me?”

“I’ve lived for a long time and I have met many humans. Almost every human I’ve met who discovered the existence of yōkai have reacted in one of three ways: They disassociate themselves from yōkai and feign ignorance, they begin to fear and hate yōkai, or they die soon after learning because they got into more trouble than they could handle.”

“I’m not sure I understand what you’re getting at,” Kevin confessed. He hoped she wasn’t saying he was going to die soon.

“You are a human who learned about yōkai, accepted yōkai into your life, and have already run into plenty of trouble. However, where other humans who’ve done the same have died by biting off more than they can chew, you’ve survived—no.” Eying him with that cat’s curiosity gleam in her eyes, she shook her head. “You have done more than just survive. You’ve thrived in our world. I can see it in the way you walk, the battles you’ve been through, the monsters you’ve faced, and the hardships you’ve suffered. Any other human who faced what you have would have died by now.”

“I guess I’m just lucky.” Kevin shrugged.

“Luck does not keep someone alive, especially not someone who’s faced down Shinkuro Shénshèng himself,” Kuroneko’s voice was firm. “There is something odd about you, Kevin Swift. I have never met a human who can survive everything that you have. You intrigue me.”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not,” Kevin mused. Kuroneko snorted, amused by his audacity. He gave her a curious stare. “And what about you?”

“Me?” Kuroneko started in surprise. “What about me?”

“Yeah, you apparently know a lot about me, but I only know a little about you.”

“You wish to know about me, do you?” Kuroneko shifted in her seat. “I suppose I can indulge you a bit. What would you like to know?”

Kevin thought about that for a moment, wondering which question he should ask first. He had many, but their time was undoubtedly limited. After several seconds of this, he smiled.

“Could you tell me how you met Daven and became one of the Four Saints?”

“Now that question takes me back,” Kuroneko said, her smile becoming nostalgic. “It must have been 400 years ago when I first met Daven and the other two. I had just left Japan a few years previously because I wanted to explore the world. Well, that and Hagaromo Gitsune had just risen to power in Japan, turning a once peaceful nation into a cold and uncaring place devoid of happiness.”

Hagaromo Gitsune was the Void Kyūbi, the third and most mysterious of the three Kyūbis. Kevin knew very little about her because Kotohime knew very little about her. What he did know was that Kotohime had left Japan partly due to Hagaromo Gitsune, though she had never told him the full story.

Kuroneko kept talking while he pondered his maid’s unknown past. “In either event, I had taken to traveling the world. It was during my time in the middle east that I first ran into Daven and the other two, Orin and Sarah. I had gotten myself into a spot of trouble with an Oni Overlord, when they came along and helped me out.”

Oni Overlords were the most powerful classification of oni. They weren’t really overlords in the literal sense, as they did not command armies or people, but they were all extremely powerful. Kevin had been told that an overlord class oni was capable of taking on a kitsune with eight tails, which was the height of power a kitsune could reach without the blessing of their patron god, Inari.

“Beloved?”

Before the story could continue, Lilian wandered down the stairs and into the room. She wasn’t wearing much. White lace panties covered her bottom, and a thin robe had been thrown over her shoulders. She hadn’t bothered tying it closed, so he was given a glimpse of her bare breasts as she ambled over to them.

I wonder if I’ll ever get tired of seeing her like this, Kevin wondered. Probably not.

“Lilian, what are you doing up?” he asked.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she murmured, sliding into the booth and snuggling against him. She buried her face in his neck. Her warm breath hitting his bare skin caused Kevin to nearly lose control of his libido. It took every ounce of willpower he had not to react to her.

“Ah, sorry about that,” Kevin apologized, wrapping an arm around the redhead and pulling her closer. “I meant to come right back after having a snack, but I got distracted.”

“S’okay,” Lilian mumbled as she closed her eyes, scooting even closer until she was practically curled up on his lap. “What were you two talking about?”

“I was merely telling him about how I met the other three members of the Four Saints,” Kuroneko said.

“Sounds interesting.” Lilian’s speech was interrupted by a yawn. “I wonder if I could use a story like that in my manga.”

“Perhaps. Shall I continue my story?” Kuroneko asked.

Lilian became a little more alert at those words. Her tails curled around Kevin’s thighs as she took her head from his neck and placed it on his shoulder instead.

“Please do,” she said.

“Very well. After Daven, Orin, and Sarah helped me defeat the Oni Overlord, I decided to travel with them,” Kuroneko continued. “I soon discovered that they were almost like a vigilante group. We went around the world assisting yōkai who were in trouble, keeping the peace between races, and generally trying to be helpful. It was during this time that we earned our title as the Four Saints. Helping our fellow yōkai was rewarding in its own way. However, as you should know by now, we yōkai don’t really get along with each other.”

Lilian had taken out a pencil and sketchpad. She jotted down notes and made several sketches, which Kevin assumed was a younger Kuroneko.

“The problem wasn’t because the yōkai races couldn’t get along, but because those in charge refused to let us get along. The Great Inu Taisho was constantly quarrelling with the three Kyūbi. The Tengu King, Sōjōbō, was always fighting against Shuten-Dōji, the most powerful oni in the entire world, and the only one who isn’t completely warlike. Naturally, we also became the subject of unwanted attention from these great forces, who disliked how our group was upsetting the status quo.”

Kuroneko leaned back and sighed.

“After nearly fifty years of failing to create our ideal world, we realized that trying to change the current one wouldn’t work, and so we decided to find a place where we could create our own world. It was during the early 1700s when we traveled to North America and established ourselves here. Several other yōkai factions had also tried to do the same, but we refused to allow that. While the humans had their revolution, we Four Saints gathered our own allies and fought against the various yōkai clans that wanted to intrude into our country, and we were eventually able to establish the United States as a nation that was free from the influence of any yōkai clan.”

Kevin would admit that this story impressed him a great deal. It was something that came straight out of the annals of a modern fantasy anime—not those isekai stories either, but an actual modern story with fantasy elements. He really wished he could have seen what happened during that time.

Kuroneko finished off her sake and stood up while he was lost in thought. “Well, I believe I have reminisced enough, and I believe it is time you two returned to bed. We have a very big day tomorrow.”

Kevin and Lilian gave the nekomata a confused look.

“What are we doing tomorrow?” he asked.

“Why, we’re going to the beach, of course." Kuroneko’s eyes shone with mischief as she grinned at them. “After all, no trip to California is ever complete without going to the beach.”


CHAPTER 8

MAGICAL GIRL TRAINING

The sound of an alarm beeping rang loudly in his ears, forcing his mind into an unwilling state of alertness. Eric groaned as he fumbled for it. Beside him, a figure shifted on the bed.

“Turn that off, please. It’s really loud.”

“Just a sec…” Eric mumbled as he continued blindly groping for it. He eventually found the alarm and shut it off, sighing in relief when his bedroom was plunged into merciful silence.

Several seconds passed. Eric felt his body slowly succumbing to the warmth of his bed. He snuggled into his blankets and against the large pillow on his left, slowly drifting off.

“Eric, would you shut the curtains please?”

“Huh? Oh, sure.”

Eric was just about to stand up and make for the curtains—when his brain suddenly froze.

Oh, no. No, no, no, no. It can’t be. There’s no way. I could’ve sworn I’d gone to bed alone!

Not wanting to face the reality of his situation, but unsure of what to do, Eric turned his head to the left.

“Good morning,” Julius greeted him with a sleepy smile. The young bishounen was lying on his side. He wore a large baggy shirt, the sleeves of which slid down his shoulder to reveal milky white skin. Hair like raven’s feathers contrasted nicely with his skin.

In any other circumstances, Eric would have found the sight before him to be incredibly arousing. However, Julius was not a woman, just a very pretty boy. In this situation, Eric did the only thing he could think of.

He screamed.

***

They had decided to skip trying to create an activation sequence, and were instead getting right into learning how to fight with magic.

“Hiya!”

Lindsay swung her rod at Future Lilian with reckless abandon. A diagonal swing from the left. A horizontal swipe from the right. She even tried to stab the redhead with the heptagram jewel at the end.

None of her attacks hit. Future Lilian dodged all of her attacks in a most… unorthodox manner.

“Ha! Hawa! That was close! Muni! Mu! Sho! Munya! Munwawa!”

She wore the strangest outfit that Lindsay had ever seen. A dark blue coat fit snugly against her torso, trailing down to her ankles before flaring out around her almost like a cloak. Her feet were covered in metal boots, yet they didn’t seem to hinder her. Long black stockings traveled up her shapely calves and stopped at mid-thigh, contrasting beautifully against her fair skin. While one hand was covered by a black glove, the other had been fitted with a metal bracer. Thrown over the entire ensemble was a white cape tied together with golden tassels.

Right then, Lilian seemed more interested in making her cape flutter in cool ways than she did dodging.

“Hold still, you!” Lindsay was getting frustrated. “Come on! Why won’t you take this seriously?”

“Seriously, you say?”

Lilian’s eyes flashed before, as if a switch had been flipped inside of her, the woman’s entire demeanor shifted from playful to deadly.

Lindsay barely had time to contemplate this change. Mere seconds after it happened, Lilian dodged her next attack, sidestepping her thrust. Unprepared for such a maneuver, Lindsay stumbled forward. Over extended and off balance, she could do nothing as Lilian grabbed her forearm and yanked her forward.

She gasped in asphyxiated agony as a knee was driven into her stomach. When the knee left, Lindsay crumbled to the grass, her body curling around her stomach as if it would help. She tried to suck in a breath, but breathing was impossible just then, like trying to breath oxygen when you’re floating in the non-atmosphere of space.

Lilian looked down at her with a baleful stare. No longer joking around, no longer goofing off, the redhead with nine fiery tales had never looked more serious.

“Do not tell me to get serious, girl,” Lilian warned. “Not when you yourself aren’t even taking this seriously. I mean, come on! What the heck were you doing? Physical attacks with a magic wand? The whole point of this training is for you to learn how to use magic!”

“U-ugh…” Lindsay groaned. “I… I would try to use magic, but you… haven’t exactly told me how I’m supposed to do that yet.”

Lilian sighed. “I’ve already explained the theory to you, Lindsay. You create spells by voice activation. In other words, calling out the name of your spell will activate your magical implementation device, which will then scan your brainwaves and create a technique based on a combination of your words and your imagination. We call this electroencephalography.”

“You say that like I’m supposed to understand what that means,” Lindsay grumbled. She sat up, rubbing her bruised stomach. She wouldn’t have guessed from looking at the woman, but Lilian’s kicks hurt. “Look, Lilian, I want to help Kevin and the Lilian of this timeline, and I’m even willing to do this ‘magical girl’ gig to do it. However, I can’t do that if more than half of your explanations make no sense.”

“My explanations aren’t that complicated,” Lilian grumbled with a pout. “You’re not an idiot, Lindsay. I shouldn’t have to lecture you as if I’m speaking to the lowest common denominator. The basics of magic are simple. Your basic attack and defense spells should come simply by imagining them. After that, you simply create a name for your attacks, and your magical implementation device does the rest. I told you this already.”

“But I still don’t understand it!” Lindsay cried out. Frustration welled up within her bosoms, and she felt tears sting her eyes. “Maybe I’m not cut out for this sort of thing. I’m not like Kevin, who can do whatever he wants once he puts his mind to it. I don’t have that kind of strength. I’m just a normal girl. I’m too… too weak to be of help to anybody…”

“Don’t you dare say something like that, Lindsay!”

Lindsay stiffened when a pair of dainty hands grabbed her by the shirt and hauled her off the ground. Lilian’s emerald irises were like burnished gems, fervent and all-encompassing. She tried to look away, but Lilian grabbed her by the chin and leaned in close, until their noses were touching.

“I don’t want to hear you ever say that you’re weak again,” Lilian’s stern voice resounded within Lindsay’s skull. “You are not weak. Do you think I came all the way to this time so I could deliver what could very well be my mate’s salvation to a weak little girl? Of course not! You might not have Kevin’s strength of will and competitive spirit, but you have something that makes you perfect magical girl material.”

“What is that?” Lindsay asked, her voice nothing more than a whisper. From this close, Lilian’s face seemed almost otherworldly. Lindsay had never wanted to kiss someone more than she did Lilian right now.

Lilian’s smile was kind. She didn’t seem to realize what their close proximity was doing to her.

“Your kindness and strong desire to help others. Being a magical girl is about more than just doing magic. It takes an innate kindness that very few people have.”

Unable to continue staring at Lilian, Lindsay turned her eyes away from the woman. “I’m not that kind.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Releasing the girl from her grip, Lilian allowed the girl’s feet to touch the ground. After which, she dusted off Lindsay’s clothes as though it was natural. “When Kevin confessed to you that day in the mall, anyone else would have taken him for themselves. You didn’t.”

“That’s because I knew he didn’t have feelings for me anymore. I’m not stupid. I saw how you and Kevin almost kissed before I showed up. You two might’ve actually kissed had I not said anything.”

“Kevin wouldn’t have confessed to you if he didn’t have feelings for you,” Lilian replied mildly. “His feelings might have been conflicted at the time, but if you had said yes, then he would have fallen for you all over again. You know this as well as I do, yet despite knowing this, you still stepped aside so I could be with Kevin.”

“T-that’s just because I didn’t want Kevin to get hurt…”

Lindsay’s feelings for Kevin were complicated. She was pretty sure she was a lesbian. Women were more attractive to her than men, but she also couldn’t deny that she got a slight fluttery feeling in her chest when she thought of Kevin. Even now, when she had fallen for Christine, there was a part of her that got butterflies when Kevin spoke to her. It was just a remnant of the emotions she’d once felt and easily ignored, but it was still there.

“And that,” Lilian began, “is exactly what makes you the perfect magical girl. Now, then, let’s see if I can’t at least teach you how to create a shield spell by the end of today.”

Slightly bolstered by Lilian’s speech, Lindsay smiled and decided that she was going to try her hardest to become a magical girl.

Kevin, Lilian, Iris, Christine, someday soon, I’ll become strong enough to protect you instead of constantly needing you to protect me. Just wait for a little while longer…

***

Northgate Mall, otherwise known as Seiryuu’s Sacred Palace, was a sprawling complex of interesting design. It was an outdoor mall, but the architecture used in its construction was not modern, or even American. Wooden posts, beams, lintels, and joists made up the framework for all the buildings. All of the walls were decorated with paintings. Roofs glazed with color featured a variety of mythological figures. Windows with exquisite applique designs drew more attention than the mannequins inside, and the floral patterns decorating the wooden pillars reflected a high level of craftsmanship in the people who had built this place.

Eric gritted his teeth as he stomped through this very mall, trying to ignore his stalker. He couldn’t, however. Even now, he could feel the eyes of his stalker on him, stripping him, devouring him. It was disconcerting—extremely so.

After waking up this morning to find Julius in his bed, Eric had taken a quick shower and stormed out of the house without eating breakfast. He’d then hopped on a tram that took him to the mall.

Because of how large Neo Seiryuu was, walking from one spot to the next was unfeasible. However, cars were not allowed within Neo Seiryuu. In order to travel from point A to point B, the citizens used rail vehicles to get from place to place. It was an efficient system; however, because Neo Seiryuu was also covered in a lot of parks, the trams couldn’t reach many of the apartment complexes, and students who went to school were forced to walk several miles each day.

Growing increasingly annoyed, Eric stopped walking and turned around. Julius stood several feet away, but upon noticing Eric staring at him, the young bishounen’s eyes widened, and he quickly scampered behind a large column.

“Tch!”

Eric started walking again. Julius followed him. He stopped and turned around. Julius hid behind a table. He walked again, then turned around. Julius was hiding behind a large dragon statue. Walk. Turn. Walk. Turn. Over and over this theme repeated itself until Eric couldn’t take it anymore.

“All right! Look here!” Eric spun around and jabbed a finger at the Julius, who was hiding behind a barrel. “I don’t know what you want, but stop following me!”

Julius peeked his head out from behind the barrel. Tears gathered in his eyes.

“B-but all I wanted to do was give you—”

“I don’t want it! No way! You can keep your stupid stick!”

“But it’s… it’s yours now…”

“Nope! Nu-uh! No way.” Eric crossed his arms and shook his head. “There’s no way I’m gonna get stuck handling that stupid thing. Give it to someone else.”

“You’re the only one I can entrust it to.” Julius, holding a hand to his mouth, blushed and squirmed in place. “After all, you saw me naked.”

Eric’s face spontaneously combusted. “Don’t say things like that in public!”

Eric looked around. All of the people near them were whispering. They cupped a hand to their mouths, leaning into their friends and saying stuff that he couldn’t hear. However, he didn’t need to hear to know that they were talking about him. Their accusing eyes and disapproving looks said it all.

“P-please accept it,” Julius continued imploringly. “I-if you do, then I’ll do everything you want! I’ll even let you have your way with my body! You can do whatever you want to me!”

“G-ge…”

Eric clamped a hand over his mouth. He felt sick, like he might vomit at any moment. His stomach rebelled and threatened to release the dinner he’d eaten last night.

Several people formed a semi-circle around them, glaring at him like he was some kind of pestilence. Their words were like stakes being driven through his heart.

“Did you hear that?” a woman whispered not-so-quietly.

“I did,” another said. “How vulgar.”

“How could that lecherous fiend make such a young girl do stuff like that to him?”

“I don’t know, but I think we should call the enforcers.”

There were few things Eric could do in a situation like this. Out of all of them, one stood out far more than any of the others.

Run.

Turning on a dime, Eric bolted down the mall, away from Julius, who shouted at him to stop. He didn’t stop, however, and continued running until the young bishounen had disappeared from sight.

“Ha… ha…” Eric leaned against a wall, breathing heavily. “I think… I lost him…”

“Ah, Lover-kun!”

“Who the hell is Lover-kun?!” Eric shouted, then choked when he realized who was standing before him. “Gyyyyaaaaaa!”

“W-wait!” Julius shouted before chasing after him. “P-please wait!”

“No! Go away!”

“I just wanted to—”

“GO AWAY!”

Eric ran all over the mall. He hid inside of clothing racks, inside of bathroom stalls, and he even tried hiding in a girl’s changing room—which ended with him getting the crap beaten out of him. No matter where he hid, no matter how much he ran, somehow, someway, Julius was always right behind him.

I don’t get it! How can this kid keep up with me?!

Eric wasn’t Kevin. He didn’t have Kevin’s insane stamina and freakishly fast pace, but he was still a former track team member. There shouldn’t have been any way for some pretty boy with such a thin, fragile-looking body to keep up with him.

It’s like he has precognition or the ability to control time or something! Is he some kind of Jedi?!

Staring at the pretty boy revealed that, unlike Eric who was on his last leg, Julius was still right as rain. He looked fresher than a freaking daisy, as if he hadn’t been running all over the mall. There wasn’t even a single hair out of place! How unfair was that?

“Ha… ha… are you… a yōkai?” Eric asked.

Julius tilted his head. “A yōkai?”

“D-don’t play dumb with me,” Eric rasped. “Everybody knows what yōkai are these days. There’s no way you can be human! What are you?”

“I-I am sorry,” Julius apologized, bowing so low that his shirt slid off his left shoulder. “I didn’t mean to imply that I wasn’t aware of yōkai. Your question just caught me by surprise.” He paused, then blushed. “I-if you want, as an apology, I would be willing to pay you back by letting you have your wicked way with me…”

“Would you stop mentioning that already?!” Eric dragged a hand down his face. He felt like he’d aged six decades in the past six seconds. “So, are you or are you not a yōkai?”

“Um, I am a yōkai,” Julius confessed, looking down at his feet. He wasn’t wearing shoes, Eric noticed. “Is that… that’s not a problem, is it?”

“I don’t care what you are,” Eric said.

“R-really?”

“Ugh, no. My best friend is dating a kitsune. This entire city is mostly filled with yōkai. Humans like myself are a minority. Why would I care if you’re not human?”

Julius sniffed several times, wiping his eyes to keep the tears from falling.

“O-oi,” Eric said, startled. “Are you—”

“Thank you!” Julius lunged at Eric and latched onto him like an otaku on Fate Testarossa. “Thank you so much! I knew I was making the right choice when I chose you!”

“W-w-what do you think you’re doing?! Get off me this instant!” Eric shrieked. Yet no matter how many times he shouted, or what he did, Julius refused to let go.

And so, Eric was forced to endure an entire day at the mall with a bishounen latched onto his side.

Sometimes, he really hated his life.

***

“I think today was a productive day,” Lilian said as she and Lindsay relaxed in her bedroom. Lindsay’s parents weren’t home, which was probably a good thing. This Lilian didn’t believe in wearing clothes, apparently, and the moment they’d arrived home, she’d stripped herself naked.

Lying on her back on Lindsay’s bed, the redhead exposed her entire self to Lindsay. Her legs dangled off the ground as she gently swung her small feet back and forth. Every movement, no matter how small, caused her breasts to jiggle and bounce. Red hair haloed her body, gleaming as the light coruscated off it. Nine tails covered a good portion of Lilian’s body, but it left more than enough exposed that Lindsay’s throat felt dry.

I really think I’m beginning to hate Kevin. It’s just unfair how he gets to see this every single day.

“Lindsay? Are you listening to me?”

“Huh?” Lindsay blinked, snapping out of her fugue. “O-oh! Um, yes.” Lindsay needed a moment to recall Lilian’s words. “Though I’m really not sure if you can call this a productive day. I mean, I couldn’t even cast a single spell.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that. Most magical girls take a while before they can use actual                                              magic, unless they’re placed in dire circumstances that requires them to learn magic faster.” Lilian waved a hand through the air. Her nine tails crawled over her body like velvety serpents.

Lindsay gulped. “I-is that so?”

“Yep. Unfortunately, we don’t have any kind of plot device that convenient.”

“What? Plot device?”

“So we’ll have to use good old-fashioned training—at least for right now.”

“You’re completely ignoring me, aren’t you?”

“Anyway,” Lilian continued, proving that she was, indeed, ignoring Lindsay, “I’m confident in your learning curve.” She turned her head and smiled at Lindsay, who felt her loins burn from that smile. “I know that you’ll become a strong magical girl before too long.”

“Um… thank you?”

Lilian pouted at her half-hearted gratitude. “Why did you say that like you weren’t sure if that was a good thing?”

“Because I’m not sure it is a good thing.”

“Hawa…”

***

A tired Eric arrived home. His movements were sluggish as he closed the door behind him and Julius, took off his shoes, and listlessly entered his bedroom. He didn’t think it was possible to feel this exhausted.

“Um, e-excuse me, Master?” Julius asked with a blush.

“Don’t call me that!”

“But, then what should I call you if not Master? I owe you my life, and you’ve already seen me… all exposed.” Julius blushed in a way that would have looked adorable on, say, Christine. Eric felt like puking.

“Would you stop bringing that up already?! I’m trying to forget about that!”

“I-I’m sorry.”

Awkward tension hung in the air. Eric fell onto his bed and stared at the ceiling, lamenting his current circumstances.

Why did this have to happen to me? What did I ever do to deserve this?

“So, um, about becoming a magical girl…”

“Not this again,” Eric groaned. “Look, I have no intention of becoming a magical girl. I don’t even see how that’s possible for me anyways. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a girl.”

“Well, yes, that is true, but being a magical girl isn’t about whether or not you’re a girl,” Julius tried to lecture. “It’s the wand that chooses the wizard, after all.”

“Don’t quote Harry Potter to me!”

“Iyahn!”’

“Anyway, the answer is still no. I won’t do it.”

“I see.” Julius sniffed several times. “Even after I bore myself to you, you still refuse to take responsibility by becoming a magical girl.”

“Those are two completely different things!” Eric shrieked. “And stop mentioning that!”

Tears fell down Julius’s cheeks, and suddenly, Eric felt horribly guilty. It didn’t matter that this person, this yōkai, was a guy. In that moment, Julius looked very much like a crying young woman.

“Ah… l-look,” Eric tried to say, “I didn’t mean, well, you know. I don’t want you to feel bad. It’s just that, asking me to be do something out of the blue like that… it’s not… you know?”

“No.” Julius cried, tears staining his cheeks and running down his chin. “I don’t know. Why won’t you accept my offer? Do you know how long I’ve searched for someone whom she finds worthy of wielding her?”

“Her?”

“A really long time!” Julius, his body overflowing with emotion, all but shouted. “A really, really, really long time! But she’s so picky. No matter how many potential magical girls I put in front of her, she’s rejected all of them. You’re the only one she hasn’t outright rejected! So please… please accept her. Please help me by accepting her!”

Eric felt like he was being smashed with a sledgehammer of guilt. It weighed him down, pushing on him, forcing his shoulders to slump.

“All right!” He shouted. “I’ll accept! I’ll accept! Just please stop crying!”

Julius sniffled, trying to dry his tears with his shirt. “You’ll really accept?”

“Yes,” Eric muttered, all of the strength draining out of him. “I accept.”

And just like that, the tears marring Julius’s face vanished. “Great! I’m so glad you’ve decided to become a magical girl!”

“Urk! L-let’s not be hasty now…”

“We’ll start your training tomorrow.”

“C-can’t you at least give me a few days to let it sink in…?”

“Oh! I’m so excited! I just know you’ll be the best magical girl ever!”

“Listen to me when I’m talking to you, damn it!” Eric shouted, but Julius didn’t listen. The boy continued to ramble on, chatting well until the sun went down.

Somehow, I feel like I’ve been set up, Eric bemoaned.

He really did want to cry.

***

Several days had passed since Jack and Jill were assigned to watch Kevin, Lilian, Iris, and Kuroneko.

Very little had actually happened in that time. Kuroneko seemed more interested in showing the trio around than anything else. Jack and Jill were beginning to get bored.

“I’m bored, Jill,” Jack moaned. Lying on his bed, hands behind his head, Jack stared up at the ceiling. His sister didn’t answer. “Did you hear me? I said I’m bored.”

“Then why don’t you do something productive?” came the snappish reply.

Unlike Jack, who was lazing on his bed, Jill sat near the window, monitoring the street below. Their apartment was right across the street from The Yōkai Café, which she’d taken to watching like a hawk.

Jack had no idea how his sister could spend so much time staring at a street. He was just as dedicated to their mission as she was, but he couldn’t stay in mission mode 24/7.

“They’re leaving,” Jill said suddenly and, just like that, as if a switch had been flipped, Jack stopped groaning and stood up.

Leaning against the wall, he glanced outside of his window and observed The Yōkai Café entrance. Their targets were coming out—all four of them.

“Are they wearing bathing suits?” asked Jack.

Jill looked jealous. “Looks like it.”

All four of them were dressed in bathing suits. Jack had to admit, all three of the females looked mighty fine—and was it just him, or did their tails and ears make them look hotter somehow?

“Damn, they look good. It’s a shame we’re on opposites sides of this war. If circumstances were different, I’d have tapped those asses like nobody’s business.”

Jill wrinkled her nose at him. “Pig.”

“Male,” Jack corrected.

A car pulled up to the group down below. It rolled to a stop and a woman dressed in a swimsuit designed to look like a maid outfit stepped out. She opened the door and the group entered the car, and then she walked back to the driver’s side, started the car back up, and drove off.

Jack and Jill looked at each other.

Then Jack reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and made the call.

“Hello, Officer Jack. I take it you’ve got some news for me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Nice! You don’t know how bored I’ve been getting just sitting around here. Plus, I think your commanding officer is starting to hate me.”

Jack didn’t comment on that. “Sir, the targets have just gotten in a car and driven off.”

“That doesn’t sound very important. Where are they heading?”

“Based on their previous activity the day after they arrived, I can only assume they are traveling to the beach.”

“The beach?”

“The beach,” Jack confirmed.

“What can they do at the beach in the middle of winter?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, sir.”

“I see. How interesting. The beach, huh? Do you know which beach?”

Jack looked at Jill for an answer. She rolled her eyes. “The closest beach is Manhattan Beach, so I can only assume they went there.”

After relaying her information to their superior, Jack waited to receive orders.

“Hm, Manhattan Beach. Kukuku…”

Jack told himself that the shudder passing through his body was from the cold. Not fear. Navy SEALs feared nothing—certainly not creepy laughs from a superior officer.

“Return to base,” Sergeant Justin said after he finished laughing. “It looks like we’ve been given an invitation, and it would be wrong of us not to accept it.”

Jack didn’t really understand what the sergeant meant by that, but he wasn’t going to question the man… boy… how old was the sergeant anyway?

“Understood sir.”

Cutting the line, Jack turned to his sister.

“Orders to move out?” she asked.

“We’re returning to base. Our mission here is done.”

“Good. I need to scrub my body with rubbing alcohol.”

I’m not gonna ask, Jack decided as he followed after his sister.

***

The beach, huh? It’s been awhile since I’ve been here.

Kevin remembered his last time visiting the beach. Back then, he and Lilian had been swept up in a yōkai technique that nearly killed them. He really hoped that didn’t happen this time.

The beach was pretty crowded that day. There were plenty of people around. Most of them weren’t humans but yōkai. Water yōkai. Kappa lazed about in the ocean, letting the sun warm their blue-skinned bodies as the waves gently swelled underneath them. Further out, several ningyo swam. Appearing similar to merpeople, they leapt out of the water, fins glistening in the sunlight as droplets flew around them.

It was all very scenic, Kevin would admit. However…

“Am I the only one confused? Why are we at the beach in the middle of winter?”

Kuroneko’s smirk could have tongue-tied most men. It was a good thing that Kevin wasn’t most men—not anymore, at least.

“Everybody needs a break every now and then, child. If I am going to be taking a more active part in this war, then I would like to have at least one day to relax. That’s not a problem, is it?”

Kevin ignored the chill crawling up his spine. It was just the nekomata pressing her aura down on him.

“No, I suppose not.”

“Good. Now, then, let’s have some fun.”

Taking Lilian and Iris by their hands, Kevin followed Kuroneko as she waltzed up to a mixed group of humans and yōkai. All of them were men, and the moment they laid eyes on her, every single one of them jumped to their feet, backs straight and faces red.

“K-Kuroneko! To what do we owe the pleasure?!”

She smiled at them and slowly tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I know this might be a bother, but would you mind letting me and my companions use this spot?”

Only then did the men realize that Kuroneko wasn’t alone. Iris, who’d been huffing at the nekomata stealing what she probably felt was her rightful attention, suddenly became all sultry and seduction. Lilian hid behind Kevin when several lust-filled eyes turned on her. Once the group noticed him, however, the salacious looks became heated glares. These men apparently didn’t like the fact that he was with the girls.

“Of course… Kuroneko,” one of the men said, a kappa, who tore his hateful gaze away from Kevin and bowed to the nekomata.

“Thank you so much.” Kuroneko slowly raised one hand, fingers curled, and formed it into a paw. Her smile widened as she winked at them. “Nya.”

“So hot!”

The men were felled. Like the tail end of a comet, blood gushed from their noses as they hurtled backwards, plowing into the sand, rolling along the ground, and coming to a stop several yards away. There they lay, dazed eyes staring at the sky, crimson fluids dripping from nostrils, and dopey smiles plastered on asinine-looking faces.

Kevin facepalmed. “Seeing this makes me sometimes regret that I’m a man.”

“Don’t say that, Beloved. You wouldn’t be able to please me like you do if you were a woman. Now, do you think you can put some sunscreen on my back?”

Kevin didn’t ask Lilian where she got the sunscreen. They’d gone to many shops the last few days, not including the one where all three females had bought their swimsuits. He simply took the sunscreen from her, and bade the redhead to lay down on one of the towels that the men had vacated.

“Would you mind putting sunscreen on me, too, Stud? Make sure to be thorough. I want that sunscreen rubbed into every nook and cranny of my body.”

“I would also like some sunscreen put on me, child.”

“Wait your turn, you two,” Kevin grumbled as he squirted some suntan lotion onto his hands. “I swear, some people are just so impatient.”

“Ufufufu, most men wouldn’t complain about rubbing suntan lotion on three beautiful women, Beloved.”

“Most men think more with their dicks than their heads.”

Straddling Lilian’s legs, Kevin gently applied suntan lotion to her back, enjoying the feel of her warm, silky smooth skin as he rubbed his hands up and down. He smiled when Lilian let out an appreciative moan, though her previous comment made him sigh a bit.

“Can you at least act like a jealous girlfriend?”

Closing her eyes, a content expression plastered on her face, Lilian sighed in rapture as Kevin massaged her lower back.

“Why should I? I’m secure in our relationship. I know you’d never leave me.” Lilian paused, biting her lower lip. Kevin’s hands had dipped into her suit and were massaging her butt. “Although, if you want me to, I could feign jealousy. Would you like me to do that?”

Kevin chuckled a bit. “Nah, I think I’m good. Front.”

After making sure to rub sunscreen onto both Lilian’s front and back, he moved over to Iris, who’d decided that tops were unnecessary. Kevin rolled his eyes as he began rubbing sunscreen into her skin. As he began massaging it into her lower back, Iris let out a low, lustful moan that even caused him to become somewhat stiff.

“Do you really have to do that here? You’re gonna attract attention.”

Iris’s low chuckle filled his ears. “I always attract attention.” She rolled over after Kevin had finished with her back and legs, displaying her breasts for everyone present. Like two large hills, they rose from the surface of her chest. The pink nipples that capped them were like the twin peaks of a small mountain. “Make sure you get my front, too, Stud,” she said, winking.

Kevin scowled. “There are such things as public indecency, you know?”

When Iris just continued grinning at him, Kevin resigned himself to his fate, knowing that this was just how she acted.

He straddled her legs and applied sunscreen to her front, starting at the neck and slowly working his way down her front. When his hands reached her breasts, he paused. However, upon receiving a “hurry up” glance from Iris, he slowly let his hands roam down.

“Harder,” Iris stifled a moan as he began rubbing sunscreen onto her breasts. “Make sure to rub it in good. I don’t want to have any streaks—ahn!”

Kevin froze like a popsicle when his hands touched her nipples. They had already stiffened underneath him. Just like Lilian, Iris had extremely sensitive nipples. They might have been even more sensitive than Lilian’s.

Everyone was staring at them. Whispers broke out. Kevin felt his face burn.

“Would you stop that?” he hissed.

“Huhuhu,” Iris’s dirty old man chuckle caused him to grit his teeth. “So you can still blush like that, even after everything we’ve done? How cute.”

Kevin growled, which merely made Iris’s smile widen.

“Well, aren’t you going to continue?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Or do you plan to keep your hands on my chest?”

Her words made Kevin’s anger dissipate. He looked down to see that, indeed, his hands were cupping her breasts. Jerking them back as if they’d been scalded, Kevin released a resigned sigh as he realized she’d gotten the better of him, and then began applying sunscreen to the rest of her body.

“You do such good work,” Iris complimented, grinning. “Remind me to reward you later tonight.”

Kevin scowled at her, but he didn’t say anything and instead turned to Kuroneko.

He deadpanned.

She wasn’t wearing a top either.

“What?” she asked, her indolent cat-like smile every bit as seductive as Iris’s “come hither” look. “Everybody else was doing it.”

Kevin slowly stood up, then turned away from the woman.

“We’re done here.”

“What?” Kuroneko moaned in complaint. “What about my sunscreen?”

“Do it yourself!”

Kuroneko actually pouted.

“Hmph. How unfair. Oh, well,” she said, shrugging before she turned to look at the horde of drooling men who’d seen what was happening. Giving them the same smile she gave Kevin, Kuroneko held up a bottle of suntan lotion. “Would any of you big, strong men like to rub suntan lotion on me?”

“ME! ME! I WILL! PICK ME!” every male, be they young or old, shouted at the same time.

Plopping down next to Lilian as she luxuriated in the sun, Kevin buried his face in his hands and groaned. He really was embarrassed to have been born male sometimes.

***

“Sir! Deployment preparations have been made!” a soldier informed him.

Gunther heard the report and grunted, pleased to know that everything was proceeding as planned.

He stood in the bridge of a Navy warship, a Littoral Combat Ship, or LCS, of the Freedom variant. Fast and agile, this ship was designed for operation in near-shore environments, and it could easily circumvent anti-access threats, such as mines, quiet diesel submarines, and fast surface crafts. While it lacked the firepower of a destroyer, cruiser, or amphibious assault ship, its tactical abilities more than made up for it.

Surrounding the ship were dozens of other vessels, war faring naval ships: massive destroyers, aircraft carriers, assault ships, the works. This was the fleet that was going to break Kuroneko’s hold over Los Angeles, California.

“Good. Have the troops get ready for deployment,” he ordered.

“Yes, sir!”

The soldier offered a stiff salute, warily eying the person behind Gunther before departing.

“It’s not gonna work,” a singsong voice said, causing Gunther to grit his teeth.

Whirling around, Gunther glared at the impudent child trying to play soldier. Brats like this needed to be in school, not commanding officers who’d been fighting for longer than he’d been alive.

“Listen here, boy. You may think you know what war is all about, but I’ve seen war. I’ve taken part in it, unlike you. Do not tell me how to do my job. Your part in this operation is over. I’m in charge of this mission now.”

Justin raised his hands in a placating gesture. His smile, however, was quite mocking.

“If you say so. Be warned, though. When this mission fails, and your troops all lie defeated, I’m going to say ‘I told you so.’”

Scowling like he had tasted something foul, Gunther spun back to face the front.

“We’ll see about that.”

As the man walked off, Justin chuckled to himself.

Well, I warned him. Whatever happens now is all on his head.

Grinning, he crossed his arms and leaned against the wall.

Now, then, Kevin, Lilian, Iris, show me something interesting.

***

Bodyboarding was tough. Certainly, it was much tougher than Kevin had expected it to be. He wondered if it was because he didn’t have a board underneath him. Did that increase the difficulty level of catching a wave? He really didn’t know, but he and Lilian weren’t having much success.

“One’s coming! Beloved, it’s coming!”

“I see it. Get ready!”

Placing their backs to the wave, Kevin and Lilian began to swim.

“Faster, Lilian! Kick harder!”

“Hawa, what do you think I’m trying to do!”

“We’re not gonna make it!”

Unfortunately, Kevin and Lilian kinda sucked at swimming. The wave passed them, and they were left staring at its backside.

“I can’t believe we couldn’t catch it,” Lilian muttered.

“So not cool,” Kevin agreed.

“Hey, you guys!” Iris called out to them. She grinned when they turned her way, bouncing a large beach ball between her hands. “Come on, let’s play a game!”

Deciding that trying to catch a wave was a bust, Kevin and Lilian joined Iris and Kuroneko in a game of beach ball. It was basically just them bouncing a large beach ball between each other. Of course, the one they tossed around wasn’t the only beach ball bouncing.

Kevin didn’t know where to look as they played beach ball. He’d like to say that his eyes stayed on Lilian—or at least, her chest—but that would have been a flat out lie. When a man is surrounded by several bouncing breasts, looking at a single pair of them was impossible.

“You’re such a perv, Stud!” Iris laughed—and received a beach ball to the face for her troubles, when Kevin spiked the ball at her. “Oh, now it’s on!”

“Ha! You think you can get back at me? You’re welcome to try—ooof!”

Kevin’s eyes widened when Iris pounded on the ball, which slammed into his stomach. He fell on his rear, the ball bouncing into the air where Kuroneko hit it. Growling, he leapt back to his feet.

“That was a cheap trick, using reinforcement to hit the ball harder.”

Iris merely gave him an impish grin. “Don’t you know that old saying, Stud? All is fair in love and—gya!”

Lilian laughed as she used her tail to spike the ball into Iris, who retaliated by sending it right back. Not one to let herself be outdone, Lilian decided to return the favor again. Unfortunately, she’d put too much youki into her tails, and the ball popped as a result.

“Um, oops!” she said, wrapping her knuckles against her noggin and letting out a girlish, “Tee-hee!”

“Tee-hee, she says.” Kevin and Iris sighed at the same time.

After their beach ball popped, they spent several hours kicking and splashing around in the ocean, having water fights and tossing each other around. The water was freezing. Honestly, Kevin thought something must have been wrong with them to enjoy the water during winter. Whose bright idea was this again? Oh, right. Kuroneko’s. Damn that woman.

“Iyah! Kevin, so ecchi!”

“Oh, shut up! You’re the one who stuck your hand down my pants! If anyone is gonna be called ecchi, it’s you!”

“Uhuhuhu, you really do know me too well.”

“No fair! I wanna be ecchi with Beloved, too!”

Lilian jumped on Kevin’s back. He stiffened at the feel of her jiggly joggers pressing into his neck.

“W-wait, Lilian! Don’t—waaaaahhh!”

Splash!

Kevin coughed and sputtered as he fell face-first into the ocean. Water filled his mouth and nose, invading his senses and causing him to choke. His eyes stung from the salt, which also made his mouth pucker. He surfaced several seconds later, gasping for air and coughing out several mouthfuls of water.

“Whoops! Sorry, Beloved,” Lilian said. “I guess I got over excited.” She rubbed the back of her head. Kevin sighed. At least she had the decency to sound sheepish.

“Uhuhuhu…”

“That does it.”

Growling, Kevin bum-rushed Iris, tackling the girl and sending them both splashing into the ocean. Water sprayed everywhere as they wrestled.

“Don’t think I’m not on to you! You did that on purpose!”

“So what if I did? What are you gonna do about it? Spank me?”

“That’s not a bad idea!”

The two rolled around in the sea, kicking up water as they tried to stay on top of each other. Kevin locked hands and grappled with the succubus lily, but she had the advantage of two extra appendages, and she wasn’t so honorable that she’d refrain from using her tails just because he didn’t have any himself.

Standing on the sidelines, Lilian pouted, her eyebrows furrowed and her cheeks puffed up like a balloon. “Don’t think you two can exclude me from this!”

Lilian jumped on top of the pair, wrestling them both. She then upped the ante by stealing Iris’s top. Several men suddenly passed out from epic nosebleeds when Iris, uncaring of her own nudity, chased after her sister. Kevin thought briefly about joining in but, honestly, he rather enjoyed the view.

“I have said it once and I’ll say it again: You’re a very odd human.”

Kevin glanced at Kuroneko. She stood before him, her bikini nothing more than a set of strategically placed straps. Her left hand rested on the curve of her hip. She was looking down at him, her eyes gazing into his as if he was a paradox that she couldn’t understand. Eyes like jades appeared older than time itself. They were like nothing he’d ever seen. Only the Pnevma Matriarch’s eyes looked so old, so ancient and unfathomably wise.

For some reason, that made him uneasy.

Kevin opened his mouth to ask her what she meant.

He never got the chance.

Because in that moment, a loud sonic boom rocked through the entire beach, followed by an intense shock wave. Ferocious winds slammed into him and everyone else. Kevin heard screaming, shouts surrounding him on all sides. He could hear Lilian’s and Iris’s surprised cries. He wanted to help them, to do something, but he could do nothing. His own body refused to move.

“Sage Arts: Aether Shield.”

Kevin gazed in shock upon the shield that sprang from the nether in front of him. It was a blue half-spherical barrier. Strands of light like woven fabrics composed of ethereal composite materials formed a cohesive shield that stood against the onslaught of massive waves and wind. Kuroneko stood behind this barrier, which was large enough to shield more than half the beach.

“Child.” Kuroneko turned her head to him. “Go and rescue your mate and her sister. The time for games have come to an end.”

Kevin didn’t know what was going on. How could he? One moment they had been having fun. The next he was being knocked off his feet and protected by a woman who, until this moment, seemed more like a super wise but lackadaisical individual. However, he didn’t need to understand what was happening to know where his priorities lie.

He stood up and rushed over to Lilian and Iris, who coughed as they sat there in the water, having obviously been knocked down by the previous explosion of power.

“Are you two all right?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Lilian coughed up water. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

Kevin helped the two vixens stand up, then tried to find the source of the shock wave. Something had to have caused it, something unnatural.

“You guys?” Iris said.

“What?” asked Kevin.

Iris pointed up. “Above us.”

Kevin looked up, and a small part of him wished he hadn’t. Falling from the sky like descending angels, parachutes slowing their descent, were dozens—no, hundreds of soldiers. They were everywhere, dotting the sky like a swarm of locusts. Above even them, several planes continued to disgorge troops. He couldn’t even begin to guess how many people there were.

“This is so not good,” Kevin muttered.

“Kevin!” Lilian’s shout grabbed his attention. The redhead pointed out toward the sea. “Look!”

Ships. That’s what she was pointing at. Dozens of ships, all of them war vessels. Gleaming of steel. Glistening in the sun. Even at this distance Kevin could see the massive guns situated on their streamlined forms, giant turrets that held enough firepower to tear through metal like it was paper. Cruisers. Battleships. They created a line that covered the entire beach, and several of those ships were drawing closer. Troopships.

“Way to jinx us, Stud,” Iris said with a sigh. Kevin wanted to dispute her, but he couldn’t even think of something witty to say in the face of this overwhelming military force.

And I didn’t even think to bring my guns, either. Kevin silently lamented his bad case of misfortune. This is just not my day.


CHAPTER 9

BATTLE AT MANHATTAN BEACH

The combined forces stationed at the Marine Corps Air Grounds Combat Center and Naval Base San Diego attacked Manhattan Beach in masse. Dropships rained troops from the sky, naval warships blocked off the sea line, and vehicles of war cordoned off the roads, keeping people from entering or exiting. Nowhere was safe. The US Marines and Navy had locked downed the entire area around Manhattan Beach within a five-mile radius.

All of the troops had been debriefed on the situation. Their job was to exterminate Kuroneko, her companions, and any other yōkai in the area. While human casualties were expected, they were to be kept down to a minimum. Despite how many humans were present at the beach, they still expected this to be an easy assignment. What could one woman and three kids do?

Thus, the army was surprised when, instead of crushing their enemy with the might of overwhelming numbers, they found themselves being smashed against a steel wall of resistance.

***

“Iris!”

“Void Art: Nightmare!”

Nightmare. It was a technique created by Iris after her failed attempt at subduing the Void. It was an illusory technique in which the user’s youki seeped into the minds of those around them, presenting nightmarish images into their heads, which would slowly erode their sanity. Kevin had been subjected to this technique several times, both during training and when Iris was first coming up with it, so he knew of its effectiveness. It was especially effective against humans who had not been trained to resist or break illusions.

Iris’s targets were the many soldiers dropping down from the sky. She couldn’t catch all of them in her illusion, of course. She lacked the power for that, but what soldiers she did catch all screamed and thrashed as they were subjected to horrors the likes of which mortal minds were not meant to comprehend.

Several of those soldiers dropped their weapons. Kevin grabbed two handguns that had clattered to the ground, which he didn’t hesitate to use. The sound of his guns firing round after round added to the chaotic music, the sounds of battle and blood being spilled. Each attack was aimed with unerring accuracy.

Kevin did not shoot to kill this time like he had others. Instead, he shot to disarm and disable. A man was struck in the leg. Another lost his guns. Kevin swiveled around, took aim, and fired, punching a hole through the hand of a man who’d been about to shoot him in the back.

Then Kevin looked up and pointed his weapons into the air. Guns exploded as they were struck. Shoulders were disabled as Kevin aimed at them with pinpoint precision. Blood spurted from thighs as they were punctured. Over and over Kevin shot those descending toward them, disabling them before they could reach the ground.

The enemy returned fire.

“Shield!”

“Celestial Art: Barrier that Protects the Princess!”

A glowing golden shield shimmered in the air around them, and not a moment too soon. Bullets pinged off its surface. Sparks flew as the numerous fire from automatic rifles sought to break through. However, while Lilian’s barrier might not have been on the same level as an aegis, it was still strong enough to defend against gunfire.

“You’re up again, Iris!”

“Void Art: Rain of Oblivion!”

They appeared within the mass of troops. Thousands of tiny black flames flickered in an unseen breeze. Several soldiers within range stared at the fires as if unsure what to make of them. Curiosity soon turned into shock, and shock turned into pain, as the flames, moving with a mind of their own, attacked them.

A threnody of terrified screams echoed across the beach. Troops still in the air thrashed as the fires spread across their bodies. First, their hair caught fire. Then their eyebrows and eyelashes cracked and fizzled as they were burned off. Soon, their eyelids melted and their eyes were consumed. The black fire didn’t stop there. It invaded their esophagus, burning down their throat and into their stomach. Fat ignited as every soldier was consumed from the inside out—

—or so they thought.

Kevin watched impassively as nearly two hundred soldiers fell to the ground, drool leaking from their mouths, sightless eyes staring at nothing. If it wasn’t for the rise and fall of their chests, he would have assumed they were dead.

Rain of Oblivion was another illusory technique. It was an area-wide illusion that affected everyone within a certain radius. Unfortunately, this illusion was indiscriminate. It didn’t matter if you were an enemy or an ally. If you were within the affected area, you would become trapped in the illusion.

Lilian had protected Kevin from the illusion, circulating her own youki through his body to disrupt the flow of Iris’s youki. Some others weren’t so lucky, and a few beach goers lay on the beach, their bodies twitching as they suffered from the nightmarish illusion. Kevin grimaced. When he’d asked Iris to launch an attack, he hadn’t considered the civilians who would also be trapped within her illusion.

I really hope Kuroneko knows how to cure mental trauma.

“Iris, how do you feel?” he asked.

Iris sucked in a deep breath.  “Fine…” she rasped. “Just don’t expect me to pull anything that big out for awhile. I’m not a power generator, you know.”

“Don’t worry, I don’t think we’ll need you for a while yet.”

“I’d better get some love after all this is over,” she warned.

Kevin nodded. “After all this is over, I promise that Lilian and I will give you all the love you can stand.”

“A threesome?”

Kevin shrugged. “If you want. Lilian? How are you doing?”

“I’m good,” Lilian said. “While Barrier that Protects the Princess takes a lot out of me, I think I’ve still got a good amount of fight left in me. Although I hope you won’t mind when I say that I really don’t want to fight—not like this at least.”

Kevin understood. Lilian liked shonen battles. One on one fights between two opponents who traded witty banter and showed off cool techniques. She wasn’t a fan of realistic warfare like this unless it was in a video game like Call of Duty.

The area around them was mostly clear of enemies. Several soldiers had made landfall in other places, and the troopships had finally reached the beach and were disgorging soldiers by the bucket loads. They rushed out of the exit hatches, guns blazing from the moment they touched sand.

This really is horrible.

Humans clashed with yōkai. Both sides took a beating, though the soldiers seemed to have taken heavier losses than their enemies. Several troopships had been sunk long before reaching the beachhead. Their remains floated in the water, wreckage and bodies that had drowned when the ningyo and kappa destroyed them. Oddly enough, there were not that many deaths. Kevin could see several yōkai swimming through the water as they rescued the still surviving US soldiers.

It looks like they have the same idea as Monstrang.

There were a surprisingly large number of yōkai fighting. While many had run to escape the violence, just as many had stayed. Even now, several yōkai could be seen leaving the area. To many, it would have looked like they were fleeing, but Kevin could see more clearly. They were protecting the humans who’d gotten caught up in this, calmly directing the humans away from the beach. That calmness in the face of danger was shocking. It was almost like they’d been expecting this.

Did Kuroneko know this would happen?

“Come on,” Kevin said to his two companions. “We need to find Kuroneko.”

“Roger!”

“Right, right.”

Kevin took point as they rushed across the beach, with Lilian and Iris running beside and slightly behind him, forming a triangle. With his sharp eyes, he picked out several battles taking place, and Kevin didn’t hesitate to take opportunistic shots at soldiers whose backs were turned. Several went down when he destroyed their weapons, shot them in the leg, or took out their shoulders.

Daven Monstrang had a policy to always show mercy when possible. A lot of people knew the US soldiers were not fighting out of hatred but because of orders, and this policy was put in place partly because of that. Another reason was that fighting without killing would cause confusion and uncertainty among the rank and file, making the soldiers who did kill yōkai because of fear wonder if they maybe they were wrong. His boss hoped this would bring humans and yōkai closer when the war was over.

“Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Realm!”

Spheres of light emerged from Lilian’s tail like tiny golden globes. They spread out, shooting off in all directions. Each one struck an enemy, exploding with enough force to knock them unconscious, then splitting into smaller spheres that attacked more people.

“Celestial Art: Combination Technique: Many Droplets of the Sun!”

The small spheres that appeared scattered, zipping along their chosen linear path. Each tiny sphere hit another soldier, each shot aimed at something vital but not life-threatening: a leg, a knee, an elbow. One man even got hit in the balls. Kevin winced, feeling a moment of sympathy, as the man in question grabbed his baby maker and sank to the sand.

“We’ve got incoming!” Iris shouted over the sounds of battle.

Kevin saw them. A dozen troops were gunning for them. Three on the left. Three on the right. Six in front.

“Lilian!”

“Got it! Gomu Gomu no Extension!”

Kevin would have facepalmed at Lilian’s blatant use of an anime attack, but he would save that for later.

Lilian’s tails extended to incredible lengths, easily growing until they were six yards long. She then used those tails to slap aside the soldiers on their right and left at the same time, sending them flying.

Because she was taking care of their flanks, Kevin could focus on the enemy in front. He aimed both guns and fired. The first six bullets struck the semi-automatic rifles in their enemies’ hands. Each shot penetrated the barrel, destroying the mechanisms inside of the guns and rendering them useless. The next two struck the kneecaps of two soldiers, sending them into the sand. Four more bullets were dodged when the soldiers cottoned onto his technique and moved accordingly.

Kevin pulled the triggers again, but they clicked empty, so he instead threw them at two of the soldiers, the guns bouncing off their helmets. That was okay. They’d served as a good distraction, and Kevin, Lilian, and Iris quickly closed the distance.

There was no chance for retaliation as Kevin slammed into the enemy forces. He caught one soldier in a clinch and leapt into the air, slamming a knee into their nose, breaking it. Pain lanced up his kneecap, but he ignored it as he landed on the ground, rolling across the sand and taking out his next opponent with a leg sweep. While the soldier managed to catch themselves before they fell, Kevin pushed himself into a semi-handstand and slammed his foot into the underside of their chin. The soldier, a young woman, fell backwards with a dull thud and didn’t get back up.

Celestial Art: Light Inversion!”

The two remaining soldiers stumbled as they were caught within Lilian’s illusion. Kevin capitalized on their sudden inability to correctly perceive light. His first attack, an elbow to the neck, caused one soldier to fall limp. His second, a flying roundhouse kick, caught his opponent in the face, which was unfortunate for him because his enemy was wearing a helmet. So, while they stumbled back, Kevin howled in pain, holding his foot as it throbbed.

Before the soldier could recover, Iris leapt forward. Several front handsprings took her past the soldier’s guard. Doing a handstand, she wrapped her legs around the soldier’s throat, then used a minor application of reinforcement to lift them up and toss them into the ground. The middle-aged man gasped as the wind was knocked out of him. He never got a chance to recover either, as Lilian slammed her tail into his gut hard enough to cause the sand around him to dent. The soldier twitched once, twice, and then went limp, clearly unconscious.

“Are either of you hurt?” Kevin asked.

“I’m good, Beloved.” Lilian patted herself down as though assuring him that she was fine.

Iris placed her hands on her knees. “Same here. I’m just tired. Damn it. I wanna go to bed.”

“There you three are,” a voice said. Kevin looked over to see Kuroneko walking toward them, her elegant sashay still in place, as if she was just taking a stroll through the park. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Where have you been?” Lilian demanded before Kevin could do the same. “You just went off and left us to fend for ourselves.”

Kuroneko smiled. “My apologies, child, but there was something that I needed to do.”

“Like what?” asked Kevin.

“Like retrieve your weapons,” Kuroneko replied, handing Kevin his silver and black handguns. She then pulled out his holsters, bandolier, and ammo clips from her cleavage and handed them to Kevin as well. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” Kevin muttered as he hurried to put them on. As he slung the bandolier across his shoulder, he made a solemn vow to bring his weapons no matter where he went, even if he was going to the beach.

I should have known something like this would happen.

As he finished clipping his ammunition to his ammo holder, Kuroneko walked past him and the two kitsune. Her eyes held an indistinguishable look as she gazed out at the fleet blocking her view of the ocean.

“Hm, it seems like the entire Naval base from San Diego is here. I guess that means they took the bait.”

“Bait?” Lilian said, furrowing her eyebrows.

Kuroneko’s lips twisted into a smile that appeared both beautiful and deadly. “Why yes. You don’t think I just let myself walk out in broad daylight whenever it suits my fancy, do you?”

Kuroneko said no more, but she didn’t really need to. They understood. She had used herself, and them, as bait. All that posturing, walking around town in broad daylight, shopping for bathing suits, even traveling to the beach, had been designed to entice the US Army into attacking them.

It also explained why none of the yōkai were panicking. Even the humans, frightened as they seemed, appeared calmer than they should have been. Did that mean they all knew what was going to happen? Had Kuroneko planned all this from the start? The answer was obvious. Yes. Yes, she had. Everything, from the moment they had arrived to now, had all been a part of Kuroneko’s plan to draw out the Navy. A trap for her foes.

This woman… she truly is a terrifying creature.

“Now, then, I believe it is time I did something about these troopships, wouldn’t you say?” asked Kuroneko, though she didn’t give them a chance to respond.

Kuroneko raised a single hand in the air. Energy swirled around her. Strands of blue light like streamers gathered, coalescing above her palm, forming a tiny orb of blue energy. The orb grew, increasing in size, going from the size of her palm to the size of a basketball and then a beach ball.

“I think this is enough energy.”

Kuroneko smiled—

“Aether Blast.”

—and several hundred beams of light erupted from the orb, lancing out to strike the troopships, blowing through them like they were made of paper. Explosions rocked the ships as their engines were destroyed. Metal debris flew through the air, launched across the beach as plumes of fire rose into the sky.

“Now for the planes.”

The orb, decreased in size but still quite large, shot several more beams from within, this time into the sky. Each one was fired with incredible precision, slamming into plane engines and blowing them to kingdom come. The planes remained intact, however, and they fell to the sea, crashing into the water with a large splash.

That was when the ningyo swarmed in. The kappa hung back, blasting holes into the metal hull with water attacks. The ningyo, however, got in close. They swam inside of the holes and came back out, dragging humans with them. Some were conscious, and those ones kicked and struggled until they were knocked out. The ones that weren’t awake were lucky, as they were merely dragged to shore.

“You’re not going to kill them?” Kevin asked.

“Oh, no,” Kuroneko replied. “Killing them would serve no purpose. It would only incite rage against yōkai. No, what I plan to do is much better.”

“And that is?” Iris, unable to withhold her curiosity, asked.

“Hold them for ransom.”

Iris face-faulted. “That’s it! What kind of simple idea is that?!”

“Sometimes the best ideas are the simplest ones,” Kuroneko said, staring off into the distance.

“Don’t try to sound wise with me!” Iris shouted.

Lilian nudged Kevin in the side. “I think Iris is trying to steal your job, Kevin.”

Kevin pouted at his mate’s gentle ribbing. “Not funny.”

“Now it is time for negotiations,” Kuroneko determined. She glanced at the trio, her eyes gleaming. “Would you three care to join me?”

***

“W-what the hell?!”

Justin chuckled at the flabbergasted Gunther, whose face had gone from confident to slack-jawed. The soldier in question spun around to pierce him with a glower, but he ignored the vitriol in the older man’s gaze.

“I told you so.”

“Shut up!”

“You see? This is what happens when you don’t listen to people who are in the know,” Justin continued, heedless of Gunther’s growing anger—or rather, purposefully egging the grizzled war veteran on. “You don’t understand the first thing about yōkai, and you completely underestimated Kuroneko’s cunning. Now your entire ground assault has been defeated.”

Gunther’s face quickly turned puce. Justin thought the man might explode, which would have been funny to see. It was too bad his lunch-time entertainment was interrupted by a quaking soldier walking up to them.

“Uh, um, sirs?”

“WHAT?!” Gunther snapped.

“Eep! Please don’t kill me!”

Justin outright laughed when the poor soldier fell onto his knees, begging for his life. Gunther snarled at him, but Justin disregarded the man and knelt next to the soldier.

“What did you have to report, soldier?” asked Justin.

“Um,” the soldier sniffled. “We just received a communication from Kuroneko.”

“What?!” Gunther screamed some more.

“HYYAAAA! Don’t kill the messenger!”

Gunther scowled. “Shut up, soldier! Put this criminal on the line!”

Justin rolled his eyes. Could this man overreact any more than he already was? He was like those hardcore soldiers from really bad war movies.

A comm. unit was quickly placed into Gunther’s hand, which he raised to his ear. Justin couldn’t hear what was being said from the other side, but judging by the war veteran’s quickly reddening face, it wasn’t something good.

It’s probably entertaining, though.

“You… you fucking piece of shit!” Gunther howled. “America doesn’t make deals with criminals! We won’t give into your fucking demands!”

“Problems?” Justin asked, though he didn’t really need to. He could guess as to what that conversation was about.

“ALL FORCES! ATTACK!”

“And he’s ignoring me.” Justin sighed. Silently moving to the back of the bridge, Justin pressed a small button on his wrist watch and held it up to his mouth. “YK units thirteen through twenty, prepare for combat.”

Justin received no response, but he didn’t expect one. Lowering his arm, he watched the chaos unfold around him, his lips twitching into a grin.

Things are about to become even more interesting.

***

“Well,” Kuroneko started, staring at her cellphone as if it was something foreign, “that didn’t pan out like I thought it would. Seems the man in charge over there is a hardass with a temper and isn’t willing to listen to reason.”

“What does that mean?” Kevin asked. “Aside from the obvious, I mean.”

Kuroneko’s lips twitched into a grin. “It means we’ll be doing things the hard way.”

“Kuroneko-hime! Incoming missiles!” one of her yōkai subordinates shouted.

Plumes of smoke trailed from missiles that were heading straight for them. There were so many they blotted out the view of the sky, a literal wall of explosive death. Kevin couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen such destructive fire power arrayed against him.

Kuroneko raised a hand.

“Aether Shield.”

It sprang to life before their eyes, a giant blue wall of ethereal energy. The missiles slammed into the wall, detonating with the force of a million beating drums—a maddening staccato that exploded in their ears like a stentorian announcement of imminent death. Yet death did not come. The shield held strong.

“Cannon fire! Incoming!”

The loud boom of cannon fire bombarded Kevin’s ears like crackling thunder. Lilian and Iris gritted their teeth as they held their hands to their ears, while Kuroneko’s ears merely twitched. Giant shells, armor-piercing artillery rounds, slammed into the shield, exploding on contact. Shrapnel flew outward, a scattering of metal shards that rained death upon no one, because the shells could not reach them. Kuroneko’s shield had held strong once more.

“Woah,” Iris muttered, speechless for the first time in a long time.

“That was so cool!” Lilian squealed, her fists near her face and her eyes sparkling like gems. “Kuroneko was so awesome! As expected of a woman who embodies what it means to be a shōnen heroine.”

Iris facepalmed. “Lily-pad, I love you, and I get that you’re into that sort of thing, but could you please keep the nerdism down a bit? It’s really creepy.”

“Oh, whatever. You think what just happened is cool, too!”

“I never said that I didn’t. I’m just asking that you try to keep your otaku from showing so much.”

“Hmph! You know I can’t do that. What would Luffy say if I stopped showing this kind of enthusiasm?”

“I don’t even know who that is.”

Kevin tuned out the sisters’ back and forth banter. It was just their way of releasing pent up anxiety. Instead of listening to them, he locked his eyes on the woman who’d protected them.

So, this is the power that belongs to a member of the Four Saints.

Kevin had faced all manner of creatures in the past year. He’d even fought against Shinkuro Shénshèng, the Celestial Kyuubi, a being so powerful he stood on par with the gods themselves.

Here was another person who Kevin suspected had a similar power. Kuroneko, a member of the Four Saints, a woman whose power might very well be in the same league as a Kyūbi.

It was a humbling sight.

“Get ready everyone,” Kuroneko called out, and her voice was heard all across the beach. “They are coming.”

“What?” Kevin said.

Kuroneko pointed toward the sea line, where ten familiar-looking silver anthropomorphic machines were getting closer. Kevin wondered if the feeling of lead in the pit of his stomach was from worry or despair.

“Oh,” he breathed, his legs feeling weak. “This is so not good.”

***

“Sir! Several objects have just been launched from the Defender!”

“What?!” Gunther shouted. “What the hell are those idiots doing?! Open up a line to them!”

Justin smiled as Gunther shouted into a comm. unit.

Watching this guy get worked up is almost as amusing as watching Eric get his ass kicked by several dozen angry girls.

***

YK units, otherwise known as Yōkai Killers, were machines specifically created for the purpose of hunting and killing yōkai. Their silver bodies were made out of a type of mercuric compound which, when infused with youki, could be manipulated to take any shape, reform after being destroyed, and held a certain level of sentience.

Yōkai techniques barely affected them. Blow them apart and they just regenerate. Slice them to pieces and they reform. Killing them took more skill and power than most yōkai possessed. They were nearly perfect killing machines.

Nearly perfect.

Kevin had faced off against these machines several times in the past four months. After nearly a dozen separate engagements, they had uncovered a weakness to the Yōkai Killers.

Elemental affinities.

The Yōkai Killers were powered by a generator that stored and released youki. However, not just any youki would do. Only certain types of youki could power a generator. In other words, only youki that possessed an elemental affinity would work. If you could discover what type of affinity was being used to power the YK unit, then you could discover its weakness.

Unfortunately, discovering which elemental affinity was being used to power a YK unit generator wasn’t so easy. There was no way to tell from just looking at one. They didn’t give off any youki emissions that could be detected. Even the most skilled yōkai at sensing energy couldn’t determine the affinity being used in a YK unit—something about nanotech circuitry interfering with a yōkai’s ability to sense youki, or so Dr. Henry had said.

Either way, it meant that the only way to find out what affinity was being used was through trial and error.

“Get ready!” Kevin shouted, loading his guns with water and fire elemental cartridges. He had one of each of the four main elements, and then one celestial and one void cartridge. While he would have loved to get his hands on some of the middle-tiered elements, those were hard to come by. Heck, the only reason he even had celestial and void was because of Lilian and Iris.

Lilian cracked her knuckles. “Don’t worry, Beloved! I was born ready!”

“Remember, don’t take any unnecessary risks,” he warned her.

“What are you saying? If you don’t take risks, you can’t create a future!”

“Lilian, if you start going Gomu Gomu on me, you’re sleeping on the couch.”

“What? You can’t do that!”

“Try me.”

“Now’s not the time you two,” Iris shouted. “They’re coming!”

Numerous techniques were launched at the Yōkai Killers. Giant jets of water flew through the air. Massive blades of winds cut an arc across the sky. Gigantic pillars of flame rose up like someone had opened the gates of Hell. A hundred techniques soared, unerringly, traversing the airspace within seconds like heat-seeking missiles.

The attacks collided, detonating in a brilliant blaze of elemental destruction. Fire collided with water, creating a sizzling hiss of steam. Lightning blew apart large chunks of earth, erupting into crackling hunks of debris where arcane arcs of energy skittered over their surfaces.

“Did they hit?” Kevin asked.

Lilian shook her head. “No, they missed. The YK units have split up.”

Kevin grimaced. “At least that means we’ll be able to fight them one on one—or three on one.”

“B-but that wouldn’t make it a fair fight!” Lilian complained. “Kevin, don’t you know how these things work? Shōnen heroes always fight their battles one on one. That’s how it’s been since time immemorial.”

“No, it isn’t,” Kevin refuted. “There are plenty of shōnen heroes who’ve used teamwork to defeat their enemies.”

“Luffy never fought any boss battles with help,” Lilian mumbled.

“Don’t go espousing the virtues of that meat-loving idiot.”

“Luffy isn’t an idiot!”

“Yes, he is! All he ever thinks about is meat!”

“Oh, yeah? Well, Natsumo’s only purpose is to get randomly stripped naked, so there!”

“Is now really the time to be arguing over this?” Iris asked.

“YES!” Kevin and Lilian shouted at the same time.

Iris pressed a hand to her face. “Why do I even bother?”

Regardless of what any of them said, their antics would have to wait. The two kitsune perked up. Their ears twitched. Lilian and Iris heard it before they saw it: Shifts in the air currents.

“Incoming!”

Kevin and Lilian leapt away from each other. No sooner had they done so did the ground they’d been standing on explode in a cloud of dust. They covered their eyes as the wind whipped at the air. Glaring into the cloud of dust from between her fingers, Lilian channeled her youki to create several balls of light.

“Celestial Art: Light Spheres!”

Two spheres of light flew into the debris. They struck something and detonated, creating intense winds that blew away the dust, revealing the Yōkai Killer, its glistening silver form completely unharmed.

“Okay, so it’s not a void-type generator being used,” Kevin murmured, pulling a notepad and pencil out of his pocket. After flipping through several pages, he eventually came to a blank one and wrote on it.
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“Right. Scratch void off the list.”

“Is now really the time to be doing that?!” Iris shouted.

Just then, the Yōkai Killer shot forward, the ground cratering beneath it. Kevin put his notepad away and slipped into his preferred combat stance, a relaxed pose with his arms at his sides.

His left side was wide open. The machine’s left shoulder twitched, a sure sign that it was going to attack his left flank. A five-fingered hand congealed into a single straight-edged blade. The Yōkai Killer thrust the sword forward, intending to impale the opening in Kevin’s side.

The attack was diverted. Using his left hand, Kevin pushed the attack away, sidestepping to the right at the same time as he spun. His back was now presented to the enemy. The Yōkai Killer turned around to attack him again.

“Celestial Art: Divine Chains!”

Light coalesced in several places around the machine, from which several chains emerged. They wrapped around the Yōkai Killer, binding it. The machine struggled against its bindings, but even if it was immune to a celestial attack, that didn’t mean it could just break through every celestial technique.

Kevin spun around, presenting his left profile to the machine. He’d already taken aim with the black gun in his left hand. Bang! A red bullet-shaped projectile lanced out of the gun, striking the Yōkai Killer right in its red-visored eye.

Nothing happened.

“Okay, so it’s not a wind type, either…” Kevin scratched wind off the list.

“Don’t take out your notepad in the middle of a fight!” Iris screamed.

The golden chains dissolved as Lilian released the technique to conserve her youki. With nothing holding it back, the Yōkai Killer launched itself at the redhead, who used the extension technique to push herself into the air. In that moment, Kevin fired off his silver gun, the water projectile slamming into the Yōkai Killer and splashing harmlessly against its metallic surface.

“Not a fire type either.”

Turning to him, the Yōkai Killer designated him as the greater threat and charged.

Yōkai Killers were rather simple creations. While they were incredibly deadly due to their unique composition and abilities, their limited form of sentience meant they couldn’t think for themselves. They could follow orders, and they were quite good at that, but they couldn’t adapt very well to unusual situations or circumstances.

Basically, whoever attacked it at the time became its target, and it focused solely on them until someone else attacked it.

“Kitsune Bi!”

Fire erupted from Lilian’s two tails and slammed into the YK unit’s body, causing it to once more switch targets. It turned to her and rushed forward to attack.

“Celestial Art: Chameleon Masquerade!”

Lilian vanished before everyone’s eyes. The Yōkai Killer stopped, but Kevin knew it wouldn’t stay still long. It was just switching from regular vision to infrared. Even Lilian couldn’t make herself invisible from that. Acting quickly, he changed out his cartridges from fire and water to earth and wind.

Bang!

A wind bullet pinged off the Yōkai Killer’s surface.

Bang!

Earth was reduced to rubble as it smashed against what amounted to a reinforced steel wall.

“So, it’s not either of those.” Kevin sighed.

The Yōkai Killer switched targets from Lilian to him again. The instant it turned around, however, Lilian appeared in a haze of light particles.

“Celestial Art: Light Sphere!”

A golden orb of light slammed into the Yōkai Killer’s back and exploded. It stumbled forward, falling to a knee. Its back bubbled, the silvery substance becoming liquid before several sharp tendrils jutted out of its back and attacked Lilian.

“Void Art: Sword of the Void!”

Iris leapt over the stakes. Black flames in the shape of a crescent blade leapt from her tails, slicing through the tendrils before they could reach Lilian. The flames then bit into the earth and erupted, but Iris quickly smothered the power with her own force of will. She landed on the ground several feet away, skidding across the sand.

The Yōkai Killer hesitated. It seemed confused, for lack of a better term. Kevin understood that this meant it was trying to compute what just happened and coming up blank. He and the two sisters used that time to regroup.

“Do you think it’s using celestial energy?” asked Lilian.

“No, if it was, the reaction when the Void hit it would have been much more violent,” Kevin said.

“Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

The Void was truly a frightening power. Unlike every other element out there, the Void could harm a Yōkai Killer no matter its affinity. That was because the Void worked on a different level than standard elements. Fire, wind, water, forest, and spirit. These elements all had one thing in common. They were spiritual components of the earth. They were connected to all earthly things.

The Void was nothing like that. It was not an earthly power. Like its counterpart, Celestial, it was a power that went beyond the realm of earthly elements.

The absence of concept. That was the Void. The beginning and the end. That was the Void. A surging desire, and overwhelming need. The Void consumed all, breaking down that which existed and completely erasing it until nothing was left. In some ways, the Void could be considered the complete negation of all concepts. Everything ended with the Void.

However, the Void had a will of its own. It was dangerous to use, especially when there were so many allies nearby. The Void didn’t care who you were. Its only desire was to consume. It would even consume its owner, should the one wielding it prove too weak. That was why Iris rarely used a true void technique anymore. It was just too dangerous.

It’s a last resort power. That’s why we keep Iris in reserve when facing something like this.

“So, what should we do?” asked Iris.

“The only thing we can do,” Kevin said, sharpening his desire to win until it was a finely honed blade. “We lure it to a place where no one else is and use the Void to destroy it. I’m sorry to ask this of you, Iris, but we’ll be relying on you for this.”

“Heh, just leave everything to me, Stud,” Iris said, a confident grin plastered on her face. Kevin recognized a facade when he saw one, but he didn’t say anything. “Just remember, you and Lily-pad owe me for this.”

“Put it on my tab,” Kevin replied dryly.

***

Luring the Yōkai Killer away from the battlefield was a lot harder than it looked. It was a chaotic throng of numerous battles between yōkai and Yōkai Killers. Even surrounded as they were, the Yōkai Killers held the upper hand. Lightning lanced through the airspace, only to dissipate against a silvery metallic surface. Water flew toward them with cutting force, only to splash harmlessly against it. Even Kuroneko, who was fighting her own Yōkai Killer one on one, couldn’t seem to catch a break.

“Technique on your left!” Lilian shouted.

Lightning crackled to their left, forcing the group to swerve. The Yōkai Killer recognized it as a technique from a yōkai, and it turned to face this new threat. Kevin jumped into the air, rotating, and fired off two rounds with his guns. They pinged against the silvery surface, doing no damage, but serving to get the machine’s attention.

It continued chasing after them.

“Fire coming from the right!” Iris screamed over the din of battle.

They hit the ground, and were just in time to avoid a large column of fire that flew over them. Again, the Yōkai Killer tried to shift its attention to this new target, but Lilian wouldn’t let it.

“Gomu Gomu no Extension!”

Her tails slammed into it. The Yōkai Killer was shoved backwards, skidding along the sand for several feet. Its head swiveled back to them, and once again, the chase was on.

The beach was set on a lower elevation than the rest of the city. This was done so that, in the event of a storm, the waters wouldn’t come into the city itself—unless the storm happened to be massive.

“Lilian!”

“Right!”

As they ran toward the large wall of sand, Lilian grabbed Kevin with her tails and launched him into the air. He flipped around while midair, orienting himself until he was facing the Yōkai Killer. His guns went off as he squeezed the trigger, sending projectile after projectile at it. Fire flared, then went out. Water splashed against the gleaming hull. The youki bullets bounced harmlessly off its skin. However, it served its purpose: Turning its attention to him.

Kevin landed on the elevated platform seconds later and took off into the city. The Yōkai Killer followed, leaping into the air, bypassing the stairs as it landed on the boardwalk.

The city was a mess. Kevin hadn’t seen it when he was down on the beach fighting, but now that he was up here, he could see how terrible the aftermath of this battle had been. Several buildings had been partially destroyed. Walls had crumbled. Ceilings had collapsed. Windows were shattered.

Bodies lay in the streets. Broken, battered, their limbs twisted at awkward angles, they stared sightlessly at nothing, their mouths open and their eyes blank.

If the Sons and Daughters of Humanity had never outed yōkai for what they were, this would have never happened.

A sound pierced his thoughts—the whistling of metal as it sliced through the air. Kevin threw himself across the ground, rolling along his shoulder and leaping back to his feet. The place where he’d been standing had been pierced by a metallic tendril.

“Tch!”

Kevin spun around and fired sixteen rounds, all of which hit the sixteen tendrils coming at him. While they didn’t do any damage, each projectile knocked a tendril off course. They speared the ground all around him, but none of them hit him.

Unclipping a fragmentation grenade from his bandolier, Kevin unhooked the pin and tossed it at the machine behind him. The grenade bounced off the Yōkai Killer and exploded, sending fire and molten pieces of steel everywhere—too bad it didn’t do any damage. The fire couldn’t harm this monstrous creation, and the shrapnel was merely absorbed into its body.

Undeterred by the sight, Kevin unloaded twenty bullets into his foe’s visored face. Bullets lanced from his silver gun and erupted into particles against the Yōkai Killer. In response, it sent twenty more tendrils at him that he avoided by predicting their paths and using his guns to divert their course when they came too close.

Kevin ducked behind a building and entered a narrow alley. He raced across the alley, dropping an incendiary grenade that was set to detonate in three seconds. Plumes of smoke emitted from the grenade, rising up like the ashes of a phoenix. Exactly three seconds later, the Yōkai Killer entered the alley, raced toward him, and stepped on the grenade just as it burst into flames.

The flames won’t do much, but that should at least mess with its ability to target me properly.

Fires from incendiary grenades were not natural fire, but chemically created fires. These chemicals had a bad habit of scrambling sensors and other machines that relied on cyberoptic vision, a form of visual acuity that processed light particles in a way that was different from human eyes. The chemicals in the fire distorted the light particles, which in turn made actions like judging distance and angles difficult.

The Yōkai Killer sent sharp tendrils at him, but all of them missed. Walls were pierced like a hot knife through butter. Small trenches were carved into the ground. Kevin swerved from side to side, presenting an even harder target to hit before bursting out of the alley and into the street.

The street was mercifully empty. There wasn’t a single person in sight. There weren’t even any bodies lying on the ground. That was good. He didn’t want the Void to consume any more than it had to.

The Yōkai Killer walked out of the alley, its form gleaming as sunlight reflected off its metal body. Clawed feet bit into the concrete as it stalked forward. Kevin didn’t know if it could sense the shift in the air, but its moves were almost halting, as if it was worried. The notion was ridiculous, of course. It was a robot. It couldn’t perceive shifts in the atmosphere like humans and yōkai did.

Red-visored lenses stared into his eyes. Kevin tried to calm his racing heart. This was it.

“NOW, IRIS! FINISH THIS THING OFF!” he shouted as loudly as he could.

Nothing happened.

A soft breeze blew through the clearing.

Nothing happened.

The Yōkai Killer tilted its head, almost as if it, too, was waiting for something to happen.

Nothing happened.

“Oh,” Kevin breathed out as he realized that Iris was not here. “Oh, this is so not good.”

***

Loud explosions rocked the ground. The sound of steel slicing through concrete echoed across the street. Lilian and Iris ran as they were chased by another Yōkai Killer, which had happened upon them not long after Kevin rushed off with the first one.

“This is not good! This is so not good!” Iris shouted.

“Kevin’s gonna be upset with us for sure,” Lilian agreed.

“That’s what you’re concerned about?!”

It flew over them, firing tiny shells of liquid silver from its fingers. Lilian and Iris used reinforcement, boosting their physical abilities and dodging accordingly. They only used short burst reinforcement, however, as neither of them had the youki to use prolonged reinforcement. The silver bullets punctured the ground, then leapt back out and flew at them again—or so it seemed, until the bullets sailed straight through their bodies like they were ghosts.
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Lilian and her sister reappeared several yards away, running in the opposite direction. The Yōkai Killer swiveled around and chased after them.

Lilian could’ve cursed. If she wasn’t so out of breath, she would have cursed. They were supposed to have followed Kevin and helped him deal with the YK unit he was fighting. Instead, another Yōkai Killer had been thrown into their path, and it had designated them as its new targets. Now it was hounding them with relentless tenacity. They were just barely keeping ahead of it!

“Ha… ha… this… really is not good,” Lilian panted. “If this keeps up, then I’ll…”

“Dodge!” Iris shouted.

Lilian grunted as she shoved more youki into her limbs. She swerved to the left, avoiding the tendrils that stabbed the ground like it was made of mud. The Yōkai Killer wasn’t deterred by its lack of success. The tendrils retracted and it fired more bullets at them both. Lilian was able to fool it using a technique that distorted light, making certain objects appear farther away than others, but she couldn’t keep wasting youki like this. She was already running on empty!

Her left shoulder stung, but she ignored it and continued to swerve around as she ran.

“This is so not how shōnen battles are supposed to go,” she ground out.

Her lungs burning with a need for oxygen, Lilian grabbed Iris’s wrist with a tail and rushed behind a building.

“Ha… ha… you know this… isn’t going to… fool it… right?” Iris said between deep breaths.

“I know…” Lilian muttered, wincing as she touched her shoulder. Blood stained her shirt, showing that one of the Yōkai Killer’s bullets had grazed her.

“What are we gonna do?” asked Iris.

“We can’t help Kevin like this,” Lilian said, biting her lip. “We need to deal with that Yōkai Killer first, but…”

“We don’t have any idea what kind of element it’s using as a power source,” Iris finished. Lilian nodded.

She could have Iris use the Void, of course. That would take care of the Yōkai Killer, provided she used enough youki to consume the whole thing. However, Iris couldn’t use her void powers very well. At most, she was good for one or two attacks, maybe even only one, depending on how much youki her first attack used up, and they needed her powers to help Kevin. They couldn’t afford to use that here.

A clicking sound reached Lilian’s ears. Eyes widening, she grabbed her sister and raced away from the wall seconds before it exploded.

The Yōkai Killer burst from the wall and charged at them. Lilian and Iris leapt away from each other, forcing the machine to choose one of them to go after. This caused it to hesitate, which Lilian capitalized on.

“Extension!”

There was no “Gomu Gomu” this time. Lilian extended her tails, which shot past the Yōkai Killer and wrapped around a light pole and a fire hydrant. She then retracted her tails, using them to slingshot her at the yōkai killing machine.

This action made the Yōkai Killer designate her as its target. Metal bullets shot from its fingers—

“Celestial Art: Barrier that Protects the Princess.”

—but they were blocked by the golden shield that sprang around Lilian. The shield didn’t stay long, and when it dissipated, Lilian channeled as much youki into her legs as she could.

Like an explosion going off, Lilian’s feet slammed into the Yōkai Killer’s face with a loud bang. The Yōkai Killer was launched off its feet, flying parallel to the ground like a hover car. It slammed into a wall on the opposite side of the street, then plowed through it and continued on. More sounds erupted from inside: Crashes and bangs and the shout of objects shattering under extreme force. Seconds later, the building crumbled, collapsing like a video game building after she planted explosives near its support pillars.

“Ha!” Lilian laughed, clenching her fist and adopting a suitably heroic pose. “How do you like that, jerk! Even if you are some super powered battle robot, you can’t beat someone like me!”

“Would you stop trying to pretend you're an anime character already?!” Iris shouted.

The rubble of the now collapsed building exploded outward, and the Yōkai Killer emerged unharmed.

“So not fair. There’s not even a scratch on it!” Lilian complained. “He must be using some kind of cheat code.”

“This isn’t a video game!”

The Yōkai Killer shot forward. It raced across the street, closing the distance between it and them—until a red-skinned figure descended from the sky and crushed it beneath her feet. The earth shattered as a large crater formed underneath the Yōkai Killer. Not giving it a chance to recover, the figure launched another punch at it, then another, and another. Silver liquid flew out from underneath the widening crater like blood, splattering along the ground. When the person pounding it was satisfied by the damage they’d done, the figure leapt out of the now twenty-foot crater and landed several feet from Lilian.

“It’s the kijo!” Lilian exclaimed, surprised.

“I have a name,” the kijo growled. “It’s Hina! Use it!”

“What are you doing here?” Lilian ignored Hina’s anger.

Hina clicked her tongue. “I saw that Yōkai Killer chasing after you. Since I know you plan on helping my honey, I figured I’d take care of this one while you two go on ahead.”

“Your honey?!” Lilian scowled. “Listen here, you two-bit secondary character! There’s no way someone like you is going to be a part of Beloved’s harem!”

“Is now really the time to be arguing about this?” asked Iris, who paused. “And why can’t she be a part of his harem? I think it would be kinky to add such a, um, masculine woman into the mix.”

“I don’t like you!” Lilian growled, pointing a quivering finger at Hina. “You annoy me.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Hina shot back, scowling. “However, now isn’t the time for this type of argument. I can’t use the Void, so I can’t help my honey, which means you two are the only ones who can help him. I’ll keep this thing distracted until Kuroneko-hime can come and help me.”

“Come on, Lily,” Iris said, tugging on her sister’s shirt. “Let’s go and help the Stud.”

Lilian stared at the kijo for a while longer, then sniffed and let Iris lead her away. “You’re right. Beloved needs us.”

Casting one last glance at the kijo, Lilian hurried off with Iris to find her mate.

Please be okay, Kevin. Please.

***

“I don’t have a harem!” Kevin screamed for no particular reason—and then he squealed like a little girl when the Yōkai Killer tried to eviscerate him.

Its arms had formed into a pair of large claymores, which it swung with ease, as if they were lighter than feathers. Kevin avoided having his body sliced in twain by knocking the first sword aside with his silver gun. He sidestepped the second swing, which crashed into the black top and split the ground.

Kevin backpedaled, firing off sixteen shots, all of which splashed against its surface like water against a boulder. He then leapt from left to right, zigzagging as several tendrils shot from the Yōkai Killer’s chest. Each tendril came at him with the intent to kill. They were aimed for the eight most vulnerable points on his body: larynx, spine, lungs, liver, jugular, subclavian artery, kidneys, and heart. Kevin knew this because he was purposefully leaving these areas open to attack.

When someone with a killer instinct attacked another person, they always aimed for the openings. Even if they knew they were being led into a trap, they couldn’t help it. It was instinct.

In that same way, Yōkai Killers were just like that. Their entire purpose was to kill. Kevin would even go so far as to say they lived solely for the sake of killing. And, just like any other killer, they always took openings presented to them—even fake ones.

Kevin tilted his head. A tendril shot through the spot it had been. He then knocked it further away with his gun, while at the same time he dodged to the left, avoiding the tendril that had tried to pierce his spine from behind. Another tendril came at him from the front, aiming for his chest. Kevin leapt aside, smacking the tendril further away with his black gun, then spinning around and using his silver gun to smack away the tendril aiming for his heart. He ducked a second later, allowing him to avoid having his subclavian artery pierced, then he rolled backwards, and two tendrils struck the ground where he’d been standing.

When he leapt back to his feet, it was to see the Yōkai Killer already there, its large claymore set to skewer him.

Kevin gritted his teeth and threw himself to the left. He flinched when debris exploded into the air, pelting his body and leaving bruises in their wake. Still he moved, and when the Yōkai Killer tried cutting his lower half from his upper half, he fell onto his knees. Wind generated from the swinging sword buffeted his hair. His eyes watered, but he ignored the stinging pain and rolled along the ground. The road split apart seconds later when a giant claymore sliced through it like a lightsaber through soggy toilet paper.

He pushed himself to his feet, then dove between the legs of his enemy. His shoulder jarred as he rolled incorrectly along the ground. He bit back a scream when his shoulder popped out of its socket. Coming to his feet, he grabbed his limp shoulder and snapped it back into place, tears leaking from his eyes as he blew out a deep breath.

More tendrils jutted from the Yōkai Killer’s back. Kevin did what he’d been doing, falling back on his training. He shifted back into his stance and presented openings for the machine to attack. They came at him and he predicted their trajectory, weaving back and forth, using his guns to knock them aside, and doing everything humanly possible to stay alive.

However, Kevin’s shoulder still hurt, and that pain was making it harder to grasp the complexities of predicting his opponent, especially since the Yōkai Killer was launching numerous tendrils at varying angles and trajectories. Since these machines could create tendrils from any part of their bodies, it made predicting them hard enough without his mind being addled by pain.

He blinked. Several tendrils flew at him. There were four—no, five!

Wide eyed, Kevin moved quicker than he’d moved in a while. A tendril tried to pierce his throat, but he stepped aside and moved past it. Another came in, aimed at his heart. Kevin dodged and smacked it away with his silver gun. Two more came in from either side. It was a pincer maneuver. They went wide and curved in toward him, but Kevin leapt backward and the two missed.

That’s four. Where is—

Kevin gasped in realization. He moved to avoid the attack. He was too late.

Grunting, Kevin looked down at the tendril that had torn through the left side of his torso. It wasn’t a terrible wound—certainly not life threatening, provided he got Lilian or a water yōkai to heal it soon, but it still hurt. His silver gun clattered to the ground as he placed a hand over the wound, ignoring the warm blood staining his fingers.

Metal scraped against ground. Kevin clenched his teeth, looking up to see the Yōkai Killer stalking toward him. It seemed to understand that he was injured, which was perhaps why it acted so much more cautious. Was this thing capable of understanding that an animal was at its most dangerous when cornered?

Gotta think… come on, Kevin! There has to be a way out of this.

He was injured, in pain, and growing weaker. There wasn’t much he could do, but he should still be able to do something! Anything!

Dang it! If only I knew this things element affinity, I could—!

His eyes widened. He stared at the silver gun, which had clattered to the ground. He remembered the words of Dr. Henry, that damn oni who had gotten his hopes up back in Neo Seiryuu.

“When you hold down on the trigger, this meter fills up. If you release the trigger any time before it reaches the halfway meter, then it sprays bullets in a rapid-fire mode, sort of like a machine gun. At the halfway mark, it fires lances that can penetrate the metal hulls of even a tank. And, when you reach the full meter mark, it fires off a beam that can destroy a tank outright.”

That was it!

Ignoring the pain flaring in his torso, Kevin tore off his bandolier and tossed it into the air. He aimed his black gun at it, held the trigger, then released. A lance of fire shot from the barrel, striking the bandolier, which detonated in front of the Yōkai Killer.

Kevin dove for his silver gun, heedless of the stinging throb from his wounds. He unloaded the clip, then reloaded the gun with the ammo clip of void youki he’d gotten from Iris. Clambering to his feet, he aimed his gun, held the trigger, and waited.

The flames dispersed.

Kevin waited.

The Yōkai Killer emerged unscathed.

Kevin waited.

It charged at him, its arms shifting from claymores into lances.

Kevin waited for one more second. Then he released the trigger.

A conical beam of black energy discharged from the barrel. It didn’t blow a hole through the Yōkai Killer. It negated the very concept of the material that it touched. The strangely hydrous metal that composed its body was consumed by the Void, its very existence erased.

However, the beam didn’t stop after destroying the Yōkai Killer. It continued on, slamming into a building across the street. Kevin watched, horrified, as black flames spread from the hole the beam had made, traveling to the rest of the building. Its movements were almost insidious as, little by little, the building disappeared, the flames eating away at the bricks, all the way down to the conceptual level. Soon, there was nothing left, just an empty lot where there had once been a two-story building.

“Oh…”

Kevin fell to his knees, no longer strong enough to hold himself up. With the battle over, and the adrenaline that kept him going vacating his bloodstream, Kevin’s strength vanished.

He fell onto his back, staring up at the sky. It was a bright blue, almost cheerful. Somehow, he felt like the sky was mocking him.

“I think I’m going to be sick.”

Having lived with Iris for over a year now, Kevin knew a lot about the Void. He knew what it was, what it did, and what it wanted to do. He knew that, and yet still he’d used it. The void bullets, which killed even more indiscriminately than if Iris used the Void herself. They were too dangerous. That was why he told himself that he’d only use them as a last resort.

Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Kevin lifted his gun and looked at the meter that told him how many shots he had left.

“It’s half full,” he murmured, dropping his limb again, the gun clattering against the road. “I should have figured this would happen. Charging it for that long had to have drained a lot of the youki put into it. Now I’m two hundred and fifty bullets less—though I suppose I could ask Iris to fill the cartridge up again.”

Kevin didn’t like the idea of asking Iris to do this unless it became necessary. He wanted to protect her, to keep her from having to use the power she so despised—at least, he wanted to minimize her use of it as much as possible.

She should be allowed to live in peace. Everyone should be able to live peacefully.

The sound of scraping metal drew his attention away from his thoughts. He turned his head, shock jolting through him. The Yōkai Killer, black flames engulfing its body, slowly consuming it, stood up. There was a gaping hole in its chest where his attack had blown through it.

Why?

It stalked toward him.

Why isn’t it dead?

Its movements were inexplicably slow.

The Void should have consumed it!

Its arm twitched, then bulged, and then shifted into a spear. The Void ate away at its body. Pieces of it vanished as they were consumed. Yet still it moved. Still it drew near to him.

D-dang it!

Kevin tried to move, to get up, to fight back, but all he could manage was to twitch his arms. He was so tired. His body simply didn’t have the strength needed to fight anymore.

Dang it!

Tri-pronged metal toes scraped along the ground. The sounds were like nails on a chalkboard, and as they grew closer, Kevin imagined his death growing closer as well. He couldn’t die, though. Not now. Not yet. There was still so much he had to do!

Move…

Kevin wanted to go to college. He didn’t know what he would major in, but he would discover that along the way, so he could choose a profession that he loved doing.

Move.

There were so many things that he wanted to do. He wanted to be a good mate to Lilian, to eventually marry her and start a family with her. He wanted to help Iris accept herself, and to be there for her when she needed a shoulder to lean on. He wanted to see Christine again and tell her that he was sorry he hadn’t recognized her when they met again in that arcade. He wanted Kotohime to ruffle his hair and tell her that she was proud of him. He wanted Kiara to give him that fanged grin as she watched him train. He wanted Phoebe to find someone who could help give her a child and would be there to raise it with her. He wanted Lindsay to find happiness. He wanted to see his mom again. He wanted and wanted and wanted, and there were so many things that he still had to do. He couldn’t die here. He wouldn’t die here!

Move!

The Yōkai Killer stood several feet away. A lot of its body had already disappeared, consumed by the Void, but the parts it needed were still there. Its lance-shaped arm was set to stab his chest. Kevin gritted his teeth as he fought with everything he had to move. He just needed to move. Move. Move. Move. Move—

MOVE!

“Void Art: Pillar.”

Black flames slammed onto the Yōkai Killer from above. An enormous pillar of darkness blotted out the machine’s form until Kevin could no longer see it. No heat was emitted from these flames. They technically weren’t even flames, not really. Just as quickly as the void fire had come the black flames dispersed. Kevin looked at the spot where the YK unit had been; there was nothing left in that spot except for a five-foot wide circle of charred ground.

“What…?”

“KEVIN!”

Lilian ran up to him and knelt next to him. She lifted him up and held him to her chest. He sighed and closed his eyes as his face pressed into her soft bosom.

“Are you okay? You’re injured! I’m so sorry! We should have come sooner! We should have—”

“Lilian,” Kevin interrupted. “Thank you. I love you.”

Lilian froze. She remained silent for several moments before, almost shyly, she whispered, “I love you, too.”

“You okay there, Stud?”

Kevin couldn’t see Iris. He wouldn’t have been able to even if his eyes had been open, but he didn’t need to see her to know that she was giving him one of her sexy smirks.

“Fine, just a little tired.”

“Yeah, that’s our bad,” Iris said. “We meant to come sooner, but another of those YK machines attacked us.”

“It’s fine,” Kevin mumbled. By the gods did he feel tired. “You’re here now. That’s what matters.”

“Come on, Beloved,” Lilian used his pet name now that they were out of danger. “Let’s find someplace where you can rest.”

Together, Iris and Lilian helped Kevin stand, holding one of his arms over their shoulders. He slumped within their grasp, lacking the strength to even lift a single leg.

“Thanks for doing this,” he whispered. “And… sorry for being a burden.”

Lilian shook her head. “You could never be a burden. Don’t say stupid things like that.”

“Lily’s right. Besides, this situation has its advantages. With you so weak and helpless, it means I can feel you up as much as I want.” As if to emphasize her point, something grabbed a handful of his left butt cheek and squeezed.

“Please don’t,” Kevin muttered.

“Hey! You’re right!” Lilian exclaimed, as if surprised she hadn’t thought of that first.

“Not you, too, Lilian!”

“By the way, Stud, wasn’t there supposed to be a building in that lot over there?”

“Urk!”

***

Hina growled at the Yōkai Killer. Raising her left hand, the tip of which was glowing blue, she wrote kanji within the air. San. The kanji glowed a brilliant blue before acid spewed from it like water from a fire hydrant.

The Yōkai Killer sliced it in half.

Scowling, Hina leapt back as several spears punctured the ground she’d been standing on. She continued to write. Kaze. A burst of intense wind blasted from the kanji, slamming into the Yōkai Killer and forcing it back. The machine sank its clawed feet into the ground and resisted.

Honō. Intense flames shaped like a cone blitzed the Yōkai Killer. The fire splashed against it, burning around it on all sides. The Yōkai Killer remained unharmed.

Hina was about to try something else—

“That is enough, Hina.”

—when Kuroneko suddenly appeared right next to the Yōkai Killer, her left hand gently touching its shoulder.

“Ether Disintegration.”

And just like that, the battle was over as, like a figurine made of ash, the Yōkai Killer fell apart, crumbling into dust particles that flew away when a breeze blew through the street.

“There,” Kuroneko said, clapping her hands of imaginary dust. “Now the battle is almost over. You’re lucky this unit was harnessing ghost youki for a power source. I wouldn’t have been able to destroy it so easily otherwise—though I do wonder where they got that kind of energy. I suppose it doesn’t matter at the moment.”

“Um, right.”

“Is something wrong, Hina?”

“No… I was merely wondering if those two reached my honey in time.”

“I thought I told you,” a voice said. “Beloved isn’t your honey, you secondary character.”

“Tch! And I told you to keep your grubby paws off him!”

Lilian and Iris walked with a nearly unconscious Kevin between them. The young man’s head lolled from side to side, and his eyes were unfocused. He was clearly on his last leg.

“It seems you’ve been in quite the battle, child,” Kuroneko observed with a cool gaze.

“Understatement of the century,” Kevin muttered blithely. He didn’t seem to be all there.

“Indeed. Well, then, now that you three are here, why don’t you come with me? It is time we ended this battle.”

Kuroneko turned and walked back toward the beach. After a moment’s hesitation, Iris and Lilian followed with Kevin in their arms, and Hina trailed behind them.

“Let me carry him,” Hina demanded.

Lilian growled. “No, shut up.”

“I’m stronger than you. I should be the one to carry him.”

“He’s my mate!”

“And my sex toy.”

“Please don’t say such disturbing things, Iris.”

The group bickered and squabbled all the way to the beach, with Lilian and Iris claiming that Kevin was their mate/sex toy and Hina trying to refute them. Of course, Kevin was practically unconscious by this point. Kuroneko ignored them as they walked onto the sand and looked for one of her maids.

“Ah. Elizabeth, please get that charming commander back on the line for me.”

The woman she spoke to had scales around her eyes, shoulders, and legs. Jutting from her maid-like swimsuit was a long, reptilian tail.

“Yes, Kuroneko-hime!” the maid said.

Kuroneko smiled as she was handed a phone. “And now, let us see if I can’t make the commander more reasonable.”

***

“All of the YK units have been destroyed, sir!”

Gunther turned to Justin. “You see that, boy? All of your—eh? Where’d he go?”

Justin was gone. Gunther looked around the entire bridge, but there didn’t appear to be any sign of him. He clenched his hands into fists as blood rushed to his face.

“That… that bastard! How dare he run away!”

“Sir! That, uh, that woman is on the line again.”

“Give me that!” Snatching the comm. unit from his subordinate's hand, Gunther held the device to his ear. “If you’re calling to try and make me surrender, then you can forget it! America never gives in to threats!”

“Really? Are you sure I can’t convince you?”

“Uh, sir?”

“Silence!” Gunther ordered his subordinate before returning to the woman on the other end. “Now you listen here, you goddamn cunt! This country will never give into your threats! We refuse to surrender!”

“Sir?!”

“Oh, well, that is too bad.”

“SIR!”

“WHAT?!” Gunther screamed at his subordinate.

“T-there are several unidentified objects surrounding us, sir,” the soldier said, pointing outside.

Gunther felt the blood drain from his face as he looked outside. Surrounding his entire fleet of warships, rising from the water like jutting rocks, were several dozen gigantic figures. Inky black and with a pair of large, round eyes, these beings appeared vaguely humanoid in shape, but only from the shoulders up. The rest of their bodies were invisible, hidden beneath the water’s murky surface.

These were the umi bōzu, water monks. They lived in the seas. Most umi bōzu preferred the vast oceans, but they occasionally traveled closer to land as well. A rare few actually enjoyed being near the land.

“S-sir?” the soldier spoke again. “W-what do we do, sir?”

“Excuse me, Commander,” Kuroneko’s voice came out of the unit. “But can I convince you to surrender now? If not, I will have no choice but to destroy your entire fleet.”

Gunther gritted his teeth. He raised the phone to his mouth. “We… we surrender,” he choked, the words coming out with great reluctance.

“A wise choice,” Kuroneko said. “Now, then, how about you and everyone else abandon your ships and come ashore? I would much rather we discuss the terms and conditions of your surrender in person.”

Gunther had never felt like crying more than he did now.

***

Several miles outside of Manhattan Beach, Justin watched the proceedings.

He stood on a several story tall building. A fierce wind whipped around him, but he didn’t feel it. His thermonuclear suit kept his body temperature at exactly 96 degrees.

Through the HUD display on his helmet, Justin zoomed in on the beach, watching as all of the soldiers who’d been on board the ships were taken prisoner once they reached the shore. Commander Gunther stood at the front, his grizzled and scowling visage easily recognizable amongst the crowd. Standing beside him was an elegant woman with a cat tail that split near the middle and triangle-shaped ears sticking out of her head.

“That must be Kuroneko, the famed Byakko of the North Gate,” he murmured. It amused him that the one who’d earned the title Byakko lived in California. While it could technically be considered north, California was about as far south in the United States as one could get.

Kuroneko spoke with Gunther, who grunted and growled in response. Justin couldn’t read the nekomata’s lips, but he read the commander’s well enough. It seemed Gunther was being stubborn and trying to come out of these negotiations on top.

“Too bad he’s not going to get anywhere with a woman like that.”

The Sons and Daughters of Humanity had little information on Kuroneko, but what they did know was enough. Born sometime within the late 900s, Kuroneko was the oldest living nekomata on the planet. Her powers were beyond incredible, and her many centuries of life had given her wisdom beyond measure. It was no wonder they’d lost this battle against her.

“And I had commandeered the entire Naval fleet stationed in California for this operation, too,” he grumbled.

That wasn’t even mentioning the number of soldiers that had been used in this operation. Altogether, Justin estimated that about 5,000 troops had been lost and another 35,000 captured. Of course, he’d also lost ten of his YK units. Commander Paine wouldn’t be pleased when he heard that.

“Still, at least we gained some valuable data…”

A frontal assault wouldn’t work; Kuroneko was prepared for that, which meant a sneak attack would be their best bet. Fortunately, Kuroneko did not know about him. Also, now that she had won the battle, she would assume the threat had passed. Her guard would be down.

“I suppose it is time I return to the Naval Base and come up with my next plan.”

Returning his HUD’s vision back to its standard setting, Justin took off into the air and flew back toward his temporary base. There was a lot that needed to be done.

“Don’t disappoint me now, Kevin, Lilian, Iris. The fun is just getting started…”


CHAPTER 10

THE YŌKAI CAFÉ OF HEALING

“Here we are,” Lilian murmured gently as she led a dead tired Kevin into an unused room.

They were back at The Yōkai Café, alone. Kuroneko was busy negotiating with the commander of the forces they’d captured. Lilian didn’t know what that woman intended to do, but she assumed the nekomata would either ransom them back to the United States, or try to convince them to join her at Saint Byakko. She was betting on the latter, as having an army of 40,000 soldiers would be a boon to them, though how the logistics behind that would work was beyond her. Lilian didn’t care for such things.

“Lilian…” Kevin murmured as she laid him down on the bed and pulled up the covers.

Lilian leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. “Get some rest. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

“M’kay…”

Kevin’s eyes finally fluttered shut and his breathing slowed. Lilian sighed in relief.

He’d been slipping in and out of consciousness for a while now. It had nothing to do with lingering injuries—she’d healed all of those. He was simply exhausted. Kevin had put up an amazing fight, holding off a killing machine specifically made to kill yōkai.

Kevin really is an amazing person.

Just like when they had first met, and he’d helped her when her family had been trying to make mating arrangements, Kevin’s strong will and tenacity continued to surprise her. How many humans could say they’d done what he’d done? How many yōkai? She didn’t know the answer to that, but she imagined it would be very few.

Iris was currently off doing something—she was probably masturbating—which meant that she and Kevin were currently alone. It really was unfortunate that her mate wasn’t conscious to enjoy this time to themselves.

She glanced around their current room. It wasn’t much, just a plain room with little in the way of decoration. It had a bed, a nightstand, a window, a closet, and a desk. Everything seemed fairly standard, as far as rooms went.

Because she didn’t want to wake him, Lilian decided to do something productive with her time. She went over to the desk and, reaching into her cleavage, she pulled out…

… a rubber duck?

“That’s not what I’m looking for.”

Tossing the duck onto the ground, Lilian reached back into her Extra Dimensional Storage Space and pulled out…

… a packet of condoms.

“Why do I have these? Kevin doesn’t use condoms, and I can’t get pregnant unless I’m in heat…”

Shaking her head, Lilian tossed the condoms away, reached back into her Extra Dimensional Storage Space again, and pulled out…

… a surfboard.

A snowboard.

A dildo.

Her entire collection of H-manga.

Her entire collection of shōnen manga.

Her entire collection of harem anime.

Over and over Lilian pulled out something other than what she was looking for. Very soon, she had a large pile of odds and ends sitting beside her like rubble, yet she still hadn’t found what she wanted.

Lilian scowled. “Where is it? I swear, if I left those at home, I’m gonna—oh! Here it is!”

Grinning, Lilian finally pulled out what she was looking for. It was her sketchpad filled with manga panels and concept art. She also found her studio drawing pencil collection which, along with her sketchpad, had been a gift from Kevin last Christmas.

I wonder… will we even get to celebrate Christmas this year?

Shaking off that depressing thought for another time, Lilian sat in front of the desk, opened her sketchbook, and began to draw.

***

Kevin was still groggy when he woke up. He was also naked, which made him question what he’d been doing that night. Only one body was lying against him, a very voluptuous body that he recognized as belonging to Lilian’s sister. A supple thigh grazed against his morning wood, and he suppressed a groan.

“Good morning, Stud,” Iris greeted him with her devilish grin.

“Iris, did you strip me?”

“What makes you think I stripped you?”

“Because you’re the only one who would do that while I’m unconscious.”

“Uhuhuhu, you know me too well.” Iris nuzzled her head against his chest, and her index finger drew circles on his skin. “Say I did strip you naked and crawled into bed with you. What are you going to do about it?”

Kevin’s arm felt like lead, but he moved it anyway, placing it against Iris’s lower back and pulling her closer. Her crotch came into contact with his leg.

“Nothing. I already know there’s no point in getting angry. You’ve always done what you wanted.”

Iris pouted. “That’s no fun.”

“I’m too tired to have fun.”

“Hm,” Iris hummed, sending reverberations through his chest. “You did do a lot more fighting than anyone else yesterday. You were practically dead by the time Lilian dragged you here.”

Kevin frowned. “Is that so? I don’t remember any of it.”

“That’s because you were practically passed out by the time we found you.” Iris tilted her head and slid her body up along his. The act sent jolts down his spine, especially when she pressed her soft lips against the underside of his chin. “You had all of us pretty worried, Stud.”

“Hm. I’m sorry I worried you.”

“It’s fine.” Iris placed several more kisses along his jaw, neck, and collarbone before settling down again. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to help you right away.”

“I guess we’re both sorry then.”

“That does seem to be the case.”

A silence descended upon them. Kevin spent a moment doing nothing. He really was tired. Some part of him just wanted to sleep again, to pull Iris closer to him, until their bodies were practically merged together, and allow Morpheus to take him. There were two reasons that he didn’t. The first was that he felt gross, like his body had been dunked in oil. The second was that he didn’t know where Lilian was.

“If you’re worried about Lily-pad, she’s over there.”

“Eh?”

Kevin followed Iris’s finger. Lilian was slumped over a desk. While he couldn’t see her face, he knew from her posture that Lilian was asleep. Her long red hair cascaded down her back, an evanescent waterfall sparkling in the sunlight that filtered through the window.

“Hey,” Iris groaned when Kevin untangled himself from her and climbed out of bed. “Pillows aren’t supposed to move.”

“I’m not your pillow.”

“You say that, but I know you love cuddling with your beautiful Iris.”

“Whatever,” Kevin mumbled as he slowly walked over to Lilian. His body felt sore, like he’d been trampled by a horde of oni. He reached her side and looked down. Lilian was fast asleep, her head in her arms, and her ears intermittently twitching. A sketchbook rested by her side, its pages open to show what she’d been working on before falling asleep, while pencils lay scattered across the desk.

Lilian was drooling.

I don’t understand how such a sight can be so endearing.

And yet it was. Even when drooling all over her arms and the desk, Lilian was unbearably cute. He would never say that out loud, though. It was too embarrassing.

Grabbing a small tissue from a box lying on the desk, Kevin wiped Lilian’s mouth and arms, then he scooped the redhead into his arms and carried her to the bed. Iris, now sitting up and resting against the pillows, licked her lips as she watched him.

“I’m loving the free show, Stud.”

Kevin tried not to blush. He almost succeeded.

“It’s nothing you haven’t seen before.”

Iris pulled the covers back, allowing Kevin to set Lilian on the bed. The covers were drawn back up, and Iris quickly snuggled up to the sleeping Lilian.

“You’re insatiable,” he complained.

Iris just grinned. “I am what I am.”

“Don’t try to sound cryptic,” Kevin muttered, searching for his clothes. He found them folded up on a chair and hurriedly changed into them, then grabbed a towel from their trunks, which someone had been kind enough to place in this room. “Anyway, if Lilian wakes up before I get back, let her know that I’m taking a shower.”

“Leave it to me.”

Kevin felt a drop of sweat trail down his face as Iris nuzzled her nose into Lilian’s neck. His mate shifted, and her cheeks gained a light flush of red as she let out a soft moan.

“Are you…” Kevin started, then stopped. He shook his head. “No, you know what? I don’t want to know. I’ll see you in a few.”

Iris didn’t even say goodbye as he wandered out of the room and into the hall. His bare feet padded along the carpet. He winced several times as pain struck raw nerve endings. His feet felt blistered, torn, and frayed, like he’d been running barefoot over rocks and hard pavement…

Oh, wait. I did do that, didn’t I?

Kevin promised himself that the next time he went to the beach, he’d keep a pair of shoes near him at all times.

The showers at The Yōkai Café were communal. It was really just a large tiled room with multiple shower heads protruding from the wall. Kevin hung his towel up on a rack outside of the shower room, then stepped over to the nearest shower and turned it onto its hottest setting. The first blast was cold, freezing even, but he bore through it until, eventually, it became so hot that steam fogged up the room.

Pressing his hands against the wall, Kevin groaned under the spray of hot water. The muscles in his back loosened, and the tension in his shoulders eased. He could tell that Lilian had healed him, but healing techniques couldn’t heal the soreness from overused muscles.

I should’ve woken up Lilian and asked if she wanted to take a shower with me…

Kevin didn’t think they would’ve gotten up to anything naughty. His body was too sore for something like that, but it would have been nice to have his mate join him. He’d have also asked Iris to join in as well. Oh, well, that was one opportunity lost, but there would be more, of that he was certain.

The door suddenly slid open while he was lost in thought.

“Oh, it seems someone is already in here,” a voice said. Kevin froze. Then he jolted into action, spinning around to see who’d entered the shower.

“H-Hina?!”

“Hello, Honey.” Hina smiled at him. “I hadn’t realized you were awake, but this is good, isn’t it? Now you and I can have some time to ourselves.”

Hina stood in the doorway, bereft of her clothes, with only a tiny towel covering her massive frame. Kevin would admit, if only to himself, that Hina wasn’t ugly. She towered over him, her lithe body covered in tautly drawn muscles. Her six-pack abs peeked out from behind the towel, and her massive breasts spilled out as she pressed her arm against him. Red skin glowed with a healthy tint that complimented her black hair, which she’d currently put up in a bun, allowing her long pointed ears to be seen. Speaking from a purely aesthetic standpoint, Hina was actually pretty hot.

But Kevin wasn’t interested.

“Uh, a-actually, I’m kinda done now, so, um…”

Hina grinned as she stepped into the room, slid the door closed, then locked it.

“What’s the rush. Why don’t you let me wash your back?”

“I… I already washed my back, so…”

“Then I can just wash it again. I’m sure there are a few spots that you missed.”

Kevin’s back pressed against the wall. He had nowhere to go. Hina’s towering frame loomed over him like a Gundam over a tank.

Why does this keep happening to me?!

It’s because you’re a harem protagonist.

“I’m not a harem protagonist!” Kevin howled.

Hina blinked. “Who are you talking to?”

“I, um, wait.” Kevin also blinked. “I’m not sure. Who am I talking to again?”

Kevin and Hina stared at each other, and quite suddenly, Kevin remembered his situation. Judging from the growing smile on her fanged face, Hina did too. Holding out his hands in a calm down gesture, Kevin tried to reason with the kijo.

“N-now don’t do anything hasty—eeek!”

Kevin ducked as Hina lunged. Tiles shattered as the woman ploughed into them, but he ignored the rain of broken tiles that battered against his body and ran out from underneath her. He rushed for the door. It was locked, but he knew how to handle that.

“Combustion-of-manly-souls-break-down-this-door-flying-kick!”

Performing a flawless jumping spin kick, Kevin slammed into the door, which broke and flew open. It hurt, which he had expected because he was barefoot. He shunted the pain aside, grabbed his towel, and ran out of the room like hell hounds were chasing him—or like a kijo who wanted his baby batter was after him. It was the same either way.

“You can’t escape from me, Honey!”

Hina burst out of the room, the door frame exploding as she didn’t bother ducking, and chased after him. Kevin shrieked like a little girl and put on a burst of speed. His heart pounded as they tore through the hall. His breathing was already ragged. It came out in harsh rasps. He still kept running, however. If he could just get downstairs, then he could escape from this crazy woman!

At that exact second, a door several feet in front of him opened and Kuroneko walked out.

“Oh, child. I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to—”

That sentence never got finished.

Because Kevin, unable to reduce his speed, crashed into her like a human meteor.

The world around them spun. Kevin yelped as his body was battered, smacking into and rolling across the ground in an uncontrolled tumble. He couldn’t see anything. The only thing he could hear was the pounding of his own heart and the scream that tore from his mouth.

And then it was over. Everything grew mercifully calm. Kevin still couldn’t see.

Assuming that he couldn’t see because something was wrong with his eyesight, Kevin blinked several times. Nope. He still couldn’t see—wait! He could make something out. While everything was dark, there were variations in how dark. Certain parts were lighter than others, and he could make out something pink.

Pink?

“Mmm?” he tried to say something, but something was muffling his mouth.

“A-ahn!” a moan echoed from above him.

Kevin’s eyes widened as the thing that was muffling his mouth became wet. A damp stain was growing on what he recognized as fabric.

“MMPH!”

“Oh! You really are a naughty child, aren’t you?”

“MMMMPPPPHHH!!”

“AHN!”

Kevin bucked and squirmed as he tried to get out from underneath Kuroneko. His actions seemed to have the opposite effect, however. The harder he struggled, the more he shouted, the tighter the nekomata’s grip on him became. Her thighs tightened around his head, until it felt like they were trying to squeeze his brains through his ears. His nose was pressed deeper into the pink thing, which he now recognized as a pair of panties. He couldn’t breathe anymore. And his panic had caused him to expend a lot of energy. If he didn’t do something soon, then he would… he would…

W-wait… what is… going…

Darkness engulfed him.

***

Fifteen minutes later, a mortified Kevin was sitting on a bed with an amused Iris on one side and a disappointed Lilian on the other. Standing in front of them was Kuroneko, whose smiling eyes gleamed with a Cheshire cat’s amusement. Hina leaned against a wall, her arms crossed and her expression stern.

“I can’t believe all that happened while I was asleep,” Lilian muttered.

“I’m sorry,” Kevin said softly.

“Think of all the research I could have gotten for my manga!”

Kevin facepalmed. “That’s what you’re concerned about?!”

“Isn’t that what she’s always concerned about these days?” asked Iris.

“I was right to think you would be an interesting child,” Kuroneko said, amused. “However, amusing morning greetings aside, I was hoping to speak with you three before you leave. First, I would like to apologize to the three of you.”

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris shared a look.

“Are you talking about how you used us as bait to lure out the US Navy?” Lilian asked.

While Hina looked surprised, Kuroneko simply raised an eyebrow. “Oh? I had not realized that you were aware I used you three as bait.”

Lilian’s eyes gained a dangerous gleam as she giggled quietly, much like a certain sword-wielding kitsune back in Arizona.

“Ufufufu, don’t underestimate me. I haven’t read over six thousand volumes of manga and watched hours of anime just for fun, you know. I’ve seen this plot before in plenty of anime. In fact, one of my favorite manga in the entire world has a plot very similar to this.” She paused. “Although, I don’t think the main characters were used as bait. There also wasn’t as much nudity and there was way more violence in our battle than there was in the anime. Hm…”

“You’re talking about Aika, aren’t you?”

“Yes! Aika R-16: Virgin Mission!”

“Oh!” Iris snapped her fingers. “I remember watching that one!”

“That was one of the only anime you’ve watched with us,” Lilian muttered.

“So? Anime isn’t really my thing.”

“Please continue,” Kevin said, gesturing to Kuroneko. The nekomata peered at the two girls as they bickered, then focused back on Kevin.

“Very well. As I was saying, I wished to apologize for using you three as bait. I know it wasn’t very kind of me, but I didn’t like how close that naval fleet was to my home. Since I will be leaving for Neo Seiryuu soon, I thought it was best to nip this problem in the bud before it became an even bigger threat.”

Kevin slowly nodded. “I suppose I can understand that.”

And he did. Kuroneko obviously cared for her people. She wanted to provide them with a safe place. However, that safety had been threatened by the ever-present naval base at San Diego. It was only natural that she would want to do something about it before leaving, especially since her presence was what had kept the naval base from attacking.

“You’re too kind.” Kuroneko clasped her hands together and smiled at him. “Now then, I suppose I should get to the next reason I wanted to speak with you. Daven has—”

The earth shook as a series of loud explosions rocked the building. Screams came from inside and outside of the café. While Kuroneko stood to her feet, Kevin, Lilian, and Iris all fell off the bed, landing in a tangled heap of limbs and tails on the floor.

“What on earth is going on?” Kuroneko asked of no one in particular. Meanwhile, Hina had adopted a combat stance, her left index finger glowing a bright blue.

A large crash echoed around them as the ceiling collapsed, and something that glistened like silver dropped to the floor. It crouched on the ground, body lowered like a predator getting ready to pounce on its prey. It was a Yōkai Killer.

Kuroneko moved before it could even stand up. She stepped into its guard and slammed her open palm against its chest plate. The next thing anyone knew, the Yōkai Killer was gone, having been blasted right through a wall and into the streets below.

“It seems I have underestimated our foes,” Kuroneko murmured.

After untangling himself from Lilian and Iris, Kevin stood up, glaring out of the hole that the Yōkai Killer had made.

“I don’t think this is the work of the naval base,” he said. “You already defeated them, and they haven’t been released yet. I’m pretty sure the Sons and Daughters of Humanity are responsible for whatever is going on now.”

Kuroneko agreed with him. “Indeed. I should have expected nothing less from that terrorist group.”

Lilian walked over to the hole that Kuroneko had made when she’d liberally punched the Yōkai Killer through the wall. Her eyes widened and she turned back to Kevin and the others.

“Kevin, we’ve got big problems.”

“I was kind of aware of that already.”

“No, you don’t understand. Look outside.”

Kevin heard the urgency in his mate’s words. He didn’t question her after that and strolled over to the hole, taking a look outside.

Chaos. Pandemonium. Everywhere he looked, something horrible was happening. Explosions rocked the city, buildings were burning, people were screaming, and Yōkai Killers were attacking in masse. There were so many of them that Kevin couldn’t even begin counting their numbers. They flew through the sky, zipping around like flies and destroying everything in their wake.

“Oh, that’s not good…” he muttered.

Iris agreed. “I guess this is what happens when we win a battle and grow lax as a result of thinking we won the war.”

“Iris!” Lilian hissed at her sister. “That’s a rude thing to say.”

“No, she is correct,” Kuroneko said, also staring out at the chaotic throng of violence taking place. “I should have foreseen this the moment Yōkai Killers were deployed for combat at Manhattan Beach.”

The US military did not have access to the Yōkai Killers. Only the Sons and Daughters of Humanity used those right now. Kevin knew it was because there simply weren’t enough of them to wage a full-scale war, so Yōkai Killers were only ever used for special missions that involved the killing of high-profile targets—or so Kevin had believed.

Kevin bit his lip. “Someone high up in the Sons and Daughters of Humanity must be here. That’s the only explanation for why so many Yōkai Killers have been deployed.”

“You’re probably right,” Lilian agreed.

“So, what do we do now?” asked Iris. “We’re not going to fight, are we? I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t think our participation is going to make much of a difference.”

At that exact moment, a Yōkai Killer rushed into the room, forcing Kevin, Lilian, and Iris to dodge. Kuroneko didn’t dodge, and when the Yōkai Killer tried to stab her with its spear-shaped arm, she stepped around the attack and punched it with a glowing blue fist.

“Aether Force.”

A ripple distorted the air before, like a planet being struck by a comet, the Yōkai Killer was launched back out the way it had come, disappearing into the distance.

“You three will not be fighting in this battle,” Kuroneko said, turning to them. “I have already used your presence for my benefit too much. I cannot impose another request of this nature on you.”

Kevin wanted to protest those words. He wanted to tell her that they would be more than willing to help out. He didn’t, however, because they were running on a bit of a time limit. While no such limit had truly been imposed, the sense of urgency that Daven had when he had given them this mission had been apparent to him. They couldn’t afford to dally here for much longer.

“Besides,” Kuroneko continued. “It is not like having two kitsune and one human added to the mix will help in this instance. There are too many enemies for three more people to make up the difference.”

“That is true,” Lilian murmured, placing a hand to her lips. “Still, though, it kinda leaves a bad taste in my mouth to abandon you guys like this.”

“Really? Because I don’t feel the same way,” Iris declared—and then received a smack to the back of her head from Lilian and Kevin.

“Nobody asked you,” they said at the same time.

“Tch. I never get any love.”

Kuroneko graced them with a rare smile. “While I appreciate the sentiment, I do not feel the same way. Your mission is far more important in the grand scheme of things. Daven has asked you to speak with each of the Four Saints in the hopes of building an army that can match the US Military and the Yamata Alliance. That is far more important than you staying here to help out.”

“But how can you help raise an army if you’re defeated here?” Lilian pressed.

Kuroneko grinned at her. “My dear girl, do you really believe that an attack of this caliber is enough to defeat me?”

At the exact moment that Kuroneko said this, a Yōkai Killer burst in through the wall. It landed on the floor, metallic feet digging into the carpet.

“Aether Orb.”

It was then sent back out when Kuroneko shot a bright blue ball of energy at it, sending it crashing through several buildings.

Lilian shook her head.

“Exactly. While this attack did come as a surprise, it is not as if something like this will be enough to defeat me, and it’s not like we haven’t planned for this eventuality anyway. All the people of Saint Byakko know what to do in the event of a surprise attack. Now, then, you three need to leave here. Hina shall be your escort.”

“What? Why is—”

“Not the time to argue, Lilian,” Kevin interrupted before she could finish.

Lilian huffed and crossed her arms. “Fine, I suppose she can escort us.”

“You should be lucky that I’m escorting you,” Hina taunted. “You’d never make it out of this state alive if I wasn’t.”

While Lilian bristled with barely constrained anger, Kevin intervened before she could actually say something.

“In that case, we’ll be relying on you. Please lead the way.”

“Of course. Anything for you, Honey.”

While Kevin shuddered, Iris leaned over and whispered into his ear. “Hey, it totally slipped my mind until just now, but why is she calling you ‘Honey’?”

Lilian growled.

“Don’t ask,” Kevin muttered as the shuddering was finally grounded.

He didn’t think he’d ever get used to how these yōkai women treated him.

***

There were secret tunnels underneath Saint Byakko. According to Hina, who was acting as their guide, the tunnels had been created by Kuroneko decades ago. She’d done so with the assumption that yōkai might become endangered by humans and would need a means of escaping the city unnoticed.

Her foresight in this matter impressed Kevin. She might not have ever believed that humans and yōkai would eventually wage war against each other, but she hadn’t lived her life under the assumption that it could never happen either.

The tunnels were a series of underground passage that reminded him of the underground railways in places like London, Tokyo, and New York City—minus the railroad tracks. The ground was smooth pavement, and the ceiling was arched. Their footsteps echoed and bounced back to them as they walked, and the explosions and sounds of combat above them continued to make themselves known.

I should be up there.

Kevin wasn’t really the kind of person who helped others simply because it was the right thing to do. He wasn’t a hero from a shōnen manga, the kind who helped because that’s what heroes did. However, that didn’t mean he could just ignore when people were in trouble either. Only a truly horrendous or apathetic person could ignore someone in need, and Kevin liked to think that, flaws aside, he was a decent person who would help someone if they needed it.

People are dying and here I am, scurrying around underground like some kind of rodent.

It made him feel sick. There were people above him who were fighting for their very lives, and he was running away. What kind of person did that make him? He couldn’t imagine it was a very good one.

“Beloved…”

Walking alongside him, Lilian placed a hand on his shoulder. He looked at her, at the kind smile she was giving him. Her smile was like a panacea for his troubled mind.

“I understand how you feel right now. Running away like this gets on my nerves, too,” she said.

“Really? Because it doesn’t bother me one bit,” Iris declared.

“Nobody asked you,” Kevin and Lilian said in unison.

“Tch!”

“Anyway, while I understand how you feel, you know that we don’t have any other choice. We really do need to leave here quickly. We’ve already stayed here too long,” Lilian said.

“I know.” Kevin sighed. “But I still feel like I should be doing something other than running away. I feel like a coward.”

“Me too. Running away from a battle like this isn’t something a shōnen hero should do.”

“Um… right.”

“If it makes you feel any better, most of the people currently fighting have been specifically trained by Kuroneko-hime herself,” Hina said. “All of the civilians have most likely been evacuated by now.”

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” He smiled at Hina. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, Honey.”

Kevin shuddered again.

“Hey! Stop calling Kevin ‘Honey,’” Lilian growled, grabbing Kevin’s arm and holding it protectively to her chest.

“I’ll call him whatever I want, and you can’t stop me.”

“Now, now, let’s settle down,” Kevin said. “We shouldn’t be arguing right now.”

“That’s too bad,” Iris replied. “I think it would’ve been erotic if they started fighting. They could wrestle across the ground, ripping and tearing each other’s clothes off, their breasts mashing together. Wouldn’t you like to see that, Stud?”

“N-not really.”

“Ha! You’re looking away. You’d totally like to see it happen.”

“Be quiet, Iris,” Lilian demanded. “There’s no way that would ever happen—certainly not with the ogre.”

“O-ogre!” Hina growled. “I’m a kijo, you damn fox! Ogres don’t even exist!”

“Not the time, you two,” Kevin interrupted again. “Come on, let’s keep moving.”

Lilian and Hina huffed at each other but said nothing more. Kevin sighed in relief. They really couldn’t afford to stop and argue like this right now.

“The parking garage is about two miles from where we started,” Hina informed them. “So, we only have about fifteen more minutes to go.”

“And you’re sure our car is really there?” Lilian asked, her voice biting.

“Of course I’m sure. Kuroneko-hime had us move your car the day you three came here. No one else would have moved it.”

“Good. Then let’s keep moving.”

“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” a voice said. Several feet ahead of them, three figures could be seen emerging from the darkness of the tunnel, and Kevin recognized one of them immediately.

“Justin!”

“Hello, Kevin,” Justin greeted mildly. “It’s been awhile since our last confrontation. I apologize for that. My commander had me stuck with hundreds of missions. I’ve barely had any time to myself.”

Like the last time they’d seen him, Justin was wearing that silver body armor. Unlike last time, he also had a helmet, which covered most of his head, leaving only his face visible. Standing on either side of him was a Yōkai Killer.

Kevin clenched his fist. A slew of negative emotions welled up inside of him. Betrayal. Hurt. Anger. Justin had once been one of his friends.

“Heh, if it isn’t Slowpoke,” Iris said. “I haven’t seen you since you ambushed us.”

Smiling, Justin shifted his attention from Kevin to Iris. “I do apologize for ambushing you, but, well, you know how it is. Orders and all that. I am glad to see that you’re doing well. Last time I saw you, you had been turned into a mindless beast.”

“You can thank Stud for that.” Her lips curling seductively, Iris placed a tender hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “He risked his own life to save mine. You’re also pretty lucky. Had he not done so, you would have been killed.”

“Oh, I’m sure I could have escaped well enough,” Justin joked.

“Who is this?” Hina asked Lilian, who was the only one not participating in the conversation.

“That’s Justin. He used to be one of Kevin’s friends.” Lilian paused. “Why am I telling you this? Why are you even talking to me?”

“Don’t ask me. You’re the one who answered my question.”

Lilian clicked her tongue.

“You’re the one responsible for all this, aren’t you,” Kevin deduced. “The attack at Manhattan Beach, and now the attack here in Saint Byakko… was all this just a ruse to find us?”

“Partially,” Justin admitted. “My actual orders were to tail you, find out what you were up to, and kill you before you could accomplish your mission.” He chuckled, his lips peeling back into a grin. “I think I might have failed in that last part, but you know what they say, right? Better late than never.”

“So, you’re here to kill us, then?” Kevin asked.

“That’s right.”

“As if I’d let you kill my honey,” Hina declared, her sharp nails lengthening. “I don’t care about those two vixens—”

“Hey!” the two aforementioned vixens shouted.

“But I’ll be damned if I let you hurt my honey!”

Hina’s left index finger glowed a bright blue. She used it to scribble something in the air. Kevin recognized it as kanji, logographic characters used in the Japanese writing system, though he didn’t know what they said. He couldn’t read kanji.

The symbols glowed bright blue, then turned into a fiery red before a geyser of flames burst into existence. The flames engulfed Justin completely. His body was no longer visible. For just a moment, Kevin felt regret that someone he’d considered to be a friend was dead.

“Wow. These flames are pretty hot.”

The regret died when, upon the flames being dispersed, Justin reappeared, unharmed, his body surrounded by a light blue barrier.

“What the—?!” Hina gasped in shock, but before she could finish her sentence, several spears of liquid silver pierced her body. Blood leaked down her skin and stained her shirt as, without much effort, she was lifted off the ground and tossed away like a ragdoll.

“Hina!”

“Was she a friend of yours?” Justin asked. “I’m sorry for doing that. It might seem hypocritical of me, but I’m not really fond of killing.” Kevin gritted his teeth as he glared at Justin. “That’s quite a fierce look you’ve gained. I don’t think I’ve ever seen it directed at me before. Scary.”

Kevin ignored Justin for a moment. He pushed his anger and the betrayal he felt to the side as well. He couldn’t let his anger cloud his judgement. Rational thinking would save the day here.

He eyed the two Yōkai Killers on either side of Justin. The one that had stabbed Hina retracted its tendrils, which went back into its body as if they’d never existed. They would pose the biggest problem. Still, there had to be a way to get past them.

He looked at Lilian. She was staring at him, her face expectant. He glanced back at Justin, then at Lilian. Slowly, so as not to tip off Justin, she nodded.

“Well, I suppose it’s time we got this over with,” Justin continued. “It’s a shame that things had to end this way, Kevin, but I suppose that’s what happens in war.”

“You’re right,” Kevin said. “That is what happens in war. This also happens in a war.”

“Eh?”

“Now, Lilian!”

“Celestial Art: Flare!”

Kevin closed his eyes as two balls of light appeared before Justin’s face and exploded. Justin’s pained screams burned his ears.

“Iris! The wall to your left!”

“Void Art: Void Fire!”

Kevin could hear the roar of black flames as they consumed the wall. Without opening his eyes, he rushed over to where Hina was, lifted her into a fireman's carry, and stood up.

“Iris?!”

“It’s ready!”

Trusting in his partner, Kevin dashed through where the hole should have been made. He felt relief when he didn’t slam into the wall or become consumed by the Void, and instead entered another passage. Opening his eyes, he saw that Lilian and Iris had also made it out and were running alongside him.

“Why did you bring her with you?” Lilian asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Because I’m not about to let someone die if I can save them,” Kevin answered. “Do you really expect me to be that heartless?”

Lilian grimaced. “No, I don’t. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. Let’s just focus on running.”

“Hey, hurry it up!” Iris shouted. “You’re lagging behind.”

Kevin heaved a deep breath, gritted his teeth, and pushed his legs as hard as he could. It had been a long time since he’d been in track—almost a year—but it wasn’t like he’d stopped getting faster. Training with Kiara and Heather nearly every day had kept his muscles from atrophying. If anything, Kevin would say that he’d grown stronger than before.

He kept his breathing even, or as even as possible. His chest felt strained, but it didn’t hurt, which he took as a good sign. Their footsteps echoed loudly in his ears, pounding staccato rhythms that bounced back and forth. Behind them, loud crashing sounds told him that Justin had recovered and was now after them.

“What are we gonna do?” Iris asked. “We can’t just keep running. They’re going to catch up, and I can only burn through maybe one or two more walls.”

“Right.”

Kevin breathed in through his mouth and out his nose to keep the oxygen circulating, while he tried to think up a plan. Iris could only use the Void two more times before the strain became too much. Kevin had one cartridge full of void bullets, but he’d rather not use those unless he had to.

What we need to do is fight him in a battle of our own choosing. I’d prefer a larger space with more room to hide, but we’ll need to put some more distance between us.

“I take it you’ve got a plan?” Lilian said as Kevin used his free hand to unhook a flash grenade from a spare bandolier. He always kept several, since they had a tendency to get destroyed.

“Something like that,” he muttered, dropping the flashbang and continuing to run. It went off several seconds later, but Kevin didn’t hear a scream, which led him to believe Justin had seen it coming and closed his eyes—or he hadn’t been close enough for it to blind him.

“Iris? How long can you keep those flames burning?”

“Depends on how many flames you want me to make. If you want me to create a wall, then I’d say… less than thirty seconds.”

“Never mind then.” Kevin quickly thought up another plan. “Lilian, collapse the ceiling above us.”

“Right. Celestial Art: Giant Orb!”

A grand ball of golden energy coalesced into existence and exploded against the ceiling. The tunnel rumbled as the ceiling caved in behind them. Kevin stumbled, almost tripping when the earth shook, but Lilian grabbed him with a tail to keep him from falling.

“Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

“So, what now?” asked Iris.

“Now, we keep moving until we find that garage.”

While Kevin sounded confident, they soon discovered that finding the garage was harder than it looked. They ran into their first problem when, after nearly five minutes of running, they caught a group of people rushing through a tunnel. They were civilians, humans and yōkai who didn’t know how to fight. This forced them to turn back around and go the other way, taking a different route. They couldn’t let innocents get caught up in this.

The tunnel was a lot like a maze, they soon realized. There were many paths that someone could take. Some led to dead ends, while others led to civilian shelters. Because of that, it took much longer than he would have liked, but they eventually found the parking garage, or what Kevin hoped was the parking garage.

Steel cast iron barred their path. The door, gleaming silver in the flickering lights, stood like a silent sentinel guarding the entrance to the heavens.

“So, um, how do we get in?” Iris asked.

“Maybe we should use that device on the wall over there.” Lilian pointed to the device in question. It was a small diamond-shaped contraption no larger than Kevin’s thumb. A small square in the center glowed light blue.

“A thumbprint scanner?” Kevin guessed. He went up and pressed his thumb against the device, which beeped several times, then beeped once more.

“Access denied. You are not authorized to enter.”

“So much for that,” Iris muttered.

“Try Hina’s thumbprint,” Lilian suggested. “She was the one guiding us, so that must mean she has access to this place.”

“Good idea.”

Kevin grabbed Hina’s hand and pressed her thumb into the scanner. Several beeps told him that it was scanning the thumb. There was a two second pause, then it pinged.

“Access granted. Welcome, Hina Kozuki.”

“What a weird last name,” Iris said.

“No weirder than Pnevma,” Kevin shot back.

“The gate is opening,” Lilian interrupted their bickering.

Indeed, she was right. Metal gears cranked behind cement walls, turning as the gate slowly opened, revealing a well-lit interior. They walked inside. Large support columns stood in rows that traversed the room like a tic-tac-toe board. Paint on the cement floor were white lines, and within those lines were vehicles. Numerous vehicles sat within the parking spaces. Most of them were simple sedans and cars, but a few were more esoteric. There was even a large fuel tanker sitting near the back.

“There it is!” Lilian exclaimed, pointing at their car, which sat in a corner, seeming almost lonely.

“I guess we’re home free,” Iris said, grinning. “Heh, we didn’t even have to fight Slowpoke.”

“Not quite,” a voice said from above them.

“Scatter!” Kevin shouted as cracks appeared along the ceiling.

He, Lilian, and Iris bolted in opposite directions as the ceiling came down. Kevin hid behind a pillar as dust clogged up the area. He set Hina against the pillar and used the nearest car window to see what was happening. Two figures had fallen through the hole, their metallic forms easily recognizable. The Yōkai Killers stood still, but their visored heads swiveled around, searching for a target. Justin came down next, slowly descending on whatever repulsors he had built into his suit.

“I have to admit, that was a pretty tricky move you pulled there,” Justin said, shaking his head. “I really should have expected you to do something crazy like that—guess I forgot who I’m dealing with.”

“That’s what you get for underestimating us!” Lilian shouted, her voice echoing around the room, making it impossible to determine where she was.

“Yes, I suppose you have a point there. I really should learn to stop underestimating you guys. It’s not very good for my health, or my eyesight,” Justin joked.

“Justin,” Kevin shouted, “why don’t you forget about the Sons and Daughters of Humanity and join us instead?”

“What are you saying, Kevin?!”

“I’m with Lily on this one, Stud. Asking someone who’s trying to kill us to join us is stupid.”

Kevin ignored them. “You were one of my friends once, Justin! And I know you don’t agree with the Sons and Daughters of Humanity! You don’t hate yōkai, so why follow them?”

“This question again?” Justin scratched the back of his helmet. “Look, Kevin, you know why I can’t do that. I can’t deny my purpose. I was made for the sole purpose of eliminating yōkai. It’s the whole reason I exist. Denying or trying to fight against my purpose is like denying what I am.”

“And what are you?”

“A weapon, a tool that is meant to be wielded against yōkai. That is why I was created. I don’t have anything left if I deny this purpose.”

Kevin couldn’t understand Justin’s reasoning. Perhaps it was because he’d never been born with such a specific purpose, but Kevin just didn’t comprehend it. Did his friend really believe the crap coming out of his mouth, or had he been so brainwashed that he couldn’t even conceive of finding a new purpose?

“I think that’s a load of bull!”

“Think what you want, but this conversation is over. YK units thirty and thirty-one, eliminate the targets Kevin Swift, Lilian Pnevma, and Iris Pnevma now,” Justin said. The YK units’ red visors glowed brightly as if acknowledging his order to exterminate them.

***

Kuroneko was like a hellcat. She leapt through the air, ethereal tongues of blue energy pushing her forward. Her claws were covered in ether, pure life energy derived from the cosmos, and she used that energy to great effect, tearing through Yōkai Killers like they were sheets of paper. While nearly every machine she ripped to shreds regenerated, it took a while for that to happen, which meant her people had that much more time to evacuate.

Using a Yōkai Killer as a platform, she leapt off before it could skewer her with its tendrils. Her tails writhed furiously to the beat of an unseen symphony. Blue energy gathered in her hands, tiny strands of ether pulled from the cosmos, turning into two tiny orbs, which she combined together.

“Ether Beam.”

It was like a giant laser shot from a sci-fi warship. The beam tore through everything. Yōkai Killers were sheared in half, their bodies falling away from each other. She aimed primarily at the Yōkai Killers in the sky, doing her best to avoid damaging the city.

Several came at her from below, and Kuroneko dispelled her technique. Ethereal nail-like claws elongated on her hands and feet. Crouching on the building, she used her incredibly powerful thighs to shoot through the air.

The first Yōkai Killer to feel her wrath was torn to shreds when she slammed into it, slicing it into several pieces. It would regenerate eventually. She used the second one as a platform, leaping into the air while using her clawed feet to shear its head off. While in midair, she spun around like a top, and thin blue strings appeared from her nails.

“Ether Line.”

She spun faster and faster, the glowing blue lines becoming rapid streaks that blurred through the atmosphere, until it looked like a cyclone. Several Yōkai Killers launched tendrils at the tornado that Kuroneko had become, but each tendril was sliced apart by the thin blue strands of ether youki. Kuroneko then stopped spinning and spread her arms and legs wide. The strands shot out, twenty in all, and extended for several dozen yards. Several Yōkai Killers tried to attack, and several more attempted to get in close, but Kuroneko pulled her arms and legs back seconds later.

“Cat’s Cradle.”

The blue strings converged around her, slicing through anything that was too close. Line after line wrapped around an invisible barrier created by Kuroneko’s energy. The strands created a ball, each line glowing blue, forming what, to an outside observer, would have looked like a giant ball of yarn.

“Ether Yarn.”

The ball of “yarn” fell to the ground, slicing apart several Yōkai Killers that had been underneath it. When it landed, it bounced, flying back into the air. Yōkai Killers converged around it, but at that instance, a voice inside spoke up.

“Ether Explosion.”

It was like a nuclear bomb had gone off in a confined space. The many strands of energy blew apart like a thousand tiny detonations going off at once. Everything within a twenty-yard radius was annihilated. The Yōkai Killers—even those whose elemental composition wasn’t the spirit element and therefore wasn’t ether youki’s elemental opposite—were completely destroyed.

The Yōkai Killers that didn’t get caught in the blast were blown away by the immense force winds that pushed into them. Several crashed through buildings, plowing straight through one side and out the other. A couple of buildings collapsed because of that. Kuroneko felt a bit disappointed, but she knew that some collateral damage was to be expected when using her full power.

Landing on the ground, Kuroneko noticed that no enemies were near her anymore. They must have been blown away. She could see several that were currently fighting her forces off in the distance, but they were far enough to have not gotten caught in the blast.

“Kuroneko-hime!”

A figure ran up to her, a young woman with fair skin, elven ears, and angelic wings—pinions of the purest white—jutting from her back. A tennyo, a heavenly messenger that worked for the gods. They were quite rare in the human world, as most tennyo lived in the heavens. Only a few chose to live on earth.

“Have the civilians been evacuated?” Kuroneko asked calmly.

“Yes, Kuroneko-hime,” Alison said, nervously shifting her feet. “However, there might be a bit of a problem.”

Kuroneko did not like the sound of that. “What kind of problem are you talking about?”

Alison opened her mouth to answer, but she never got the chance to say anything.

Because in that moment, a massive explosion rocked the entire city. Gouts of smoke and wreckage ascended into the sky. Even from a distance, Kuroneko could tell where it had come from.

“That… was from parking garage number four, was it not?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am. We have been receiving reports from several people about a trio of teenagers running that way. The descriptions we were given matched those of our guests. The reports also claimed that the boy was carrying a large woman with red skin over his shoulder.”

“Oh, dear,” Kuroneko said. “If this is the kind of destruction they cause, then perhaps I should have sent them off with more than a single escort.”

Alison felt sweat trail down the left side of her face.

“Shall I arrange for someone to go and see what is happening over there?” she asked.

“There is no need. Once we have driven these machines off, I shall see what is going on myself.”

Kuroneko turned back to the battlefield. Several Yōkai Killers had regenerated after being destroyed and were coming back to attack her.

“For now, let us focus on the battle in front of us,” she said, her fingers glowing once more.

As she prepared to resume her battle, Kuroneko prayed that Hina and those children were okay.

***

Kevin bolted from his cover and rushed across the parking garage, using each pillar as protection to keep from being skewered. Cement fragments rained down around him, pelting his skin. Some were large enough to leave bruises, but he ignored the pain and continued moving. He couldn’t afford to stay in one place for very long.

He, Lilian, and Iris had all split up but remained close enough to watch each other’s backs. Using the pillars as cover, they crossed the parking lot. Every time one of them became a target, the others would attack the Yōkai Killers, forcing them to switch targets.

“Celestial Art: Light Sphere!”

Lilian launched a sphere of light that struck one of the Yōkai Killer’s in the back of the head. It turned to her, tracking her movements, then attempted to skewer her with a tendril—

“Extension!”

—when a long black tail smacked it across the garage. The Yōkai Killer crashed into one of the many large pillars, denting it and creating numerous cracks that caused pieces to break off. No damage was actually done to it, however, and the Yōkai Killer landed back on its feet and tried to locate the one who’d attacked it.

Kevin raced out from behind another pillar. He spotted the two Yōkai Killers. One had engaged Lilian and the other was looking for Iris. He shot the one trying to skewer his mate with several fire bullets that flared against its body but did no visible damage.

It’s not using a water reactor, then.

Courtesy of Kuroneko, Kevin now had exactly one cartridge full of each type of youki. She’d given it to him before they left, claiming he would probably need them at some point. He didn’t disagree.

Rushing behind a pillar as the Yōkai Killer shot several bullets from its fingertips, Kevin pressed his back against the cement, listening to the plink-plink-plink-plink of a dozen metal shells chipping away at his cover. He took several deep breaths and waited for the sounds to stop.

We’ll try water next.

“It seems your guns have been upgraded,” Justin said from somewhere close by.

Kevin didn’t bother being surprised. He just moved.

Rolling along the ground, he avoided the beam of white energy that lanced through the place he’d been standing. Looking back revealed a small hole in the pillar, the area around it molten red and dripping.

Justin smiled and held up his hand, which quickly shifted from a gun back into a glove. “You’re not the only one who’s received an upgrade. This suit has been charged with fire youki from a six-tailed fire kitsune. You don’t know how hard it was to capture that one. It took me nearly two weeks to find and defeat it even with twenty YK units.”

Kevin didn’t talk. He didn’t want to waste his breath, not when every breath he took was precious. Using strength to talk when conversation wasn’t necessary would only ensure his defeat.

“Not going to engage in a little pre-battle banter?” Justin continued to taunt. “That’s kinda disappointing, but I suppose there isn’t much need to converse. In that case, I’ll also keep—”

“Extension!”

Two red tails wrapped around Justin, who had but a moment to realize what that meant.

“Well, shit. This isn’t good.”

Justin was then slammed into a pillar hard enough to dent it. Then he was slammed against the ceiling, then the floor, and then he was tossed into one of the Yōkai Killers, knocking them both to the ground.

“Are you okay, Kevin?” Lilian asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Good! In that case, I want you to cover me!”

“What?!”

Kevin raced out from behind his pillar and saw Lilian darting across the garage. She moved in zigzags, presenting a difficult target for anyone aiming at her.

One of the Yōkai Killers had seen her, and it quickly switched from trying to find Iris to attacking Lilian.

Kevin wouldn’t let it. Before it had a chance to attack her, he unleashed a barrage of water youki bullets it at. They splashed against its surface, showing that it wasn’t using a fire reactor. However, the bullets served their purpose, making it switch from targeting Lilian to him. Kevin ducked behind his pillar, then raced to another pillar just as something sliced the pillar he’d been standing behind apart.

“Extension!”

Iris’s voice rang out, and it was followed by the sound of metal being struck hard. Kevin took that to mean she’d distracted the one shooting at him, and he rushed back out from behind his cover.

By that point in time, Lilian had reached her target: Justin. Both he and the Yōkai Killer were back on their feet. Kevin aimed at the YK unit, firing several water rounds. This one wasn’t using a fire reactor either. That was unfortunate. The YK unit shifted its attention to him, several tendrils shooting from its shoulders and curving around Justin and Lilian to pierce him.

“Do you really think a frontal assault is going to work on me?” Justin asked as his gloves shifted into what looked like a portable plasma cannon similar to Mega Man’s.

“I won’t know unless I try!” Lilian shouted back. “Now here I come!”

Justin shot two beams of high-intensity lasers at Lilian. His eyes widened when Lilian vanished, however, showing that she’d just been an illusion. The real Lilian appeared beneath him. Justin didn’t even get a chance to look down before she slammed her head into his jaw with a reinforced headbutt. The attack caused him to stumble back as blood gushed from his split lip.

The tendrils reached Kevin, who’d fallen back into his traditional style of fighting. He presented his left flank as a target, then spun around the incoming attack and smacked the tendril away with his silver gun. Consequently, his right side opened up, and the Yōkai Killer sought to take advantage. Kevin ducked, lowering himself onto his back and crossing his guns. Sparks rained down on him as the tendril flew over his head. Another came at him from the side, the last one, and he lifted his body into an arc, allowing it to pass by underneath him. Then he flipped back onto his feet and fired off exactly two rounds, one from each gun.

They didn’t do anything.

Dang.

“Owch, owch, owch.” Lilian winced as she touched her forehead. Blood spilled from a minor wound that had broken the skin. It wasn’t bad, but it still hurt, and she was getting blood in her hair. “Okay, lesson learned. Never headbutt someone who’s got steel protecting his jaw.”

“That’s the best idea you’ve had since the fight started,” Justin muttered as he rubbed the metal covering his jaw. It had dented. “That actually hurt. You have a very hard head.”

“Shut up! I don’t want to trade banter with someone who’d betray his friends!”

“Then I guess I should end this.”

Kevin didn’t know what Justin planned on doing, but he knew that he needed to help Lilian. Unfortunately, he couldn’t do anything. The Yōkai Killer kept him from attacking, forcing him to weave through a hailstorm of tendrils, all of which attacked the premeditated points that he presented to them. While it allowed him to avoid instant death, he still couldn’t do anything but dodge, which meant Lilian was on her own.

Hang on for just a little while longer, Lilian. Kevin snarled at the Yōkai Killer, dodging the tendrils it launched at him and firing several rounds from his gun in return. I’ll join you soon.

***

Lilian knew that she was at a disadvantage in this fight. She didn’t have much youki left, and while her illusions could affect Justin, she didn’t have any that were powerful enough to defeat someone outright. As a kitsune with two tails worth of power, the most she could do with illusory techniques was misdirect others.

Sixteen fire bullets spat from the barrel of Justin’s gun arm. Lilian didn’t want to waste youki defending herself from such an attack, and instead relied on her skills at dodging to evade. Thanks to her training with Kevin, she’d become quite good at not getting hit.

With her heart pounding in her ears, and her ragged breathing accompanying the broken staccato of her pounding feet as she sped across the garage, Lilian ducked behind a pillar. Fire splashed against it on either side. Lilian retaliated by creating a light sphere on her tail and launching it at an approximate location of where the shots were fired from.

“You’re never gonna hit me like that.”

Lilian clicked her tongue and ran out from behind the pillar. She barely glanced at Justin before firing several light spheres at him. Most of them were simply low-level illusions, but Justin clearly didn’t know that, as he dodged each one. Knowing that he couldn’t tell the difference between an illusion and the real thing, she used the illusory spheres to funnel him into a corner, where she then blasted him with an overcharged sphere of light.

“Celestial Art: Big Bang Sphere!”

What looked like a compact star shot from Lilian’s left tail, slamming into Justin before he had time to cross his arms. The young man went soaring backwards, crashing into a concrete pillar, which collapsed on top of him.

“Take that! No one can defeat my super awesome techniques, which I’ve learned through years of secret training methods that you’ll never know about.”

“Is that so?” Rubble broke apart as Justin stood up, looking none the worse for wear. “I’ll admit that hurt, but I don’t think it’s an undefeatable technique. This armor was made to withstand techniques from kitsune who have up to four tails. It’s not gonna be defeated by a technique from you.”

He leapt into the air, his repulsors letting him defy gravity as he flew toward her.

Lilian’s lips peeled back in a snarl. “You’re going to regret underestimating me like this! Celestial Art: Light Inversion!”

Light Inversion was a modified version of the Inversion technique, an illusion that caused people trapped by it to see the entire world reversed. Colors were seen in reverse. The world was flipped upside down. It was a disorienting technique, and Light Inversion applied the same principle of screwing with how people perceived the world—only it was magnitudes more intense.

“W-what is this?!”

Justin brought a hand to his mouth as he lost control over his flight and nearly crashed headfirst into a pillar. Luck saved him that time, and instead of breaking his neck, he smacked into the garage pavement.

“Extension!”

Lilian wrapped a tail around the nearest pillar, which she then used to reel herself in, closing in on Justin to begin a hand-to-hand combat battle.

Her first attack was dodged. Justin leaned back as she threw a punch, avoiding the attack by the skin of his nose. In retaliation, he fired off several bullets at point blank, but they went straight through her, proving that she was just another illusion.

“That won’t work on me twice!”

Justin spun around, his gun arm already raised, expecting to see Lilian behind him.

“Eh?”

There was no one there.

“Extension!”

Two tails wrapped around Justin’s mid-section. He barely had time to scream before he was lifted into the air and thrown across the garage like a ragdoll. As he tumbled along the ground, Lilian leapt out from behind a pillar and fired off her next attack.

“Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Shrine!”

Half a dozen orbs appeared around Justin. Despite being caught in a bad situation, he didn’t appear concerned. His gun arm spat several globs of fire, each one striking an orb and exploding. When all six orbs were destroyed, he regained control of his flight and fired another round at Lilian.

It passed through her, showing that she was just another illusion.

“You really are a tricky opponent,” Justin called out. “I expected nothing less from someone who’s been raised by the infamous swordswoman, Kotohime.”

Hiding behind a pillar, Lilian didn’t answer. She kept silent, regulating her breathing. This battle had been going on for too long. If she couldn’t end this soon, she’d run out of youki.

Do I even have an attack in my arsenal that can defeat him?

The problem with celestial techniques lay in their youki consumption. None of the other elements—save the Void—expended as much youki. It wouldn’t have been inaccurate to say that a basic celestial-based illusion cost nearly double the youki as a water-based illusion, or even a forest-based one. Furthermore, the specialized techniques, the ones that were destructive and powerful, generally required three tails worth of youki to use.

Lilian was lucky in that her affinity for the celestial element was so high that, even with only two tails of power, she could use several modestly powerful techniques. However, none of her attacks did much damage, unless she was willing to expend most of her youki in one go, like she’d done with Chris when he’d nearly killed Kevin during their encounter oh so long ago.

The sound of gunfire drew her attention to Kevin. He was battling against one of the Yōkai Killers. He hadn’t damaged it yet, but he didn’t seem hurt either. She trusted that he would be okay. Kevin was her mate, after all.

She’d lost complete track of Iris. That worried her, but she couldn’t do much about her sister right now. Her hands were already full dealing with Justin.

I need to break that armor of his somehow.

Lilian didn’t know what Justin’s armor was made of, but it was clearly durable. He’d already withstood being smashed through a pillar without suffering injury. Blunt force trauma had proven ineffective, but perhaps a massive explosion would be enough to destroy it? She eyed the fuel tanker. She wondered if it was carrying a full tank of gas.

“Do you really think hiding from me is going to solve anything?” Justin asked, shouting to be heard over Kevin’s battle. “All you’re doing is delaying the inevitable.”

“Celestial Art: Chameleon Masquerade,” Lilian whispered. Her youki surged, then ebbed as she felt the technique take hold, effectively turning her invisible.

Slowly creeping out from behind the pillar, Lilian caught sight of Justin. He hovered several feet away. She couldn’t tell because of that stupid visor, but he looked to be scanning his surroundings. He craned his head this way and that, no doubt searching for her. She continued moving when he looked in her direction. Her illusion would keep her from being spotted.

The whirring of a gun alerted her to trouble, and she only had a second to realize that she’d been spotted when Justin raised his arm and fired off several dozen shots.

“Oh, crap!”

Adrenaline and youki surging through her body, Lilian ran as several globs of fire splashed against the pavement all around her. They flared briefly, brilliantly, creating sparks that exploded around her feet. Each fire bullet was close enough that she could feel the heat singeing her legs.

Lilian felt like a cornered animal as Justin fired round after round at her. She didn’t have enough youki to reinforce herself, so she was forced to rely on her own, unenhanced speed. Justin stayed on her tail, his gun spewing bullets almost nonstop. It wasn’t long before Justin had her cornered.

Her back pressed against the cool metal of the fuel tanker, which felt icy cold against her skin. Justin floated just a foot or two away, staring down at her with a gaze that looked almost remorseful.

“This is the end of the line, Lilian,” Justin said. “I’m sorry that it’s come to this.”

“If you were really sorry, you wouldn’t be doing this,” Lilian shot back, her breathing heavy. She felt like she’d been running for weeks without rest.

“No, you’re wrong. I am sorry that it’s come to this. I’ve already told Kevin that I don’t really agree with the Sons and Daughters of Humanity. I’m merely doing this because it’s my purpose.”

“Purpose,” Lilian spat the word like it was poison. “If you really didn’t agree with what they were doing, then you could easily find a new purpose. You’re just a dog who only ever does what its owner asks of it!”

“Yes, I suppose that is one way of putting it. However, I prefer the term weapon.” Justin aimed his gun arm at Lilian, the barrel of which glowed bright red as fire coalesced inside of it. “Now, then, this is the end.”

“You’re right.” Lilian smiled. “This is the end.”

“Celestial Art: Flash Step.”

Unlike Kotohime, who had enough youki to enhance her speed far beyond human measurement, Lilian could not do that. To answer this need to get away quickly, Lilian had developed a technique called the Flash Step, the name of which she had actually ripped off from a certain anime she enjoyed watching.

It was a speed technique, but it would have been more accurate to call it a minor teleportation technique. It was basically the ability to instantaneously move from point A to point B by breaking her body down into light particles and traveling at the speed of light. The amount of youki required was staggering, and it was only thanks to her high celestial affinity that she could use it—she could also only use it once.

Lilian appeared several dozen feet away from Justin.

Fox fire leapt from her tails and splashed against the tanker, quickly engulfing it in a searing heat.

As Justin turned around, Lilian presented him with a smile so wide that her eyes were forced closed.

“Bye, bye.”

Lilian waved at Justin.

And then the large fuel tanker exploded.

Lilian threw herself behind a pillar as the shock wave hit her. She hunkered down and covered her ears, though it did little good. The sound of detonations bombarded her like someone stabbing her eardrums with a pair of pencils. Blood leaked between her fingers, dripping down them and causing her hair to become slick and wet.

After the shock wave came the heat. Lilian felt as if her skin was being burnt off. Fire licked at the pillar she hid behind. The smoldering waves of heat caused her shirt to become damp with even more sweat. It clung to her frame. All Lilian could do was protect her face with her arms and hope she wasn’t too injured when this was over.

The explosion ended after several minutes had passed. Lilian waited several seconds longer before slowly crawling out from behind the pillar to see how much damage she had caused.

Perhaps I should have tried to find another way of dealing with Justin…

Hell on earth didn’t even begin to describe her new surroundings. The floor was lit ablaze. Lilian belatedly realized that it wasn’t just the tanker that had exploded. Every car near the tanker had also been caught in the blast. Raging heaps of wrecked vehicles depicted a hellish landscape. If the apocalypse ever happened, she imagined this was sort of what it would look like. The tanker itself was still blazing away like a raging bonfire. The ceiling around it had collapsed, revealing the afternoon sky.

She searched for several more seconds, but she couldn’t find any trace of Justin.

He caught the full extent of the explosion. His body must have been completely consumed.

Lilian clutched at her shirt as she stared at the scene. At one point in time, Justin had been one of Kevin’s friends. She knew that he still hoped Justin would eventually join their cause. There was no chance of that happening now, however.

I’m gonna have to tell Kevin that his friend is dead.

Turning away, Lilian slowly began walking.

“That was a dirty trick,” a voice said behind her, making Lilian stop in her tracks and her eyes widen.

It can’t be.

She turned around—

—only for a hand to clamp down around her throat and lift her off the ground.

It was Justin, injured but alive. His armor was smoking in some places, while electricity surged across others. His helmet had been mostly destroyed, revealing several second degree burns on his face. Several places in his armor were cracked, and a few pieces appeared to have been blown off. The skin underneath the armor was black and charred in those places.

“You are a very dangerous girl,” Justin said. Lilian grabbed his arm, as if hoping to pry it off her throat. Her legs kicked uselessly against his chestplate. His grip tightened, causing her to gag. “I’m surprised. Between the three of you, I had assumed that Kevin or Iris would be the deadliest. However, it seems I was wrong.”

Lilian would’ve said something smart alecky right then, something that would have made her favorite anime heroes proud—but she couldn’t. The hand clamped around her throat made breathing all but impossible.

“You are by far the most dangerous between you three.”

Gurgling emitted from Lilian’s mouth. Her body spasmed. A lack of oxygen to her brain caused black spots to appear before her eyes. Drool leaked out of her mouth, dribbling down her chin, and dripping onto Justin’s gloved hand.

This… can’t be the end…

Dredging up every last ounce of youki she had, Lilian channeled it into one of her tails, and then smacked Justin in the face. Hard. The hand was wrenched off her throat as Justin flew backwards, his back impacting against the burning tanker.

Lilian gasped as oxygen entered her lungs. She’d never tasted something so sweet. Actually, that was a lie. Kevin’s lips were way better than this, but still, it felt good to breathe again. She placed a hand against her throat and massaged it. Her neck felt tender, and she imagined there would be some major bruising tomorrow.

I’ll heal it with my celestial powers once I’ve recovered enough youki.

“You really are dangerous.” Justin pulled himself out of the wreckage and stumbled to his feet. Shaking his head as if to clear it, he focused back on her and aimed his gun. “Truly, I really need to learn not to underestimate you.”

“Yeah… most people realize that a little too late.”

“Even knowing that you’re about to die, you can still find the time to joke.” Justin shook his head, as if her temerity amazed him.

“What makes you think I’m going to die?” Lilian asked.

“Why do you think? Kevin is busy, Iris has disappeared and is probably dead. You’re alone, on your last leg, and I still have a working weapon.”

“She’s not alone,” a voice said before a large sphere of water impacted against Justin’s body, blasting him off his feet and sending him back into the tanker.

“Kevin…” Lilian rasped as Kevin walked up to her. Blood matted his blond hair, and he favored his right side, from which more ichor poured. However, he was alive, and that was all that mattered to her.

“He’s not the only one who came to your rescue, you know.” Iris appeared from behind him. She was in worse shape than Kevin, but she was at least still standing.

“Iris…”

Justin pried himself from the tanker again. “You really are a piece of work, Kevin. I would have bet anything that you and Iris had been killed by my YK units.”

Kevin grimaced, remembering his and Iris’s battles against those two YK units.

***

Ignoring the sharp pain in his lungs, Kevin darted from pillar to pillar. All around him several tendrils tried to stab him without success. They impaled the floor, the ceiling, and the walls, but they never reached him.

He didn’t return fire—not because he couldn’t, as he had plenty of ammo, but because he’d already discovered what type of youki this unit was using. Celestial. The divine energy granted to only a select few yōkai. Kevin had no idea how the Sons and Daughters of Humanity managed to get their hands on a yōkai with a celestial affinity, but it was definitely problematic for him.

After all, celestial youki’s only weakness was the Void.

I have one cartridge of void bullets, but if I were to use them here…

Void and Celestial youki were polar opposites in power. Celestial was the embodiment of light and creation. The Void was the absence and negation of all concepts. When these two forces collided, catastrophe was often the result. Kevin didn’t even want to think about what would happen if he shot that thing with void bullets or, Inari forbid, he used a charged attack like he’d done last time.

I need to find Iris.

However, finding Iris was harder than it appeared, especially with a killer machine chasing after him.

Feeling a shift in the atmosphere, Kevin zigzagged to the left. Six tendrils impaled the ground where he’d been standing, sinking into the cement like it was a soft loam. He then leapt over a car, which became perforated with holes when the Yōkai Killer fired multiple bullets from its fingertips. Oil leaked out of the car, forming a puddle on the ground, and Kevin didn’t hesitate to load his silver gun with a fire cartridge and shoot the oil.

A massive conflagration went up behind him as the car was lit ablaze. Plumes of smoke and fire rose to the ceiling, hopefully masking his presence from the Yōkai Killer. Kevin ran further from the car, putting as much distance between him and the machine. Along the way, he shot several more cars, causing them to explode. It might not keep that blasted machine from finding him, but it should at least give him some time to find Iris.

“Gya!”

The sound of screaming pierced his ears. Kevin spun on a dime and rushed toward the source of those screams. He darted past numerous cars and pillars, then came to a stop when he finally found the person he was looking for.

Iris leaned against a pillar, blood leaking from a wound on her shoulder. Her left arm dangled limply by her side, while she’d grabbed it with her other hand. There was a nasty gash on her forehead, from which more ichor leaked, forcing her to close an eye, lest she get blood in it. Standing before her, its hands forming two falchions, the Yōkai Killer she’d been stuck fighting appeared ready to finish her off.

Oh, no you don’t.

Kevin released a beastly snarl and charged the Yōkai Killer. He fired off several rounds from each gun, which pinged and panged against the machine’s silvery body. Sparks of flames flared briefly before going out. Lightning lanced out from a black barrel, only to become grounded as the Yōkai Killer’s body acted like a lightning rod. However, even without doing any damage, the attack had done its job—taking its attention off Iris and onto him.

It turned to him and tried stabbing him in the shoulder. Kevin had seen it coming, however, having already fallen back into his fake opening style. He swerved around the falchion, batting the attack away with his black gun, which he then aimed at the Yōkai Killer’s face and fired a round at point blank. The machine didn’t react to the attack, and it relentlessly sought to carve him from shoulder to hip.

“Stud?” Iris exclaimed, surprised. “What are you doing here? Where’s Lilian?”

“Never mind that!” Kevin snapped. “Help me deal with this machine before the other one comes for us!”

“No need to be rude! I was gonna help you out anyway!”

Kevin grimaced. He would’ve apologized for snapping at her, but the Yōkai Killer’s attacks had increased, both in speed and intensity. Backpedaling to avoid having himself carved open from left to right hip, Kevin fired off several more rounds, which splashed uselessly off the machine’s surface.

“Extension!”

Two black tails slammed into the Yōkai Killer. It stumbled backwards, allowing Kevin enough time to switch out his lightning and fire cartridges for water and earth. He fired off a round each. The earth slammed into the machine with a loud clang but didn’t so much as dent it. The water merely splashed harmlessly off its hull.

Swearing, Kevin jumped back before the Yōkai Killer could use its tendrils against him. It tried to kill him with a cross slash, its arms forming an “X” pattern before it brought them both down diagonally. Kevin went down onto his knees and slid underneath the attack and between the Yōkai Killer’s legs. Before rising to his feet, he hooked his left foot against the Yōkai Killer’s shin and yanked, making it stumble.

“Extension!”

Iris used the extension technique to attack again. The Yōkai Killer was launched into the air as her tails smacked it. Kevin used that moment to switch his cartridges again, changing his two current ones out for ether and spirit, which he’d only acquired recently. Spinning around, he fired one round from each gun, and was pleased when his black gun—which contained ether youki—blew a hole right through the Yōkai Killer’s chest.

“Iris, can you distract this thing for ten seconds?”

“I’ll give you twenty seconds, provided you and Lilian reward me after this is all over!”

Kevin rushed behind a pillar as Iris distracted the machine, grabbing it with her tails and tossing it into the ceiling. He held the gun to his face and kept his finger on the trigger, charging it for one, two, three, five, eight, ten seconds, and then rushed out from behind the pillar.

He fired his other gun, launching six spirit bullets that clanged off the Yōkai Killer’s metal surface.

It turned to him, its visor flashing as it recognized him as a threat. Now that it was no longer attempting to slice her in half, Iris backed off, leaning against a pillar and gasping for breath.

Kevin ducked and swerved left as a blade sliced down from above. The pavement split as the falchion cut through it with ease. At the same time, the other falchion tried cutting him in half, but Kevin, timing the swing precisely, slammed his black gun onto the top of the blade while leaping over it. He spun through the air, his body corkscrewing as he aimed his silver gun, the barrel of which emitted wisps of ethereal silver, at the Yōkai Killer’s head.

“Bang.”

Kevin’s hand was nearly jerked off course when he unloaded his charged-up payload. A beam of white light burst from the barrel, engulfing the Yōkai Killer’s head. It only lasted a second, then the beam dispersed as the youki was used up. Kevin rolled along the ground, shunting aside the bone-jarring impact on his shoulders, then leapt to his feet and aimed at the Yōkai Killer again, unleashing several regular youki projectiles into it.

The machine’s body jerked back and forth as holes appeared in its torso. Kevin didn’t let up until he’d spent all of the youki stored in his gun. By the time the gun clicked empty, the Yōkai Killer barely had any matter left. It was just a barely standing mass of silver that was even now melting into a pile of goo.

It must not have enough nanomachines to retain its shape.

Kevin stumbled to his feet. A throbbing ache let him know that his shoulder had popped out of its socket again. Clenching his teeth, he pulled it back into place. Searing heat spread through his shoulder. He became aware of other injuries he’d suffered as well; a cut on his head caused blood to gush down his hair, and his right torso had been split open, ichor pouring from the wound.

“You okay, Stud?” Iris asked.

He took a deep breath. “I’m fine.”

“I’ll bet,” Iris said, grinning when Kevin winced after taking a single step forward.

“Oh, shut up,” he mumbled, looking around. “That’s weird.”

“What is?”

“That other Yōkai Killer was following me. I sort of expected it to have attacked us by now.”

“It did not attack you because I took care of it,” Hina said, walking toward them and dragging a trussed up Yōkai Killer behind her. It was bound in what looked almost like mummy bandages—except these bandages glowed an ethereal yellow.

“You’re okay!” Kevin exclaimed.

“Of course I am okay, thanks to you, my honey.”

Kevin shuddered.

“Yeah, yeah, glad to see you’re not dead and everything,” Iris said, uncaring. “Now can we get going? Lilian is still fighting.”

“You’re right. Let’s go help Lilian.”

Kevin refocused his mind. He was tired, but he couldn’t afford to rest just yet. Lilian needed him, and he would be damned if he let something happen to her when he could’ve done something to prevent it.

***

“We almost were,” Kevin confessed, “but Iris and I are nothing if not tenacious.”

“So it would seem,” Justin all but sighed. “Is this the part where you kill me now?”

“I really should,” Kevin admitted. His gun was shaking. “You’re dangerous. You’re a threat. I shouldn’t allow a threat to live, but I… I…”

Justin smiled sadly. “You always were too kind for your own good.”

Kevin closed his eyes. His face was set in a grimace, which told Lilian more about the turmoil he felt than words ever could.

“Surrender,” Kevin said. “Give yourself up and I can promise that you’ll be treated fairly as a prisoner of war.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Damn it, Justin! Don’t make me shoot you!”

“I can’t let you do that either.” Justin reached into a hidden compartment on his suit and pulled something out. He held it up, revealing it to be some kind of button.

Lilian’s eyes widened.

He wouldn’t!

Kevin must have realized the same thing. He took a step forward and shouted, “Don’t do this!”

“Goodbye, Kevin.”

Justin pressed the switch.

His body was then consumed by a massive explosion.


CHAPTER 11

IS IT FINALLY TIME TO LEAVE?

“My Lady?”

Phoebe had been bored since Kevin, Lilian, and Iris left. She wished they would’ve taken her with them, but she also knew that, even if she had begged Daven to let her go, it wouldn’t have made a difference. She was needed in Neo Seiryuu.

It was the unfortunate part about being considered a member of Daven’s elite. Herself, Kotohime, Kiara, Mack, and Polydora were all members of this group. They were the strongest yōkai, the ones who went on missions that the others couldn’t go on—suicide missions where the likelihood of death was high.

“Lady Phoebe.”

Fortunately, suicide missions were rare. Neo Seiryuu wasn’t taking part in this war, though that might change if Kevin’s mission proved successful.

Kevin…

Phoebe thought about the young man often—or rather, she thought about how strong a child born from his seed would be. She really hoped that nothing bad happened to his baby maker during the course of his current mission. It would be disastrous for her if she couldn’t at least get one child out of him.

“Are you listening to me, My Lady Phoebe?”

But the only way to Kevin’s cock is through his mate…

Lilian wasn’t really an obstacle for her, but she did present something of a problem. Phoebe knew the girl was doing her best to keep other girls away from Kevin—except for Iris, it seemed—though she didn’t know why. Wouldn’t it be better to have Kevin mate with many women, thus giving birth to many strong children? That was how the yama uba had done things for generations, and until the Mul Clan stopped giving them a constant supply of men, it had served them well.

“Lady Phoebe!”

Ripped from her thoughts of Kevin and babies by the sound of Polydora’s voice, Phoebe glanced up.

“Yes? What is it, Polydora?”

“You have been standing in front of Master Daven’s office for nearly five minutes now,” Polydora said, exasperated. “I do not believe we should stand here like this. Perhaps we should go inside since he did call for us.”

“Ah, yes, you are correct,” Phoebe muttered. “My apologies, Polydora, it seems I was lost in thought.”

“What were you thinking about, My Lady? I-if you don’t mind my asking, that is.”

“Not at all. I was thinking about how many children I wanted to have with Kevin.”

Polydora tripped on the carpet and slammed face-first into the wall. Phoebe winced when cracks appeared, starting from the point where Polydora’s head met the concrete.

“Are you all right, Polydora?”

“I-I am fine,” Polydora muttered, wincing as she rubbed her nose. “L-let’s just proceed inside.”

“Of course.”

After knocking on the door and receiving permission to enter, Phoebe, with Polydora in toe, entered the room and strode straight to the desk.

A monstrous man sat behind the desk. Daven, their current leader and a man of few words. Phoebe stood patiently, her head held high, while Polydora fidgeted beside her.

Unlike her, the young woman she called best friend did not hold men in very high regard. She believed that all men were better off helping birth children and staying at home to clean up the house. While Phoebe understood her friend’s position and beliefs, she felt those beliefs were outdated. She might want Kevin’s babies, but that didn’t mean she would stop him from doing what he wanted; she wouldn’t put out the determined fire raging inside of him. It would have been a crime.

“I have a mission for you two, one that I can’t ask of anyone else,” Daven started. Phoebe correctly interpreted his words to mean they were going on another potential suicide mission.

“Let us know of our task, and we shall do all in our power to complete it,” Phoebe declared passionately.

Daven grunted, acknowledging her words. “Several days ago, I sent out a reconnaissance team after receiving reports that something strange was happening in Michigan. They went missing two days ago.”

Michigan was a long way from Arizona. Phoebe didn’t know how far, exactly, but she understood that it took months to travel that far on foot. The team that disappeared had likely traveled there via airplane, which let them reach their destination in record time.

Technology that humans came up with still astounded her.

“And you would like us to travel to Michigan and find the missing team?” Polydora asked for clarification.

“That’s only part of your mission,” Daven grunted. “While finding the missing team and extracting them to safety is your top priority, I also want you to see if you can discover what is happening up there. Find the team, find out what’s going on, and then report back to me. Your plane leaves tomorrow morning, so you should begin packing now.”

“We understand,” Phoebe said. She hesitated for a moment before plunging on. “Also, have you heard any word from Kevin Swift and Lilian Pnevma?”

“I have not heard from them,” Daven said. Phoebe’s shoulders slumped. “However, I did hear from my old colleague, Kuroneko, that Kevin, Lilian, and Iris are all in good health. It appears they took part in several battles while in California and—”

“Battles?!” Phoebe slammed her hands on the table and penetrated Daven with her frantically desperate stare. “You mean to tell me they fought against the United States and the Sons and Daughters of Humanity?”

Daven furrowed his brow. “Yes.”

“Tell me,” Phoebe started, her voice deadly serious—serious enough to make even Daven straighten in his seat, “is Kevin Swift’s ability to produce children still intact?!”

The sound of Daven’s face breaking the desk apart could be heard throughout the entire building.

“That’s what you wanted to ask me?!” Daven shouted.

***

Lilian woke up to find Iris’s face barely a millimeter from her own. Her sister was sound asleep, eyes closed to reveal long, black eyelashes, and her mouth partially opened. She wondered what her human friends would think of her if she told them that, upon seeing her sister’s sleeping face, she felt a very strong urge to kiss Iris.

They’d probably think it was weird.

Even Kevin, her mate and the person who’d accepted her wholeheartedly, felt a little awkward when things became heated between the three of them. He tried to be understanding, and Lilian was sure that it turned him on regardless of his own morals, but she knew that a part of him also thought it was wrong. She guessed that was just what it meant to be a human. They lived by different rules, and merely becoming a kitsune’s mate didn’t necessarily change a human’s perception of right and wrong.

Speaking of Kevin…

Her mate wasn’t in bed. It was the reason she’d woken up in the first place. Glancing over Iris’s sleeping form, she found Kevin standing by the window, staring out at the early morning sky. The window was open, and his blond hair rustled in the breeze. She only saw part of his face, but judging from what little she could see, he appeared to be in deep contemplation.

Lilian carefully extricated herself from Iris’s grip, sliding her legs out from their entanglement and unwrapping her sister’s arms from around her waist. The tails were a little harder, but Lilian had been sleeping with Iris long before she’d ever met Kevin, so she knew how to handle her sister’s clingy tails. Silently climbing out of bed, Lilian made her way to Kevin until she stood right behind him.

Kevin didn’t jump or act startled when she wrapped her arms around his middle, nor did he do anything when her tails slowly entwined around him like a pair of velvety serpents. He leaned back, allowing her to pull him closer, and placed his hands over hers.

“You’re thinking about Justin.”

It wasn’t a question. She knew her mate well enough to know what he was thinking.

“Yeah… I haven’t been able to get our last battle with him out of my mind.” Kevin’s lips twisted into a mirthless smile. “You know, it’s almost funny. When I first met Justin, he was being bullied by a couple of idiots at the park near my old apartment complex. I remember trying to fight them off. They were older, so of course I ended up getting beaten up, but that first meeting is what started our friendship.”

“You’ve been friends with him for a long time?”

“Since about seventh grade.” Kevin leaned back even further, as if to burrow himself inside of Lilian’s warmth. She welcomed his desire and tightened her hold on him. “After that, I introduced him to my friends. They were kinda wary at first because of his strange speech impediment, but everyone eventually accepted him. However…” He trailed off.

Lilian held him tighter. Kevin was the sort of person who cherished his friends. With his mom always gone and his dad a complete unknown, Kevin had tried to replace familial connections with bonds of friendship. When he learned of Justin’s betrayal, it had hurt him. To know that someone who meant so much to him was his enemy must have been painful. Having been nearly sold off to the Jiāoào Shénshèng by her own family, she sort of understood where he was coming from.

“I’m sorry,” Lilian apologized. “I know this must be hard for you, especially now that he’s gone.”

“That’s just it.” Kevin shook his head. “I don’t think Justin is dead.”

“What do you mean? You saw what happened. Justin blew himself up!”

“Did he really? Or were we just given a show to make us think he blew himself up? Justin doesn’t strike me as the type who’d commit suicide for no reason, especially if surrendering quietly would have given him a chance to escape. No, I’m pretty sure he’s alive, and that he and I will fight again.”

“That’s what’s bothering you, isn’t it?” she realized. “You don’t want to fight your friend.”

“Not really, no. Who would ever want to fight against a friend?” Kevin brought a hand up to his face. Staring at it, he clenched his hand into a fist. “But it’s not like I have much choice. Justin isn’t being held back by sentimentality or friendship. Every time we’ve fought him, he’s tried to kill us. I can’t afford to let myself be blinded by a friendship that may have never existed, but it’s… it’s really hard.”

Lilian knew Kevin well enough by now to know that changing the subject was the best course of action. If she allowed him to think about this any longer, he’d start to wallow in self-doubt.

“Ne, Beloved, what do you wanna do once the war ends?”

Kevin paused, as if startled by her question. Humming, he thought it over before coming up with an answer.

“I just want our lives to go back to the way they were. I want us to go to school and spend time with our friends. I want to deal with Camellia’s antics, and watch Kirihime worry over every little thing she does. I want to come home to Kotohime’s cooking… heh, I’ve even grown used to Phoebe and Polydora to the point where I wouldn’t mind them barging over to have dinner with us every night like they used to.”

Lilian buried her face into Kevin’s neck. The lingering scent of shampoo combined with his natural male scent soothed her. Actually, it kind of aroused her. She was tempted to lick his neck, but now wasn’t the time.

“That does sound nice, but can we really go back to that after everything that’s happened?” she asked.

He sighed. “Probably not. Now that humans have learned about yōkai, there’s no way the world can just go back to the way it was.”

Lilian nodded against his neck. Nothing would ever be the same again. Even if the war ended, humans would still know about yōkai. There was no way to hide their presence now. It was an irrevocable change that could never be undone… unless some convenient plot device came along that erased the memories of yōkai from the minds of all humanity, or something like that.

In times like these, we need to be positive.

“Don’t worry about that, Beloved!” Lilian let go of Kevin and beamed at him. “Even if things can’t go back to the way they used to be, I’m sure everything will work out in the end. We just need to think positively!”

Kevin chuckled. “You really are something else. What would I do without you?”

Lilian rubbed her nose. “Without me, you wouldn’t be nearly as cool as you are now.”

“That’s probably true.”

“Right. Now, come back to bed. It’s still early, and we had a really long day yesterday. I’d like to sleep some more.”

Lilian grabbed Kevin by the hand and dragged him back into the bed. She pushed him into the center of the bed and lay down on his side. Almost immediately after they settled down, Iris scooted over until she was practically on top of Kevin.

“Glad you finished your pep talk,” she mumbled, nuzzling his shoulder like an affectionate house pet. “Had you been any longer, I was going to drag you two back to bed with me.”

“Sorry,” Lilian apologized. “We didn’t mean to wake you.”

“Whatever. Just go back to sleep, you two. Hug pillows don’t talk, or move.”

“Is that what I’ve been relegated to?” Kevin asked.

“Yes.”

“Well, glad to know I can be useful.”

Kevin settled down. Lilian watched his eyes slowly close as he fell asleep. When she was sure he wouldn’t wake up, she snuggled against him, twining their legs together and wrapping her tails around him. Using his shoulder as a pillow, Lilian closed her eyes and smiled, her mind slowly drifting off into a land of dreams.

***

Justin winced as he stepped into his private quarters. His body ached. Bruises had formed along his skin, which he’d noticed after peeling off his suit. They stood starkly against his pale flesh, dark purple marks and splotches that covered much of his body. Most of them were centered around his torso, but a few were located on his arms and legs.

“It’s a good thing my suit is resistant to explosives,” he muttered, “or those charges I set would’ve blown me sky high instead of allowing me to escape.”

Wincing as he walked into his room, Justin limped to the computer station, where his console had been set up. Once there, he activated his laptop and screen called Commander Paine, who picked up several seconds later.

“…”

A long moment of silence passed between them. Justin weakly raised a hand.

“Sup, Commander?”

“You look like shit.”

“That’s a rather harsh thing to say.”

“I take it from your condition that you’ve failed to neutralize Swift and those two kitsune,” Commander Paine stated.

“Your mission had me going up against Kuroneko and the entire yōkai community of Saint Byakko. What did you expect was going to happen? I’m damn good at what I do, but I’m not a miracle worker.”

Commander Paine grunted. “I already figured as much. You really are a failure.”

“You’re the one who’s keeping this failure busy,” Justin shot back. “Let’s face it, this mission was a bust the moment you asked me to not act until I knew what their plan was. Had you just asked me to kill them after they left Arizona, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Don’t act like a such a smart alecky brat, boy.”

“Hey now, I’m not being a smart aleck. I’m merely stating a fact.”

“I should have had you disposed of,” Commander Paine growled.

“You probably should have,” Justin agreed. “You still could if you wanted to, but we both know you won’t. You don’t like to admit it, but you kinda need me. No one else can do the suicide missions you send me on, and those YK units aren’t very good at acting independently.”

YK units didn’t have a logic function. They used to, back when they’d been merely prototypes, but after they had the youki generator installed, they no longer had the ability to act on their own. The scientists who built and designed them claimed that the youki powering them destroyed their logic processors.

Justin didn’t know anything about that. He honestly didn’t care. This was just his excuse to further frustrate his boss.

I probably shouldn’t be so disrespectful, but it’s too much fun. And it’s not like the outcome will change anyway.

Justin understood the fundamental truth of his existence. He was a tool, something to be used and discarded once he’d fulfilled his purpose. That simple fact made it hard for him to hold back. Why should he bother being polite when he was just going to die in the end anyway? Why bother holding back when he would be disposed of no matter what he did? If he was going to die, then he’d like to have some fun before that time came.

“One of these days, Verräter, your use will come to an end, and you’ll be discarded like the rest of the trash,” Commander Paine warned.

“Yes, I imagine that will happen eventually,” Justin agreed. “However, until that time comes, I’m gonna have some fun.”

Commander Paine’s scowl told Justin what the man thought of that idea, but thankfully, the grizzled man decided not to pursue that line of questioning.

“Your mission objectives haven’t changed. You are to eliminate Kevin Swift, Lilian Pnevma, and Iris Pnevma as soon as the opportunity to do so presents itself. Don’t fail me again, Verräter.”

“Understood, sir,” Justin said as the screen went blank. He stared at the black screen for a while, then slowly stood up and limped over to his small cot.

Laying on his back, Justin stared at the dull gray ceiling. Even after all this, his mission still hadn’t changed. It had taken a lot of effort to keep both himself and Kevin alive, and he’d been hoping Commander Paine would pull him back after failing in his mission, but it appeared the commander was still intent on eliminating those three.

It was enough to make him wonder why. Was it because Kevin was the commander’s son? Because Lilian and Iris were members of the Pnevma clan? Or was it something else entirely?

I suppose tools aren’t really supposed to question orders, are they?

It was just another reason he was a defective tool. He questioned everything, though he hadn’t always been this way. Years before arriving in Phoenix, Arizona, he had never questioned his orders—not even once. It hadn’t been until eighth grade, nearly a year after meeting Kevin and his friends, that Justin had begun to ask questions. Why shouldn’t he have some fun? Why couldn’t he at least pretend to be normal until his time was up? The questions had kept pouring in until Justin had finally come to a decision. He would be normal and have as much fun as possible before he fulfilled his task.

I suppose that’s what happens when a tool is sent to live among people.

It really was the commander’s fault for sending him to Arizona in the first place. He only had himself to blame for the way Justin acted.

This is quite the mess I’ve found myself in.

Justin closed his eyes. One last thought occurred to him before he fell asleep.

Whatever happens from here on out, I’m sure it’ll be exciting.

***

Phoebe really did have to marvel at how varied the United States’ geography was. At her previous home, nothing existed but mountains and deserts. Further out there were lush lands, but that only happened once you reached the Caspian Sea. Here, in this country, the geography was as varied as its people.

Michigan was a lot different from Arizona. The state where Kevin lived was mostly desert. It had areas that were lush and full of greenery, but all of that was manmade. Michigan was a state of natural vegetation.

The city where their investigation had led them reflected this. It was a small city of about 2,500 with plenty of flora and fauna. Streets were lined on either side with grass and trees. Small patches of thick forested areas remained within the city, dotting the land and displaying the state’s natural beauty. Numerous marinas lined the area.

It was called Charlevoix, and it was an interesting city. Situated between Lake Michigan and the western end of Lake Charlevoix. A short round lake/pine river located within the heart of the city connected the two lakes and caused Lake Charlevoix to drain into Lake Michigan. The city’s beauty differed from that of Arizona, with its desert landscape and exciting city life—before the war—yet it still contained a natural beauty that Phoebe appreciated.

After arriving in Michigan, she and Polydora had used their natural charm to book passage to this place, more or less hitchhiking all the way there. According to the information provided by Daven, the reconnaissance team’s last known coordinates were this city. They had sent one last transmission—something about a pair of islands located within Lake Michigan—then they had vanished into thin air.

“My Lady?”

Phoebe sat within a small restaurant located at the inn that she and Polydora were staying at. It was a modest bistro with decent food and friendly customer service, though a number of people avoided her for some reason. She wondered if it was because of the large spear resting against the table, but she discarded the thought soon after. If no one was going to question her about it, then she wasn’t going to let herself be concerned.

Then again, perhaps it is making me more conspicuous than I should be.

“My Lady Phoebe?”

Humans didn’t often carry spears around, but neither did yōkai. When most humans thought of yōkai, they thought of people with animal features: tails, furry ears, that sort of thing. Yama uba were lucky in that regard. They looked completely human on the outside. She was sure the frightened looks being sent her way were due to the spear and not her.

“My Lady!”

“Hm?” Phoebe looked up to see Polydora sitting across from her. “Yes, Polydora? You were saying something?”

“I was asking if you were okay? You seem distracted…” Polydora trailed off, her eyes growing wide with horror. “Please don’t tell me you were thinking about procreating with Kevin?”

“No, not this time,” Phoebe assured her friend and aid, though she didn’t know why Polydora was so bothered by her desire to create a strong child with Kevin. It was natural for yama uba to desire strong children. “I was merely contemplating whether or not I should hide my spear so other people are not unsettled by it.”

“Right…” Polydora rubbed a hand over her face. “Well, I don’t think there is anything you can do about that now. Everyone is already aware of your weapon, so I doubt hiding it will change anything.” She eyed the giant spear, which had a total length of six feet. “We are lucky airplane checks only scan for metal objects. Had they seen this, we would have been detained.”

“Indeed.”

“Lady Phoebe, now that we are here, perhaps you could inform me about how you plan to go about locating the reconnaissance team?”

“The first thing we must do is gather intelligence,” Phoebe determined. “Therefore, we shall ask around and see if anyone knows where the reconnaissance team was last located.”

***

Unfortunately for Phoebe, no one seemed to know about a group of people disappearing—at the very least, no one said anything whenever she asked. Not even threatening them with her spear seemed to help, though that might’ve been because everyone ran away when she brought out her spear.

The sun had begun to set. Colors splashed across the sky like paint on a canvas. Pinks and reds mixed with orange and purple, swirling together in neverending patterns.

While the sight was beautiful, Phoebe could not find any beauty in it, not when she was wallowing in her own sense of failure. She and Polydora had spent hours asking around, and they were no closer to solving the mystery of where the reconnaissance team had disappeared to than they had been before they started.

“Please cheer up, My Lady. It has only been one day. I am sure that we’ll be more successful tomorrow,” Polydora said.

Her friend sat on a cushioned chair next to a round table. She was painting her fingernails, an activity that she had picked up after they moved to Arizona. Phoebe could still remember the first day they went grocery shopping and Polydora had discovered nail polish. Almost an eighth of their budget was spent on the stuff.

I do not understand what makes having pink nails so appealing.

Still, she did not complain. It was good that Polydora had found something she could find enjoyment in. Phoebe likened it to the joy she felt when pursuing Kevin to convince him to conceive a child with her.

Phoebe sat on the bed, knees drawn up to her chest. She wore pink pajama bottoms and a spaghetti strap shirt of the same color. While pink wasn’t really her color, they had been a birthday present from Kevin and Lilian, so she always wore this outfit to bed.

“I am not sulking,” Phoebe said, sighing.

“Then what are you doing, My Lady?”

“I am pondering our next move.”

“Ah, as expected of My Lady Phoebe. You are always thinking ahead. My apologies for assuming you were wallowing in depression and pity.” Polydora’s eyes sparkled as she spoke, clasping her hands in front of her face and gazing at Phoebe with a disconcerting expression of awe.

Phoebe smiled at the woman. “Worry not. If my constant failures to convince Kevin to conceive a child has taught me anything, it is that perseverance trumps everything.”

“I really wish you’d stop talking about that boy.”

Phoebe tilted her head. “Why do you dislike him so?”

Polydora’s cheeks became tainted with red as she looked away. “N-no particular reason. I simply do not believe he is worthy of carrying My Lady’s child.”

“Kevin Swift is a strong warrior,” Phoebe defended. “He proved himself to me when we fought last year on that train, and he has continued to prove himself. A child born of his seed would be very strong.”

Polydora clenched her skirt, which bunched up and showed off her athletic legs.

“I am not disagreeing that Kevin is strong… for a human. I am merely concerned that—”

Tick.

Their conversation halted. Phoebe and Polydora looked at each other.

Tick-tick.

As one, they stood to their feet and silently wandered over to the door. While Polydora grabbed her tonfas and pressed her back against the wall, Phoebe, spear in hand, pressed her ear against the door.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

It was footsteps, but the sound of their footfalls was strange—a skittering, ticking sound that was unlike anything Phoebe had ever heard before. She didn’t know what was coming toward them, but it was clearly not human. A yōkai, though what kind of yōkai eluded her.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

Moving away from the door, Phoebe centered herself and took a calm combat stance. Her feet slid until they were shoulder length apart as she spun her spear around her body, ending with it resting lengthwise against her shoulders. From this position she would be able to intercept any attack from any direction by twirling it around her body. It was a stance that had served her well throughout this war, and she was sure it would protect her here.

Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick-tick. Tick-tick.

The footsteps were getting louder. Whoever was walking, they were walking this way, and they were moving faster than before.

Tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick tick-tick—

Phoebe took deep, even breaths, remaining calm even though she didn’t know what to expect. She was a warrior of the highest caliber. Death had come for her many times, yet she had always beaten it back, and she would do so here too. Over by the door, Polydora calmly gripped her tonfas, getting ready to attack.

—TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-TICK-—

The footsteps stopped. Phoebe held her breath. Nothing happened. Seconds ticked by. Nothing happened. Polydora relaxed her stance. Phoebe began to do the same—

CRASH!

—when the door and wall exploded like an elephant had crashed into it. Polydora was sent flying as a massive figure skittered into the room on six legs. A shriek emitted from a fanged mouth, and Phoebe leapt back as a massive leg crashed down where she’d been standing, piercing the floor and causing abrasions to spread. Dark fur colored like mud appeared dull in the low light, but the four multi-faceted eyes that observed the room contained a bright, predatory gleam as it looked around.

Phoebe clenched her teeth. She knew what this was. Tsuchigumo. Tarantula that lived for a long time and had thus proven themselves to be the most powerful were turned into yōkai. The older they lived, the larger they grew and the stronger they became. Legends depicted the largest tsuchigumo to have been the size of a two-story house. This one was large, but not massive—a younger one then, though still old if she judged by its size.

The spider’s eyes locked with hers. She couldn’t be sure because it lacked a human mouth, but Phoebe almost thought it was smiling.

“So, you are the interlopers who have intruded upon our land. You shouldn’t have come here, foolish mortals.”

Phoebe narrowed her eyes. Tsuchigumo were not very good at distinguishing species, especially anthropomorphic ones like yama uba, which meant it likely thought she was a human. This could work to her advantage.

“Are you the one responsible for the disappearance of our reconnaissance team?” she demanded to know. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Polydora darting behind the massive spider.

“I know nothing of this reconnaissance team, though if they have trespassed on our territory, then I would not be surprised if they are already dead.”

This yōkai was awfully forthcoming, though tsuchigumo were not known for their intelligence either.

“You’re not alone, then?”

“Alone? No, I am certainly not alone. Those who agree with my ideals are also here.”

“Those who agree with your… the Yamata Alliance!”

A dark chuckle rasped from the tsuchigumo’s throat. “I see that you have heard of us. I suppose we are fairly famous. And now, my little morsel, it is time for you to die!”

Webs shot from the tsuchigumo’s throat. Phoebe dodged quickly, moving faster than she ever had before. She felt the web, more than saw it, as it flew past her and stuck to the wall.

Darting forward, Phoebe lunged at the creature with her spear. It reared back, spitting and hissing, however, that was exactly what she had expected it to do.

Polydora, who’d been hiding behind it, used the wall as a springboard to leap into the air. She landed on its back and quickly thrust both tonfas into the yōkai’s furry abdomen. A loud roar resounded as the tsuchigumo bucked, attempting to throw Polydora off. The young woman, not wanting to be on for any longer than necessary, assisted in this by leaping from the yōkai’s back.

During this time, Phoebe darted forward, timing herself just right. The tsuchigumo reared up and she rammed her spear into its soft underside. Jerking backward, the yōkai fell onto its back, its legs moving frantically as if trying to find purchase on solid ground. Gurgles issued from its throat, and the acrid smell of blood filled the air. Its movements slowed, becoming jerky and spastic until, at last, it twitched once, twice, and then ceased moving altogether.

Phoebe sighed as she came off from her adrenaline high. Polydora walked up to her, warily eying the creature they had killed. The battle had been quick. Their foe had clearly been expecting easier prey.

“My Lady, I believe we should get away from here.”

“Yes, you are correct. If that tsuchigumo was being truthful, then more yōkai are undoubtedly on the way.”

“That,” a voice spoke up behind them, “or they are already here.”

Phoebe froze as killing intent like nothing she’d ever felt washed over her. It was an icy cold intent that seeped into her bones, freezing them solid. She tried to move, but her body felt like it had been turned into a block of ice. No matter how hard she struggled, no matter how much her mind shouted at her to run, she couldn’t. She couldn’t run. She was having trouble just breathing!

Footsteps sounded out behind her. They echoed ominously in the strangely still air. Out of her peripherals, she saw that Polydora was in the same situation.

A figure appeared within her field of vision. Silvery hair hung down an undeniably handsome face that was marred by scales—bright scales that glistened in the light and crawled up his neck, stopping only after encroaching upon his jaw and some of his cheeks. His body, powerfully built yet somehow sleek, almost streamlined, moved with a fluid grace that defied human logic. He slowly walked, his feet almost sliding against the floor, until he stood in front of them.

And then he transformed.

Reptilian eyes the color of ambers peered out from beneath a fringe of silver. Oddly leathery lips peeled back in a polite smile that showed a row of sharp, jagged teeth. The man gazed at them both, and in his gaze, Phoebe only saw death.

“Hello,” the man greeted them, “when I was told that people were snooping around, I never expected them to be a pair of yama uba.”

“W… wh…” Phoebe tried to speak, but she couldn’t get the words out.

“Now, now.” The man wagged a single finger back and forth in a chastising manner. “I can’t very well reveal my identity right now, can I? Although…” Trailing off, the man thoughtfully rubbed his chin, “I suppose it is bad manners to not at least introduce myself. Hm, but then again, I’d rather not give my name to a couple of people who will be dead once we’ve extracted all of the information we require from them. Ah, but then again, it wouldn’t really hurt if I do tell them, will it? They’re going to die soon anyway.”

Phoebe would’ve found the man muttering to himself to be a little silly, but her current situation negated any potential silliness. Gritting her teeth, she struggled to move. She needed to do something, anything!

Come on! Come on! MOVE!!

“Well,” the man finally finished conversing with himself, “I suppose I can tell you who I am. My name is—woah!” He quickly dodged the spear that Phoebe thrust at him. “You managed to break out of my fear technique. How interesting. I wonder how you did that—ah! You used pain, didn’t you?”

Phoebe didn’t even bother wiping the blood off her lip—her self-inflicted wound—and rushed to attack the silver-haired man.

“Polydora! Get out of here!” Phoebe roared as she spun her spear in complicated patterns, creating a seamless stream of attacks. Her opponent didn’t seem particularly concerned. He wove through her attack patterns with ease, his body moving like he was boneless.

“M-My Lady…” Polydora muttered, finally snapping out of her stupor. “You can’t honestly expect me to—”

“Were you not listening to me?! I said go! Get out of here and find help!” When Polydora remained stationary, Phoebe lost it. “I SAID RUN!”

Jolted into action by her leader’s words, Polydora rushed out of the hole made by the tsuchigumo and ran down the hall. Phoebe didn’t allow herself to feel relieved, however, as even a moment of relaxing the tension in her muscles could very well end in her demise.

“Do you really think she’ll be able to escape?” the man she was fighting asked. “Not only have I decided to come here personally, but I have brought a large contingent of yōkai with me. They will find her, and they will kill her.”

Phoebe growled as she lunged at the man, who slithered around her attack with a strangely boneless quality. His left arm stretched out like it was made of rubber, coiling around her spear and yanking it from her grasp. Undeterred, Phoebe rolled across the ground, dodging his fist, which elongated and broke a hole in the wall behind her. As she leapt back to her feet, she grasped the spear, spinning it around her body in case the man decided to attack. He didn’t. He stood several feet away, smiling at her, as if wholly unconcerned by what was transpiring around him.

“You… you are no normal yōkai,” Phoebe said. “Who are you?”

The man tilted his head in thought. He was still smiling. “Hm, I don’t really feel like telling you my name anymore, so for now, why don’t you just call me Hebi.”

Phoebe barely felt the shift in the air. A slight twitch of Hebi’s shoulders was all the warning Phoebe had before something struck her across the face.

“Gya!”

Sprawled on the ground, Phoebe held a hand to her stinging cheek. She looked at the man, wondering how he could have possibly struck her from so far away.

And that’s when she saw it.

Moving along the ground was a white-scaled tail.

Phoebe suddenly realized that she was very outclassed.

“Don’t give up now.” Hebi’s smile was like that of a python who’d just found a rodent to feast on. “Please, let us continue this little dance of ours.”

Struggling to her feet, Phoebe surged forward with a fierce battle cry. She lunged at him, hoping to wipe that smug look off his face.

Hebi didn’t move, but his tail did, and the carpet soon became stained in crimson.

***

In the days that followed the last battle between Kuroneko’s forces and the army of Yōkai Killer’s, many of the people had begun effecting repairs to the city, which had suffered catastrophic damage. Once towering buildings were now nothing but piles of broken concrete and melted slag. Several skyscrapers, normally gleaming structures of steel and glass, had become skeletal remains. Roadways were reduced to rubble. Freeways had collapsed. The entire city block was a complete mess.

Despite this, no one acted out. Everyone, human and yōkai, worked together to rebuild their city. Teams of yōkai healers worked with a group of inu and several humans to locate injured civilians and heal them. Construction workers brought in raw material. Humans manned large machines to repair destroyed structures, while earth-based yōkai used their powers to shape and build the components necessary for reconstruction. Everywhere he looked, humans and yōkai coexisted peacefully.

Kevin was sad they were leaving.

“I’m going to miss you, my honey.”

On second thought, he wasn’t all that sad. Shudder.

Kuroneko stood in front of them, her hands clasped in front of her. Kevin told himself that his eyes did not go below her face. He most certainly was not eying the way her arms pushed up her bosom, which practically spilled out of her kimono. Definitely not.

“Well, children, it looks like this is it,” she said, smiling at the group. “You’ve been through a very difficult time during your stay here. I am sorry about that.”

“It’s fine,” Kevin said for all three of them. “We didn’t mind helping out.”

“Speak for yourself,” Iris grunted. “I really despise having to fight for my life, especially when I don’t have to.”

“I kind of had fun,” Lilian said.

Iris stared at her sister like she’d sprouted a head from her ass. “You’re joking right? What part of this trip could have possibly been fun?”

“Well, there was that time we went to the baseball game,” Lilian said.

Kuroneko smiled and nodded.

“Baseball is really boring, but I got to spend time doing something new with Beloved.”

Kuroneko tripped on thin air and fell flat on her face.

“And then there was the time we went to the beach. Sure, we ended up fighting an armada of ships and a bunch of Yōkai Killers, but we had a lot of fun before then. Besides…”

“Besides?” Iris leaned forward and gave her sister a questioning stare.

“I… kind of enjoyed all the fighting and stuff.” Fidget. Fidget. “It made me feel like a hero from a shōnen manga…”

The sound of Iris smacking her face echoed across the parking lot. “Of course that’s why you had fun. When did you become such a battle maniac?”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say…”

“Tch!”

“Like I said,” Kevin continued while Lilian and Iris bantered, “we really didn’t mind lending you a hand. I’d like it if this war could end soon, and I’ll do anything I can to help with that.”

Kuroneko’s cat-like smile made Kevin feel unusual, like his stomach was about to soar out of his throat, but he wasn’t about to let her know that.

“You’re a very strong young human. I am truly interested in seeing where you go in life.”

“Uh, thank you?”

“She’s not becoming part of your harem,” Iris stated suddenly.

“Who has a harem?!” Kevin shouted back.

“I agree. She’s too old to be in your harem,” Lilian added.

“There is no harem!”

“Although,” Lilian continued, “I do like her more than the kijo.”

Said kijo growled at the redhead.

“And she’s probably a tigress in the sack,” Iris added. “She’s, like, really old, right? I bet she has lots of experience. We could probably learn a thing or two from her.”

“If you two are done screwing with me, can we please get ready to leave?” Kevin asked dryly.

“Sorry, Beloved,” Lilian apologized. “I couldn’t help myself.”

Kitsune: Pranking is in their blood. Enough said.

“Whatever. Anyway, I guess this is goodbye for now.” He turned back to Kuroneko and her small entourage.

“Indeed,” Kuroneko replied mildly, though Kevin saw her lips twitching. Was she taking enjoyment from his suffering? How uncool. “Now, then, please remember what I told you. Your first stop is Wayne National Forest. That’s where Orin is. Here.” She handed him three plane tickets. “These will take you to Columbus, Ohio. After that, take a train to Lancaster. You’ll meet with someone who’ll take you to Orin once you’re there.”

Kevin grabbed the tickets. “Got it. Well, I think we’re going to head off.”

“Very well. Have a pleasant trip. Try not to get into too much trouble.”

“Farewell, my honey.”

Kevin shuddered as he, Lilian, and Iris entered their car, which had miraculously survived their battle against Justin. Turning on the car, he shifted into reverse, pulled out, and then drove off.

Silence descended upon the group. Only the sound of the motor thrumming could be heard. Kevin didn’t think it was a particularly uncomfortable silence, but rather, it was the kind that came after a massive storm. Even though the battle for Saint Byakko had been over for several days, now that they were finally leaving California, it felt like a huge weight had been lifted from their shoulders.

“Well,” Lilian started, “all of that just happened.”

“Lilian, have you been reading fan fiction again?”

Lilian tilted her head, green eyes becoming perplexed. “No, why?”

“Never mind.”

“I don’t know about you guys, but I think we deserve a little R and R,” Iris quipped.

Kevin felt a grin split his face. “It’s too bad we’re going to be traveling on a plane in a few hours.”

“Geh!” Iris’s face turned green, as if she was already imagining being up in the air. “That was a low blow, Stud.”

“That was for mentioning my nonexistent harem.”

“Oh, it’s real,” Iris said, cackling in a very evil, yet really sexy sort of way. “Pretty much every girl we run into gets added to it.”

“Shut up! I don’t have a harem! I don’t. Lilian, tell Iris that I don’t have a harem.”

“…”

“Lilian?”

“Is this a trick question?” Lilian asked.

“Lilian!”

“You know I’m just kidding, Beloved.” Lilian’s lips curled into a smile. “I remember what you said about not wanting a harem.”

“Thank you,” Kevin said.

Silence descended upon the group again, until…

“Nom nom nom. You hear that, Stud? That’s the sound of your harem being fed.”

“IRIS!”

***

He stared down at his defeated opponent. Phoebe lay face down on the ground. Cuts littered her body, many of them still bleeding. Several bite marks also marred her skin, running along her arms, legs, and back. They were tiny puncture marks, large red bumps, that stood out starkly on her pale skin.

The yama uba had put up a somewhat decent fight, though perhaps that was an euphemism. For a creature leagues weaker than himself, she’d done well, but really, it hadn’t even been a decent matchup. She’d certainly fought bravely, and she possessed enviable combative talent, but that was all she had going for her.

“At least she was better than the last group that came after me,” he hummed. “And maybe I can get some information out of her.”

The other group that had come here hadn’t given him any useful information, and the one person who could was proving difficult to break. Even now, after several weeks of torture, she hadn’t cracked. Of course, at the moment she was healing. He’d been rather vicious in his last interrogation session and his prisoner was nursing a broken jaw.

Maybe I should dispose of that one now that I have this one… but no. There’s a chance that this one won’t have the information I seek. Better keep the other one alive.

One of his yōkai henchmen ran up to him. “Lord Yamata!”

“Have you found the other one?” he asked.

“N-no sir. We were tracking her through the town when she used one of those human flash grenades and escaped. We’re currently trying to locate her.”

“I see…”

Swifter than the yōkai could blink, a tail shot up and moved across his throat. Blood gushed from the open wound like a faucet, and gurgling chokes emerged from the man’s mouth. The yōkai reached out with his hands, as if trying to stem the flow of blood. The yōkai was fortunate that he’d held back.

“Let that wound stand as a lesson to what will happen should you fail me again,” he said, his hissing tone colder than ice.

“Y-yes, Lord Yamata,” the yōkai rasped in fear.

He smiled. “I’m glad we understand each other. Now, send out the Hunters. If we cannot capture her, then we shall simply exterminate her. It really is too bad. I’d been hoping to use her as a means of interrogating this one.” He kicked Phoebe in the ribs. Her body shook before falling still. “Ah, well. You win some; you lose some.”

As his henchmen went off to inform the Hunters that they had new prey to hunt, Yamata hefted the one he’d defeated under his arm like she was a sack of rice.

I wonder what I should have for dinner tonight? He pondered as he left the hotel room. Rats or mice?


CHAPTER 12

SEDUCTION AT ITS FINEST

Kevin stared out the window as their plane touched down on the ground.

The jerky motions startled Lilian awake. Her head jerked up and she looked around, bleary eyes peering at everything and nothing—until they landed on Kevin.

“B-Beloved…” she yawned before leaning in for a kiss, which Kevin gladly welcomed, even though she had morning breath. He took her lower lip in his mouth and gently nibbled on it. This elicited a pleased groan from the vixen and caused her to press her mouth against his more firmly. “Good morning,” she murmured against his mouth.

“It’s actually twelve in the afternoon,” Kevin corrected as they pulled away. “At least, it is where we are now.”

Lilian’s eyes fluttered rapidly as she processed his words. She then looked outside the window to see that they’d landed, and their airplane was now slowly moving toward the docking station. The midday sun was high over their heads.

“We’ve arrived, then?” she asked.

He smiled. “Yep. Welcome to Columbus, Ohio.”

Lilian stretched her arms above her head. Kevin heard bones cracking and managed to contain his wince. He did blush, however, as he listened to Lilian’s satisfied moan. The way her nipples were poking through her shirt really didn’t help either.

Down libido.

“We should probably wake up Iris,” Lilian said.

“Yeah…”

Kevin turned his head to stare at Iris. The girl was conked out cold. During their trip, Iris had enchanted some poor hostess into giving her massive amounts of alcohol, and she’d drunk herself into a stupor. He would’ve stopped her, but he knew how much Iris hated flying, so he’d let her antics go—just this once.

Now she was leaning against him, snoring away as she hugged his arm between her breasts.

“She’s drooling all over me again.” He sighed. “Just great.”

“Has she done this before?” Lilian asked.

“Once. It was back when you’d been kidnaped by the Celestial Kyūbi. She didn’t get drunk that time, but she’d been so frightened by the idea of flying that she passed out after the initial panic wore off.”

“Ah.”

Kevin shook Iris awake. Her eyes fluttered open as she pulled her head from his shoulder. She blinked once, twice, then rubbed her eyes in a manner that somehow managed to look sexy. Her eyes landed on Kevin seconds later. She smiled.

“Morning, Stud.”

Kevin didn’t have much time to speak before Iris grabbed the back of his head and pulled him into a kiss. His shout was muffled by Iris’s tongue filling his mouth. He moaned as her skilled tongue caressed him and guided his own tongue along as he kissed back. If Lilian’s kisses were enthusiasm personified, then Iris’s were talented beyond compare. They were only kissing. However, he was so tempted to pounce on this girl it wasn’t even funny.

“Pua!” Iris pulled her head back, a satisfied smile on her face as she smacked her lips. “Mm, not bad, but you’ve got to do better than that. You shouldn’t let yourself respond so weakly even if I surprised you. I give you a four out of ten.”

Kevin rolled his eyes. “What, are you grading me on my kisses now?”

“Hey, I figured if I’m gonna kiss you, then I might as well make sure it’s enjoyable.”

“Whatever. Just move so I can grab our luggage.”

Kevin stood up and moved into the aisle. Several other people were doing the same thing he was—and a good deal of people were glaring at him, no doubt because of the two kisses he’d just received. It was something he’d noticed even more recently. While they were always the subject of attention, that attention became more vitriolic when these two gave him affection. Even now he could hear the discontent grumbles from the people around them.

He ignored these and grabbed their luggage from the overhead compartments.

“All right,” he said, “I’ve got our stuff and—”

Kevin stopped talking. His tongue froze as if ice had encroached inside of his mouth, and his eyes widened to the size of dinner plates.

Lilian and Iris were kissing. Iris had pushed her sister against the seat and situated herself between the redhead’s legs, which squirmed behind Iris. With their mouths open as they kissed, Kevin was given a glimpse of their tongues swirling around each other, exchanging saliva between them as if it was their life’s essence. Iris’s hands were on Lilian’s deliciously tight bum, grasping and squeezing and caressing, much to the emerald-eyed vixen’s apparent delight, if her moans were any indication.

It took every ounce of willpower Kevin had not to suffer from the fabled nosebleed, which was something that should have only been possible in anime. Many other people weren’t so strong, and several men, both young and old, were knocked out as blood shot from their noses like a broken fire hydrant. Only after Iris had thoroughly plundered her sister’s mouth did she pull back.

“Ah, that was nice.” Iris had a very “cat that got the cream” smile. “Good morning, Lily-pad.”

“Uh, um, good morning,” Lilian said, sounding most dazed.

“Lily-pad?” Kevin mastered his blush and raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t used that pet name in a while.”

“I felt it was appropriate.”

“Right.”

After Lilian regained her bearings, they left the now blood-covered airplane—along with the numerous passed out males and angry females—behind them.

Port Columbus International was a busy place. There were people coming and going constantly. They crowded around the terminals, some sitting, others standing, all waiting impatiently for their flight to arrive, or for the people they were waiting for to show up.

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris walked through the terminal. Being the chivalrous male that he is, Kevin had decided to carry the bags. As they walked through the airport, he studied the people around them. He couldn’t see any yōkai, though they could have been hidden. However, there were a lot of soldiers guarding the terminal points. Green military fatigues and Kevlar vests adorned their broad-shouldered frames. Assault rifles were carried in black-gloved hands.

“I think we might be in trouble,” Kevin muttered.

“Yeah…” Lilian agreed.

“Do you want me to enchant them?” asked Iris.

“I don’t think enchantments are going to work here,” Kevin said with a headshake.

The war had been going on for months, and the military had long since cottoned on to the different techniques various yōkai species used, and they’d created numerous contingencies in the event they ran into one of them. Enchantments were a common technique used by many different yōkai.

They had been able to fly here because Kuroneko practically owned California now that the navy force stationed there had been defeated. However, Ohio was purely human territory. As far as they knew, there weren’t any yōkai living in this state—though that did make Kevin wonder about the heavy military presence. Was there something going on here that they weren’t aware of?

“Hold it!”

Kevin and Lilian froze as a soldier stopped them. They had just stepped up to a security checkpoint, and neither of them had thought about how to get out of this. The two of them glanced at each other. Both of them had broken into a cold sweat.

“Hey, is there something we can help you with?” Iris asked, stepping forward. She leaned into the young man who’d stopped them, her breasts gently pushing into his arm. The soldier, who looked like he was in his mid-twenties, stiffened and a bright red blush spread across his face.

“U-uh, um, well, we’re… I mean, we need to check… um, something?”

“You really are quite diligent, aren’t you?” Iris’s eyes became half-lidded and seductive as her lips curved in a beautiful smile. Even Kevin felt his breath becoming hitched. “That’s impressive. There are so many soldiers these days who cut corners with their work, but not you. I’ve always respected men like you: Strong, hardworking, intelligent. You’re clearly a soldier of the highest caliber.”

Iris drew circles on the young man’s Kevlar vest. The young man scratched the back of his head, seemingly pleased that this gorgeous woman had recognized how hardworking he was. So easy.

As Iris did her job of buttering the man up, Kevin and Lilian shared a hopeful look. Maybe they could get out of this after all.

“What is going on here?!” another soldier barked, a female this time. “You there! Soldier! What are you doing with this girl?!”

The soldier snapped to attention, his spine going ramrod straight. The effects from Iris’s seduction hadn’t quite worn off. Even so, it seemed this woman garnered enough fear and respect that he couldn’t help but respond.

“M-ma’am! I was, uh, I was—t-that is I—”

“Please don’t be too hard on him,” Iris interjected smoothly. “He was merely doing his job.”

She strolled over to the woman, her hips slowly sashaying from side to side. The female soldier stiffened when Iris gently took her arm and held it to her bosom. With her eyes sensually narrowed, the raven-haired vixen’s lips curled into a delightfully sexy smile. Kevin wasn’t even the recipient of that smile and he felt his libido spike. The woman who was on the receiving end of Iris’s smile was even worse—her entire face turned bright red.

Is this an enchantment? Kevin wondered.

“It’s not an enchantment,” Lilian said.

“H-huh?”

“You were thinking ‘this is an enchantment,’ right?” Lilian smiled. “Iris isn’t using an enchantment. You’ve never seen her do this before because Iris isn’t interested in anyone but me—and you—but she doesn’t need enchantments to seduce someone. While I was going to be sold off to Jiāoào, Iris was trained to be our clan’s best seductress. She can seduce anyone, no matter who they are.”

Kevin looked back at Iris. The girl was really working over the poor woman. She was pressed against the lady soldier’s side, her narrowed eyes bewitching the poor woman, whose face looked like someone had set off a nuke on it.

“Have I ever told you that I just love a woman in uniform?” Iris asked.

“Uh… n-no, I don’t think you, um, did.”

Iris glanced at the soldier she’d initially seduced out of the corner of her eyes. Kevin saw Iris smile, that same Cheshire cat grin she usually wore when pulling a prank, and like a bolt of lightning striking him in the face, he realized what her plan was.

I see, so that’s her plan. Very clever.

“Hey!” the male soldier shouted at his female partner. “What the hell do you think you’re doing with my woman?!”

The female soldier switched gazes from Iris to the man, her blush receding and her eyes growing annoyed.

“Your woman?” she asked, grabbing Iris and holding her protectively. Kevin almost snorted when he saw the smile on Iris’s face grow. “You’ve got some serious nerve to think she’s yours! This girl is mine!”

“You bitch!” A vicious snarl tore its way from the man’s throat as he lunged at the woman.

The female pushed Iris behind her before the man crashed into her.

“Bring it on, cock sucker! I’ll die before I let you touch this girl!”

The two soldiers began to brawl, which drew the attention of the other soldiers, who tried to stop them.

“H-hey! Calm down, you two!”

“Yeah, what are you fighting about anyway?”

“Piss off, shit stain! You think I’m gonna let this bitch take my girl?!”

“Your girl? Ha! She’s mine! I claimed her first!”

“I’ll fucking stab you, cunt!”

“Not if I shoot you in the face!”

“Don’t pull a gun out here!”

The female soldier tried pulling a pistol on her fellow soldier. The others piled on top of her. Meanwhile, the male had whipped out a knife and was threatening the people trying to calm him down.

“Calm the fuck down, soldier!”

“Stay back! That bitch is gonna get it!”

Kevin caught Iris’s and Lilian’s eyes. They both nodded at him and, discreetly hiding themselves under one of Lilian’s illusions, the trio snuck past the security checkpoint. No one noticed them.

Taking Iris and Lilian by the hand, Kevin navigated through the crowd of people. They traveled down long hallways and passed several souvenir shops. There were several more security checkpoints, including a place where people underwent a very invasive x-ray that revealed whether they were human or not. He and his two companions bypassed it by walking behind the person sitting in front of the monitor. Not long after they snuck through the last checkpoint, Kevin, Lilian, and Iris made it outside.

“What should we do now, Stud?”

Kevin looked up at the sky. It was evening now. Had they really stayed in that airport for so long? Sneaking past security had taken even more time than he’d realized. The sun was dipping beyond the horizon. A cornucopia of colors splashed against the sky, creating swirling streaks that reminded him of several nebula congealing together.

“It’s getting pretty late, so I don’t think we’ll make it to the train station before they close,” Kevin started. “Let’s hop on a bus and find a place to stay the night.”

“Sounds like a plan, Beloved.” Grinning, Lilian pumped a fist into the air. “All right! It’s time for our next adventure! Let’s go!”

Lilian dragged Kevin and Iris behind her as she marched off, a grin tugging at his lips. Lilian’s cheerful demeanor no matter the situation always impressed him.

They hopped onto the nearest bus, and were soon on their way toward the heart of Ohio’s capital.

***

Justin woke up with a start.

Sitting up on his cot, he gazed around the room, trying to determine what had caused him to awaken. Knocking came from his door. Justin rubbed his eyes and slowly wandered over to the door, opening it and peering at the person standing on the other side.

“Yes, Jill?” he asked. “Did you need something?”

Jill dropped the folder in her hand. She stood there, stock still and red faced. Justin needed a moment to wonder what was wrong, then he looked down and realized that he was only wearing a pair of boxers. He also had a bad case of morning wood.

Huh… it’s been awhile since I got a boner first thing in the morning. Did I have a good dream or something?

Dispelling the amusing thought, he looked back up at Jill, who wasn’t looking at his face.

“Soldier,” Justin snapped.

Jill straightened and stopped looking at the tent in his boxers.

“Y-yes, sir!”

“Did you need something?”

“Um, oh! Right!” Jill snapped off a salute. Her face was still red. “We have just received word that three people matching the description of Kevin, Lilian, and Iris have been spotted in Columbus, Ohio.”

His eyes lit up. “Have we received visual confirmation?”

“Yes. Now where is—oh! Whoops!” Jill knelt down and picked up her folder, which she then handed to Justin, who took it from her and looked through it. “Several cameras have spotted them wandering through the city.”

“Good, then let’s get ready to leave. Jill, I want you and your brother to come with me to Ohio. You have one hour to pack everything you need.”

“Yes, sir,” Jill said, looking down again, her blush coming back once more.

“My face is up here!” Justin shouted.

***

It took them about an hour of searching before they found a hotel they could stay in.

The Sheraton Suites was a large building made of white brick. Their rooms were all modestly sized, with a large bed and a bathroom. It had several nice amenities, too: a television that played several channels like HBO and StarTimes, soft beds with memory foam mattresses, and a bathroom that had a large shower/bathtub with air jets built into the sides.

Iris was only using the shower. She felt tempted to lounge around in the bathtub, to see how well those jets worked, but even she knew that now was not the time. There was a reason she, Lilian, and Kevin weren’t taking a bath together.

Maybe some other time. Still…

She took a little longer than she probably should have, but Iris still eventually got out of the shower. After drying herself off, she stepped into the bedroom in her birthday suite, a sultry smile on her lips.

“Hey, you two. I know we’re on an important mission, but I was thinking—just because we’re on a mission that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t… have… fun… eh?”

“Isn’t this the coolest thing ever, Beloved? It’s so awesome! Now we can store all of our manga on this little device! How cool!”

“Definitely. I’m glad we decided to buy this. I like holding a manga in my hand, but when you’re out on the road, having a single device that can carry all of our manga is great.”

The two were sitting on the room’s large, queen-sized bed. Kevin sat with his back against the headboard, while Lilian was snuggled between his legs, her back pressed against his chest. His head rested on her shoulder. Lilian was holding a sleek-looking device in her hands, a tablet from which the two of them read their manga.

They looked super comfortable.

“Pay attention to me, damn it!” Iris shouted.

Lilian and Kevin looked up.

“Oh, Iris,” Lilian greeted. “Finished with your shower?”

Iris felt a vein throbbing on her forehead. “Aren’t you two even a little bit aroused? I’m standing here naked, you know?”

“So?” Kevin asked, going back to the device in their hands. “You prance around naked all the time. Nothing new there.”

“Oh, that is low, Stud. Are you trying to kill my self-esteem here?”

“I’m just saying that you can’t expect us to react when you’re always like this,” Kevin replied before tapping on the device. “How about this one?”

“Yamada-kun and the Seven Witches?” Lilian hummed thoughtfully. “Sure, I like this manga.”

“Tch!”

Wandering over to their meager luggage, Iris searched through it and found a large t-shirt, which she put on. She didn’t bother wearing panties. They always felt stifling on her tails. She then climbed onto the bed with Kevin and Lilian, crawling over to the pair and pressing herself against them. They didn’t resist. Kevin merely shifted his arm so she could snuggle into his torso.
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“So, what are you guys reading?” she asked.

“Yamada-kun and the Seven Witches,” Lilian answered, her eyes never leaving the tablet, which Iris noticed was full of pictures. “It’s about a high school student who has the power to copy the powers of the witches who go to his school. It’s really good. The author Miki Yoshikawa is a female author who knows her fanservice. There are some epic panty-shots in here.”

“It’s also a good story and isn’t just about the panty-shots,” Kevin added. “There’s a lot of good drama and some major tension in it. I really love the romantic relationship between Yamada and Shiraishi. It’s so cute.”

“The cutest,” Lilian agreed.

Iris clicked her tongue as the two went back to reading their manga. She really didn’t understand what was so great about manga.

Because manga is awesome.

“No, it isn’t. It’s just a bunch of drawings.”

You clearly have no understanding of what makes manga awesome.

“And you’re an idiot.”

H-how rude!

“Please don’t antagonize the author. You know how sensitive he gets,” Kevin said, then he paused, his face scrunching up. “Wait. What am I saying?”

“Whatever.”

Iris snuggled further into the pair, moving her left leg over them both. Resting her head on Lilian’s other shoulder, she absently read the manga with them for a while, but she soon grew bored. Her sister and Kevin might’ve loved anime and manga, but it really wasn’t her thing.

Lulling warmth enclosed around her as Iris closed her eyes and fell asleep.

***

One of the many benefits about working for the Sons and Daughters of Humanity was definitely the transportation.

Justin sat in the latest military helicopter, a state-of-the-art vehicle that could traverse the entire United States in less than three hours. This particular helicopter was based on the Ka-226 Russian military transport helicopter, a light multi-purpose vehicle that was designed for carrying out day and night reconnaissance/surveillance and various other tasks. The interior wasn’t posh, but it was comfortable. Sitting within the back near the exit hatch, Justin stared out of the window, watching the clouds blow past him.

“We’ve arrived at our destination, sir!” Jill called from the front. “We’ll be touching down shortly.”

“Understood,” Justin said. “So, how do you two like your new suits?”

There was a brief pause.

“They’re… all right, sir. It’s a little uncomfortable.”

“I think they’re pretty cool,” Jack added. “Jill just doesn’t like hers because she feels exposed.”

“Shut up, idiot!” Jill smacked Jack on the head.

“Ouch!”

“Eyes on the front,” Justin warned.

“Yes, sir! Sorry, sir!”

They soon touched down on a landing platform. With a hiss of hydraulics, the exit hatch opened. Justin stood up and walked out, where he was met with an older gentleman who had a handlebar mustache.

“Captain Develin,” Justin greeted. “I heard you had a problem with two of your subordinates recently.”

Captain Develin, a man with a strong jaw and a Greek nose, grimaced at the reminder.

“I see you’ve heard about that. Apparently, two of my soldiers fought over a girl at the airport, which ended up involving more than a fourth of the troops stationed there.”

They began to walk, Jack and Jill trailing behind them. The group stepped through a door that was held open by two officers, both suffering from several bruises. The male of the duo had a split lip; the female a black eye. Captain Develin looked at them both as he walked past, causing them to turn their heads in shame.

“I wouldn’t be too hard on them,” Justin started as they walked down a flight of stairs. “The person they were dealing with happened to be a kitsune, one who is rather talented at seduction. Trust me on this. I am personally acquainted with the vixen in question.”

“They should have still not allowed themselves to fall prey to her charms so easily,” Captain Develin spoke in a gruff voice, clearly still displeased.

Justin shrugged. He knew better than to blame those two. Both of them were clearly young and inexperienced, and Iris was an expert at using her charms to seduce others. Someone who didn’t have experience with her… particular talents wouldn’t stand a chance in hell if she got serious.

After entering the command center, Justin followed Captain Develin over to a large screen, which was currently replaying the same scene over and over again—Iris seducing the two soldiers with naught but her feminine wiles, and then the two soldiers getting into a fight over her. Standing near the raven-haired vixen were two familiar faces: a redhead with emerald eyes and a blond-haired teen with blue eyes.

“Yep, that’s them all right. Kevin Swift, and Lilian and Iris Pnevma.” Justin cupped a hand to his chin. “You’ve been tracking them, I take it?”

Captain Develin nodded. “Yes, ever since I was alerted to the fight, I’ve had my men keep an eye on all the security cameras in the city.” Pressing a button on a nearby console, the captain changed the monitor from the fight to another screen, this one displaying the same trio speaking with a receptionist in the lobby of a hotel. “They were last seen entering the Sheraton Suites at Capitol Square and renting out a hotel room.”

“Is that so…” Justin thought for a moment before deciding on a course of action. “I want you to set up a perimeter around the hotel using all of your forces.”

Captain Develin looked startled. “All of our forces, sir?”

“Yes, all of your forces,” Justin said. “We’re not dealing with a couple of amateurs here. Those three have already faced forces greater than anything you can imagine. Set up a perimeter around the hotel and send in a team of your best men to dispose of them.”

“Understood, sir!” Captain Develin saluted. Justin returned the salute.

A little while later, as Captain Develin was talking with his troops, Justin stood back. Standing beside him, Jack and Jill seemed confused.

“Um, sir?” Jill asked.

“Yes?”

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” When Justin raised an eyebrow, she elaborated. “Letting the regular military forces deal with these three, I mean. Wasn’t this supposed to be your job?”

Looking at the two soldiers beside him, Justin presented them with a sardonic grin. “If there is one thing that I’ve learned about these three, it’s that you can’t rely on regular methods to deal with them. Kevin is resourceful, and with Lilian and Iris by his side, those three are near impossible to defeat using regular methods.” Justin looked back at Captain Develin giving his men a pep talk. “I suspect Captain Develin and his men will fail to get rid of them.”

“Then why send them after those three, sir?” asked Jack.

“Because they’ll weaken Kevin, Lilian, and Iris to the point where dealing with them will be easy.” Justin smiled as something sharp struck his chest. “That’s right. We’ll wait until those three are too weak to fight, and then we’ll exterminate them.”

***

Kevin woke up with a start. He peered around the room. Lilian and Iris were snuggling with him, and their warmth threatened to lull him back to sleep. Yet he couldn’t. There was something that he needed to do first.

“Beloved?” Lilian woke up as he tried to crawl out from underneath the two girls. Her emerald eyes practically glowed in the dark as she blinked at him.

“Sorry,” Kevin whispered. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I just need to use the bathroom.”

“M’kay,” Lilian murmured. “Don’t be too long.”

Kevin slipped out of the bed, and his space was quickly filled by Iris, who used this moment to snuggle into her sister’s breasts. He felt a moment of envy, though whether that was for Lilian or Iris he didn’t know. It was pointless envy anyway. He slept with both of them.

I still don’t even know how that happened…

As Kevin took care of his business in the bathroom, he tried to think of what he might’ve done to deserve this life. Many boys would kill to have a life like his, dating a hot redhead and sleeping with her sister on top of that. Granted, his relationship with Iris was because the raven-haired vixen wanted to be with Lilian. He was just a side dish as far as Iris was concerned.

It really makes me wonder whether I’m lucky or if Murphy is just screwing with me.

He supposed it didn’t really matter. Iris might not love him, not like she did Lilian, but their relationship was solid. They trusted each other, and both of them loved Lilian. He still found that… disturbing. Iris’s love for her sister perturbed him, but he couldn’t deny that her feelings were true, and thus he tried to accept it, even if he didn’t approve of it.

Incest in the human world was taboo. He didn’t know if there were any laws against it, but if there were, then he wouldn’t have been surprised. Even now, after months of being in this strange three-way relationship, he keenly felt that sense of wrongness.

I wonder if this means I’m going to Hell when I die…

Flushing the toilet and washing his hands, Kevin entered the bedroom. He was just about to head over to bed, when several lights outside caught his attention.

Cities like Columbus were always bright, a sea of twinkling stars built within structures of concrete and steel. Some lights moved, some remained still. There was one section of lights that weren’t visible—the ones that had been on right before he and Lilian had finally fallen asleep. The ones that were always on in case people came into the hotel late.

Peering out of the window, Kevin spotted that the lights that had once illuminated the entrance had gone off. Narrowing his eyes, he caught several figures moving within the darkness, and a little further off…

This isn’t good.

Hurrying over to the bed, Kevin shook Lilian and Iris awake.

“Beloved?” Lilian sat up in bed, her spaghetti strap sliding down her shoulder.

“Ngg.” Iris groaned as she rubbed her eyes. “What the hell, Stud? Why did you wake us?”

“We’re in trouble,” Kevin said, his expression grim.

***

Ever since the war against yōkai began, mankind had begun creating yōkai countermeasures. Thanks to the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s research into yōkai, several new inventions had been created to help deal with the threat they represented.

All soldiers were now equipped with special goggles that rendered any and all visual illusions useless. They couldn’t stop other sensory illusions, like ones that affected the ears, nerves, or brain directly, but they worked well on yōkai who could only create false images. There weren’t many of these inventions, sadly, so they were often used only during special operations. All soldiers were also equipped with brand new Kevlar vests, which offered decent protection against most elemental attacks.

A group of four soldiers utilizing this new equipment ran up a flight of stairs. They were an elite group specializing in infiltration and assassination, and their job that night was to assassinate three people: Two kitsune and a single human. Even if killing children left a bad taste in their mouth, who were they to question their orders?

According to the receptionist they interrogated, the trio were housed on the fifth floor, in room 515. After ascending several flights of stairs, they traveled down a hall with beige walls and red carpet. Door after door passed by on either side, and they counted each one. 501. 503. 507. 511. 515. They had arrived.

Through the crack in the bottom, the soldiers could see the lights were on. Their new equipment, the one that let them see through illusions, was sensitive to light. They wouldn’t be able to use their goggles in here.

Two of the soldiers stood on either side of the door, their backs pressed against the wall, assault rifles gripped firmly in their hands. Another knelt on one knee, swiveling her gun left and right as she checked the perimeter. The last one used the keycard he’d gotten from the receptionist, sliding it through the lock.

A soft beep emitted from it as the tiny bulb in the left-hand corner turned green. Gripping the knob, he turned it silently and opened the door just a crack. He looked at his three companions, who gave him nods to proceed. Then he swung the door wide and swiftly entered the room, his gun already preparing to lay suppressive fire.

He stopped.

He stared.

Two girls were lying on the bed, oblivious to the world around them. One of them, a raven-haired beauty with pale skin, lay atop the other, a redhead with fair skin. They were entangled in a web of limbs. The dark-haired girl’s hands were inside of the redhead’s shirt, groping her breasts, eliciting a great many moans of delight from the one underneath her. In return, the beauty below had grabbed a handful of the other girl’s plentiful butt, and she made a great show of squeezing the completely bare bottom.

They were sharing in a sloppy, open-mouthed kiss. Their tongues clashed, hooking, pulling, pushing, sliding, swirling, and grinding against each other. It was a sight that many a man had dreamed of seeing; two gorgeous females passionately engaged in an epic make out session.

“Hey,” one of the soldiers said as she walked into the room, “why haven’t you… oh…”

One by one, the soldiers entered the room and stared at the scene taking place. Even the strictly heterosexual females were captivated by the passion being put on display. Perhaps it was simply the eroticism of the sight before them, or maybe it was due to the massive amount of pheromones being released into the air. Whatever the case may have been, none of the people there could turn their eyes from the sight.

That also meant they were unaware of the person closing the door behind them.

The last thing those soldiers saw before darkness engulfed them was the raven-haired female slipping a hand into the redhead’s panties.

Then they saw nothing.

***

Kevin sighed as he finished tying the soldiers up. They wouldn’t be able to keep them here for long. He was sure that, after a certain amount of time passed and no word was sent, another group would be sent in as backup. There might have even already been several teams inside of the hotel that he didn’t know of.

“Iris,” Kevin made a snap decision, “when they wake up, place them under an enchantment and learn whatever you can from them. If possible, get them to tell us the emplacement of their forces waiting outside.”

Iris sent him a sloppy salute. “You got it, Stud.”

“What should I do?” asked Lilian.

“Nothing for now,” Kevin said. “Before we do anything else, we need to know more about what we’re dealing with, and Iris is the only one who can get that information.”

Lilian huffed and crossed her arms, her cheeks puffing up like a balloon filled with hot air. “I could get that information if I wanted to.”

“Even if you could, I’d rather you didn’t,” Kevin started, taking Lilian’s hand in his own. “I’d get jealous if you started putting the moves on somebody else, even if it’s just to get information.”

Lilian needed several seconds to understand what he meant by that, but when she figured it out, her lips curved into a beaming smile. “Ufufufu, you know just what to say to make me feel better, Beloved.”

Unfortunately, her laugh kinda ruined the beauty of her vibrantly curled lips.

“I try,” he said dryly.

“Tch, if you two are done getting all googly eyed at each other, then maybe you can get ready. One of our guests are waking up.”

Even as Iris spoke, the man who Kevin knocked out first stirred, groaning as his eyes slowly fluttered open. He shook his head several times, as if trying to shake off the cobwebs, then glanced around the room—at least until his eyes locked with Iris’s.

“Hello there.”

Iris grinned, her eyes glowing with dark energy. The soldier tried to struggle, to turn his head and look away from the half-naked female, but one of Iris’s tails went underneath his chin and forced him to look at her.

“Don’t look away,” Iris said in a pouty voice. The man shivered. His face became flushed and his breathing heavy. “I like it when you look at me. Please, look at me some more, won’t you?”

“O… okay…” the man mumbled, his cheeks turning red as he unabashedly stared at Iris’s chest. Kevin felt a moment of irritation, but quickly squashed it as Iris used her tail to tilt the man’s head up, so he was looking at her eyes instead of her chest. Shortly thereafter, the man’s eyes grew dim and dull, lifeless orbs filled with nothing but admiration for the creature of incomparable beauty in front of him.

“Do you mind if I ask you a question?” Iris asked.

“Not at all,” the man said in a dull voice.

“You’re too kind,” Iris chuckled as she condescendingly patted the soldier on the cheek. “How many forces do you have stationed around this hotel?”

“All five hundred of our military personnel have been stationed around the hotel…”

“So your goal was to trap us in this little spot, wasn’t it?”

“Yes…”

“Ask him about their equipment,” Kevin said.

Iris did as told, and the man readily answered.

“We’ve got mostly infantry fighting vehicles, but we also have half a dozen tanks and three attack helicopters.”

“The helicopters must be in reserve,” Kevin determined. “Otherwise we would have heard them by now.”

“They must be trying to keep this operation stealthy,” Lilian said, and Kevin nodded in agreement.

“Iris, get him to tell you where all of their forces are hiding please.”

“You’ve got it, Stud.”

As Iris went to work again, interrogating their prisoner, Kevin wandered over to the window and peeked out. It was still dark. He could barely tell the trees from the ground. Certainly, if there were military vehicles hiding out near this building, he wouldn’t be able to tell where they were.

“What do you think we should do?” Lilian asked as she walked up to stand beside him.

“I’m not sure yet.” Kevin raked a hand through his hair. “If it was just a matter of fighting our way out, then I would say we should have Iris send those four back to their comrades with bombs strapped to them, and have them detonate several seconds later to sow confusion amongst the enemy. However…”

“You’d rather not kill if you don’t have to,” Lilian finished. Kevin nodded.

There had been numerous instances in this war where he’d been forced to kill. It was the regretful consequences of being in a war; one could not fight without killing. Despite this, Kevin tried to spare his enemies whenever possible.

It had nothing to do with altruism, though Kevin would admit that he disliked killing others. The true reason Kevin—and the other members of Neo Seiryuu—killed as little as possible was more pragmatic.

Everything that began had an end, and this war was no different. What happened after it ended would be determined not just by who won, but by how much the people who didn’t win lost.

Fathers. Mothers. Sons. Daughters. Brothers. Sisters. Aunts. Uncles. Whenever a person died, someone, somewhere, lost someone important to them. In losing that important person, those people began to feel hatred toward those who took that loved one away. It was inevitable, really, that people would hate the ones who killed those that they cherished. That was why Kevin—no, all of the members of Neo Seiryuu—only killed when they were left with no other option. When this war finally ended, it would make transitioning from war to peace easier. That was their hope.

“All right, you two,” Iris’s voice rang out, causing the pair to turn around. “I’ve got all the information you wanted. You got a map, Stud?”

He glanced at his mate. “Lilian?”

At his questioning tone, Lilian pulled a large, rolled up map out of her bosoms. “I’ve got a map right here, Beloved.”

“Thank you.”

Taking the map from Lilian, Kevin spread it out on the bed. Iris pulled a sharpie out of her cleavage, and then circled a spot on the map.

“This is where we are right now,” she said before marking several spots with x marks. “These spots are where the enemy forces are located. There are also two more teams located inside the hotel. One of them is stationed by the elevator, and the other is guarding the entrance.”

“They have us surrounded,” Kevin observed as he stroked his jaw.

Indeed, the small circle representing their position was surrounded by x marks. Not only were they surrounded, but there were two different rows, which Kevin took to mean there were two lines of defense.

He looked over at Lilian, who caught his eyes and held them with her viridian gaze.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Lilian asked, grinning.

Kevin matched her grin with one of his own. “I do believe that I am.”

“Ufufufu…”

“Hehehe…”

Iris stared at the chuckling couple with an expression of annoyance. “Would you two stop laughing like a pair of idiots and let me in on the plan?”

Kevin and Lilian shared another look, further annoying Iris, before turning back to the girl and explaining their plan. By the end of it, even Iris was grinning.

“This could work,” she muttered. “You two are devious.”

“We try,” the pair said in eerie synchronicity before all three of them got to work.

***

They stood exactly fifty yards from the Sheraton Suites, a line, an army, an encirclement of soldiers and tanks. Standing around the powerful military vehicles were soldiers. Dull clothes masked their presence. Even their weapons had been spray-painted a dull black to keep them from being spotted, and the tanks themselves had several camouflage nets thrown over them.

The military was waiting. They’d sent several elite squadrons in to dispose of a group of teens. This would have normally rankled them—it did rankle them—but the trio they were after were a group of yōkai, their enemies. Still, even if they were enemies, it didn’t make this task any less distasteful.

Four figures appeared from within the entrance, walking out and striding across the road, coming closer. All of the soldiers knelt down and aimed their rifles, while the tanks’ main cannons swiveled around to face the group moving closer to them. It was only after they’d reached a certain distance that everyone relaxed. The people coming toward them were the group they’d sent into the Sheraton Suites.

“Report to Captain Develin. Tell him that one of the teams we sent in has come back.”

“Yes, sir.”

As a soldier went over to the communications officer, the soldier who’d originally spoken, a lieutenant, turned back to the group. They were getting closer.

“Report, soldiers! Have the targets been neutralized?” The soldiers said nothing. They merely kept walking. “Did you not hear me? I said report!”

The soldiers stopped several feet from the lieutenant…

“Monsutaa monsutaa! Mon mon mon mon monsutaa! Monsutaa monsutaa mon mon mon mon monsutaazu raifu!”

… and started singing and dancing.

The lieutenant plus all the other soldiers present gawked as the four they’d sent into the Sheraton Suites lined up. They raised their left hand in the air, then brought it down and raised their right hand into the air. After that, they took a step to the left, brought their left hand up so it was near their face, then stepped right and did the same to their right hand. Both hands were then brought together to form a heart, which they moved back and forth as if to represent their beating chest.

Then there was the singing.

“Hitotsu, hitome bakkari ki ni shitenaide! Daitan ni, katsu shinchou ni taagetto o kimeru!”

No one present had any idea what they were singing. Whatever it was, it certainly wasn’t English.

The situation took a whole new turn when the two girls suddenly stripped off their clothes and threw them into the air. Many of the men howled like dogs in heat, while the other women wrinkled their noses in disgust. Blushes warred on the faces of men, while grimaces were plastered on the women. Matters only became more intense when the men followed suit, tearing off their clothing and dancing alongside the women.

As the dancing and singing became louder and even more vulgar, the commotion it caused drew the attention of the other contingents arrayed around the Sheraton Suites.

***

“It looks like your plan is working,” Iris said to Kevin and Lilian.

After locating and enchanting the other soldiers who’d been sent in to try and kill them, the group had exited through an emergency exit and made their way around to the front, where they’d witnessed the results of Iris’s enchantments.

Several dozen yards away, the soldiers that Iris had enchanted were stripping and dancing and singing the opening theme song to an anime that Lilian liked to watch. Their display also drew the attention of the other soldiers, who drew closer to see what was going on, thereby breaking the encirclement.

Kevin and Lilian were back in their bodysuits, which creaked as they moved. Iris had opted not to wear hers, something about how the suit was stifling and didn’t allow others to admire her perfection. Instead she was wearing her normal booty shorts and tube top.

“Ufufufu, they look so funny.”

“That they do. Anyway, this is our chance,” Kevin determined after several seconds of staring. “There’s a huge gap in their circle now. Let’s go before your enchantment wears off.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Iris cackled. “My enchantment will last for another hour before going away. We’re good to go there.”

“Good to know,” Kevin admitted.

“Let’s go,” Lilian said.

Darting out from behind the wall, the group quickly dashed across the street and into a thicket of bushes and trees. From there, they slowly crept through the trees until they reached the end, where several soldiers lay in wait. There were six in total. Five stood around a large tank, while the last stood in the tank’s hatch, peering at the commotion from an elevated position.

“What do you think is going on over there?” one of the soldiers asked.

“I don’t know, but it looks exciting.”

“Man, I can’t believe that hardass told us to wait here while he checked things out. That is just too cruel.”

“I hear ya.”

“Shut up, you guys! We don’t know what’s going on here, so we need to keep our eyes and ears peeled for anything suspicious.”

The other soldiers grumbled but stopped talking. Kevin turned to Lilian.

“You’re up.”

“Right.” Lilian crawled forward. “I’m gonna take care of those two on the right.”

“Okay. Then Iris and I will deal with the rest once you’ve taken care of those two.”

Lilian gathered youki into the tips of her tails, which emitted a dim light. While it wasn’t that bright, the light still attracted the attention of the soldiers, who peered into the trees with their special goggles.

“Hey, isn’t that…?”

“Kitsune Art: Illusory Sleep.”

Two tails shot out of the darkness, extending until they’d reached two of the soldiers, who were too startled to do anything as the tails touched their temples. Their eyes fluttered, knees weakening and arms going slack. As their guns clattered to the ground, the soldiers dropped like a sack of bricks.

At that moment, Kevin burst out from the tree line. While he rushed forward, Iris’s black tails used his body as cover, masking their movements before darting past him. As Kevin reached the person he’d been shooting for—a woman who couldn’t raise her rifle in time—the tails latched onto the legs of two other soldiers, lifting them off the ground and slamming them back down. Both soldiers were knocked out cold.

While that was happening, Kevin closed the distance between him and his opponent. He slapped the woman’s gun aside, took a step forward, then elbowed her in the throat. As the woman began to gag, he grabbed her arm and threw her into a soldier who’d been trying to sneak up behind him. As the woman rammed into her comrade, the two tumbled to the ground, though they quickly scrambled back to their feet.

The soldier in the tank tried to duck back down, but Lilian was already on him like a dog on a fire truck.

“Don’t use such a vulgar simile.”

Sorry.

“Tch!”

Lilian grabbed onto the man’s arms with her tail, lifted him up, and tossed him into the air. Before the soldier had time to scream, one of the two tails slammed into his head, knocking him out cold. The other caught him before he could break his neck against the tank, slowly lowering him to the ground.

The two soldiers circled Kevin. They probably wanted to trap him between them. Loosening his stance, Kevin allowed the pair to attack him. Opening a hole in his defense, he presented them with an opening they would have been foolish not to take. The two charged in, heedless of the danger.

Pulling a knife from her belt, the woman tried to stab him in the chest, but Kevin already knew it was coming. He bent his torso at an angle, smacking the woman’s forearm and knocking her weapon aside. Before she had time to retaliate, he grabbed her arm and, using her momentum against her, tossed the female over his shoulder. A wheezing gasp escaped her lips before she was knocked unconscious with a kick to the face.

He then turned back around to face the second soldier—only to see that Lilian had already taken care of him.

Kevin pouted. “That was my opponent.”

Lilian’s lips twitched into a grin, seemingly amused by his petulant expression. “You were taking too long.”

“Whatever. Come on, let’s go.”

They ran away from the Sheraton Suites and into the city. There was one other blockade that they needed to worry about, but because it was further out, Kevin was positive the army’s forces would be spread out. They should be able to slip between the cracks.

Unfortunately, Murphy had a way of screwing people over without even trying.

This particular screw up happened when Kevin, Lilian, and Iris turned a corner—

“It’s them! The targets are escaping!”

—and ran smack dab into the middle of a large contingent that was currently patrolling the surrounding area. In hindsight, Kevin should have realized that the forces further out would be on patrol to cover the gaps in their formation. That being said, with hindsight being what it was, Kevin hadn’t even contemplated the possibility of the military going on patrol—his mistake.

There was no hesitation in Kevin’s movements as he brought his guns to bear. He fired off sixteen rounds from each gun. His silver gun contained fire bullets, and they flared against the Kevlar vests, setting them alight. The other, his black gun, contained wind. Wind struck the fire, feeding the flames with oxygen and creating a powerful combustion effect. The four soldiers who were unfortunate enough to have been his targets flew backwards as an explosion tore their vests to shreds.

The other soldiers didn’t panic as they raised their guns and prepared to fire. Kevin didn’t let that stop him and ran forward.

“Extension!”

Lilian’s tail coiled around two soldiers, then yanked them forward, directly into Kevin’s clothesline. They hit the ground, unconscious before they could blink.

“Void Art: Nightmare Circus!”

Several soldiers screamed. Their eyes widened in horror as sights imagined paraded before them. Phantasmic images born from the insane nucleus of an uncaring world, monsters of abysmal darkness that threatened to devour them, caressing their minds and tearing away at their sanity. They dropped to the ground, screaming and trying to claw out their eyes, as if doing so would stop them from seeing the terror-inducing images.

Kevin knocked them mercifully unconscious with a swift kick to the head.

They were going to have a major migraine tomorrow morning. They’d probably also need counseling.

“Was that a new technique?” Kevin asked as they began running again.

“Yep,” Iris answered. They turned a corner and rushed down a long alleyway. “Nightmare Circus is a technique that takes whatever someone is most afraid of and implants images of it directly into their minds. It’s a strictly void technique, so only a void user can use it.”

“Huh, interesting.”

“I prefer direct confrontation myself,” Lilian commented idly.

“That’s because you read too much manga.”

Lilian stuck her tongue out at Iris as they burst out of the alley and onto the main street. There wasn’t anybody present. No cars drove down the road, nobody was walking along the sidewalk. Only the lamps were around to give the empty street life. Kevin found this a bit disconcerting, but he assumed the military had forced everyone indoors.

“Hello, Kevin,” a voice said from above.

Kevin barely had time to react when a massive ball of fire slammed into the ground to his right. As an explosion went off and heat seared his skin, Kevin tumbled across the ground, turning it into a roll and landing back on his feet. Once he was standing again, he aimed his two guns at the sky.

Three figures were floating above them. While the two on either side of the middle, a man and a woman, were only vaguely familiar to him, Kevin knew the one hovering in the center.

“Justin.” Kevin’s tone was resigned. “I knew you weren’t dead, though I didn’t think we’d meet again so soon.”

“You really should have.” Justin smiled. “After all, any time a man self-detonates, it’s usually a ruse so he can retreat and live to fight another day.”


CHAPTER 13

A BATTLE OF IDEALS

“Yes,” Kevin murmured softly. “I suppose that is true.”

“Yep.” Justin nodded several times. “You really should have seen this coming from a mile away, Kevin. I’m kinda disappointed that you didn’t.”

Kevin observed his former friend and his two companions. Justin, decked out in an all-black bodysuit that reminded him of a streamlined Iron Man, hovered in the air on invisible repulsors. The light seemed incapable of touching him. His entire body was covered in darkness, the strange material seeming to absorb all light within the area, like a form of protective camouflage.

His two companions floated beside him. Their armor wasn’t as advanced. Shiny chest plates, vambraces, and shin guards protected them. Beneath their armor, elastic black spandex made it look like they didn’t have bodies. Large tanks sat on their backs, attached by several straps—fuel tanks, Kevin presumed.

Unlike Justin’s armor, which seemed capable of controlling gravity itself, these two maintained their airborne state with visible jets shooting from their feet. One of them, the woman, carried a massive rifle in her arms. The other gripped two daggers that glinted with an ominous obsidian gleam.

“Lilian. Iris.” The pair switched their gazes from Justin and the two soldiers to him. “Could you please leave Justin to me? Go after the other two.”

“Beloved…” Lilian bit her lip for a moment but slowly nodded. “Okay. We’ll take care of Justin’s companions.”

Kevin looked at Iris. The girl pouted for a second, but then crossed her arms and huffed.

“Oh, fine. I suppose I can take the guy. He looks like a flake anyway.”

“Bitch!” said flake spat.

“Thank you,” Kevin said before turning back to Justin.

“Whatever.” Iris waved a lazy hand in the air. “You so owe me for this.”

Lilian fired a ball of light at her foe, the woman, who shot into the air, dodging the attack. Unfortunately for her, Lilian had hidden a second sphere behind the first one, and she flew straight into the real attack, which slammed against her armor. Kevin’s eyes narrowed when he saw how the armor didn’t receive so much as a scratch.

What sort of armor is that?

It didn’t look like anything special—aside from the obviously advanced tech being used. Yet it was clearly incredible armor. He studied the thing on her back, which he initially thought was a fuel tank for the jets.

Perhaps…

Lilian took off, bolting down the street with youki-enhanced muscles. Iris followed suit, but she went the other way. Unlike her sister, she got the man’s attention by wrapping a tail around his leg and throwing him into a wall.

“Go after them,” Justin commanded. “I’d like to settle things between Kevin on my own.”

“Yes, sir!” Jill saluted before using the jets on her feet to speed after Lilian. Jack did the same after prying himself from the wall, though he didn’t say a word or offer a salute. He seemed angry.

Several lights had turned on now. People, drawn by the commotion happening around them, peered out their windows to see what was happening. Many pointed and many more jabbered excitedly, or nervously, as they watched Justin hovering in the air like something straight out of a Marvel movie.

“Are you ready for us to settle the score, Kevin?” Justin asked, his lips twisting in amusement.

Kevin clenched his hands, fingers curling around his guns until they were shaking in his grip. He didn’t want to fight his friend. Yet that’s what was happening. War had forced him and Justin into conflict. It made him sick.

Kevin aimed both his guns at Justin—because even if he hated the idea of having to fight his friend, he hated the idea of his mate and Iris dying even more.

“There isn’t any score to settle,” Kevin said at last. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to back down when the people I love are in danger.”

“Heh, I’d expect nothing less from you,” Justin declared as the material covering his hands twisted. No longer were they a pair of hands. Instead the area where his hands should have been were now a pair of barrels, from which fire and lightning converged like the manifestation of elemental gods compressed into a miniscule tube.

Kevin felt a bead of sweat run down his neck.

Lightning crackled while fire roared.

The first shots were fired, and the sounds of battle followed soon after.

***

The chase was on.

Lilian looked over her shoulder at the woman following her. Jet propulsion systems flared underneath the woman’s feet, tiny tails of fire bursting from miniature engines of some kind. Having fought all manner of technological war machines since the war started, Lilian wasn’t surprised by this new one. She only felt a burning determination.

“Celestial Art: Chameleon Masquerade.”

Youki flowed out of her tails as she spun it around her body like she was weaving a tapestry. Light bent. Using her celestial powers, Lilian distorted the way others viewed light, moving it around her, but not letting it touch her. This made her all but invisible to human eye.

Jill took aim and fired bright yellow bullets. Lilian yelped as she was forced to avoid having a hole blown through her head. The technique she created vanished as her concentration slipped.

So, she can see through my illusion? Is that it?

Deciding to test the waters, Lilian cast another illusion, this one a technique that she implanted directly into Jill’s brain.

“Celestial Art: Perceptive Fault.”

When light enters the eye, it first passes through the cornea, then the aqueous humor, lens, and vitreous humor. Ultimately it reaches the retina, which is the light-sensing structure of the eye. The retina contains two types of cells called rods and cones. Rods handle vision in low light, and cones handle color vision and detail.

Perceptive Fault was an ocular-based illusion that distorted the cones ability to perceive light, or rather, it tricked the brain into thinking the cones in the retina could no longer perceive color.

A technique like this, while seemingly pointless as it didn’t mess with a person’s depth perception, was perfect when fighting in the middle of a dark night. Lilian’s opponent shouldn’t be able to see her anymore—as colors had disappeared—and should only be able to see in black and white.

Several veins that ran from the tank on Jill’s back glowed vibrantly before fading away. A gun went off in the night. Lilian almost squealed when it whizzed right past her ear.

How is she doing this?!

Illusions were one of the more varied techniques used by yōkai. They were techniques that affected one or more of the five senses. Touch. Taste. Sound. Scent. Sight. By sending their youki directly into their opponent’s brain, a kitsune could manipulate these senses. Humans had no resistance to it. Even Kevin was not immune to illusions. His ability to break out of them was the result of intense training to recognize and resist illusions placed on him.

There were two ways to break an illusion. Either someone did so externally by injecting youki into the body, thus neutralizing the illusion, or the person who the illusion had been cast on injured themself. The pain sent a shock to the brain, which disrupted the illusion.

This woman had not hurt herself. She’d not even taken her eyes off Lilian since this chase had started, nor had she let go of the large rifle in her hands.

Why aren’t any of my illusions working on her?!

While the question pounded in her mind, Lilian didn’t let herself get depressed. If illusions wouldn’t work, then she would just have to use her celestial techniques.

“Celestial Art: Light Sphere.”

Two spheres formed over her tails. Lilian’s tails shot forward like a trebuchet and launched them at her foe. The attacks never hit. They were dodged when the woman manipulated her limbs to perform a barrel roll, swerving around the two spheres with ease. That was fine. Lilian pulled her tails back, and the spheres instantly reversed course, as if being drawn back to their creator. Jill didn’t even see them coming until it was too late.

Light flared briefly as the two celestial spheres burst against her back. The force of the attacks threw her forward.

Lilian expected her enemy to slam into the ground, but that wasn’t what happened. Instead of hitting the street like a doll thrown by a child having a tantrum, Jill flipped around, orienting herself so that her feet pointed at the ground, and then she used the jets to slow her descent until she landed on the black top. She didn’t remain stationary for long. The second she hit the ground, Jill fired off the jets in her feet, blasting herself straight for Lilian, who squawked and threw herself out of the way.

Several bullets whizzed by Lilian’s ear. The tips of her hair were burned as the bullets barely missed their mark, and the acrid smell of singed follicles filled her nose, causing it to wrinkle.

As Jill shot past Lilian, she spun around and fired several more rounds.

“Celestial Art: Half Barrier.”

A barrier sprang to life. Golden luminescence shone brightly in the night. The bullets, which Lilian had finally identified as lightning youki shaped like bullets, crackled against her barrier, which dispersed seconds later.

“Extension!”

Wrapping one of her tails around a lamp post, Lilian pulled herself away from the place she had been, which was a good thing because that spot became riddled with lightning bullets soon after.

“Extension!”

Lilian’s other tail shot forward and smacked Jill’s weapon out of her hand. The rifle clattered to the ground, and Lilian didn’t hesitate to close the distance.

“Celestial energy in my right tail… and more celestial energy in my left. Combine the two to create… an even bigger celestial attack! Dang it! That sounds so much cooler when Natsu says it.”

A massive ball of light hovered over Lilian’s two tails, both of which had extended far above her head, and which she didn’t hesitate to throw at her opponent.

“Celestial Art: Big Ball Sphere.”

It was like a supernova going off in the middle of the night. The sphere exploded against the ground, releasing several shockwaves that tore apart the street. Lilian had closed her eyes, lest she be blinded by her own attack. When the light died down, she saw the damage her attack had caused—a large crater several yards in diameter spanned the street in front of her, and lying in the middle of that crater was the woman, who appeared alive but unconscious.

Lilian, her breathing heavy from using up most of her youki in that last attack, wiped the sweat that had accumulated from her brow.

“Ugh, who knew my new technique would use so much youki?” she asked no one in particular.

New technique? You stole that from Natsumo Shinobi.

Lilian twitched. “No, I didn’t.”

Yes, you did. And you call yourself an aspiring manga artist.

“Shut up! All the cool technique names have been taken. I’d like to see you come up with something original.”

Don’t get upset when someone tells you the truth.

“Do you want me to Gomu Gomu you?”

Eek! I’m good!

“Then be quiet.”

…

Nodding in satisfaction, Lilian slowly clambered down the crater she’d made. It wasn’t all that deep, but the ground had been badly damaged, and loose gravel made her footing precarious. She made it to the bottom and walked over to the woman she’d defeated.

“Time to tie you up,” Lilian said to herself.

She was just about to reach into her Extra Dimensional Storage Space, when the unconscious body of her foe moved, leaping to its feet. Lilian only had a moment to realize her mistake, that her enemy had been playing possum, before the barrel of a handgun was shoved into her face.

“Say goodnight, kitsune.”

The sound of a gun going off echoed across the barren street.

***

Iris used her incredible flexibility to avoid her opponent, who lunged at her with both his knives. She bent her entire torso backward, moving into a bridge, then kicked off the ground and tried to knock the two weapons from his hand. It didn’t work like she’d hoped, but it did get him to back off.

“You’re pretty good for a vixen,” the man, who’d introduced himself as Jack, complimented her.

Standing back on her feet, Iris winked at the man. “Thanks, honey, but you haven’t seen nothing yet.”

Jack laughed. “Ho ho, now I’m really looking forward to see all that you have to offer.”

He swiped at Iris with the knife in his left hand, then tried to thrust the other knife into her chest. Avoiding the first swipe was easy, and the second was dodged when Iris used a tail to knock his arm wide. This didn’t deter her opponent, however, who came at her with several more slashing motions, which came close to tearing her clothes. Once again, Iris used a tail to keep him from getting too close, wrapping one around his leg and tossing him away. Jack flipped through the air, landing on his feet and skidding across the ground.

“Heh, it looks like I got you,” Jack said, grinning.

“What?” Iris didn’t know what Jack was talking about, until she pressed a hand to her cheek and realized she was bleeding.

This guy…

“So you have.” Iris smiled, bringing her fingers to her mouth and licking the blood from them. She then drew her fingers down her chin, her neck, and between the valley of her breasts. “But don’t get too confident because of that. I might not be as good a fighter as my lovely twin sister, but I’m no pushover either. Mess with me, and I’ll make sure that you don’t live to regret it.”

“I suppose we’ll have to see if you can back those words up,” Jack said before rushing back into battle.

Despite her words, Iris wasn’t all that confident in her ability to defeat this guy. He’d already proven capable of somehow negating her illusions, and enchantments weren’t working on him either. Those were the most powerful weapons in her arsenal. She couldn’t use the Void much since it was indiscriminate and would devour more than just him. Aside from that, they were supposed to not kill humans.

Neo Seiryuu was an alliance of humans and yōkai trying to bring peace between their two races. They understood that, in order to bring about this peace, they needed to keep killing down to a minimum. If they killed a bunch of humans, it would only cause humanities hatred of them to spread.

However, that wasn’t helping her here. Iris wasn’t a fighter. She never had been, and she never would be. It simply wasn’t in her nature. Even if Lilian dragged her onto the sparring mat every day for practice, even if she occasionally trained with her sister and the stud every so often, it didn’t change the facts. Iris had no desire to fight. In a battle, purposely holding back would only hinder someone like her.

A knife came very close to piercing her chest. Iris dodged it, barely, by using that incredible flexibility of hers. She flipped over, doing a perfect handstand as she also performed the splits. She then wrapped her legs around the arm before it could retract, while her tails caught the other arm like a pair of vices. Her plan was to use this new position to flip Jack over and slam him into the ground.

Things didn’t work out like she’d planned.

“Woah!”

Jack grunted, his muscles straining, and suddenly, Iris’s hands left the ground as she was lifted into the air. The arm then came back down, and Iris realized his intention. He wanted to smashed her face-first into the ground!

Screw… that!

Iris clenched her teeth as she reinforced her hands and arms. The pavement cracked underneath her, and she bent her arms to absorb most of the impact. Her reinforced muscles took the rest. Thin fingers clawed into the ground, and Iris used her grip on the road to lift Jack into the air and attempt to return the favor.

That bodysuit of his must have been enhancing his muscles as well. Rather than break his neck against the ground, he ripped his left arm from her tails’ grasp, and used it to perform a one-handed handstand. Then he pulled his other arm out from between her enhanced thighs. The next thing Iris knew was the stinging pain of a knife cutting across the bridge of her nose.

They broke apart. Iris flipped back onto her feet, while Jack leapt away from her. Lifting a hand to her face, Iris determined that the cut wasn’t serious—it wouldn’t even leave a scar.

“Void Art: Fires of Oblivion!”

Knowing that to fight someone with this much skill at hand-to-hand combat was suicide, Iris tried to use another illusion. Despite calling out the name Fires of Oblivion, the technique she used was actually a void-based illusory technique called Infernal Illusions of a Waking Horror. It used void youki to create false images. The imagery could be of anything Iris wanted, so long as it was based on void fire.

Jack didn’t even bother running away. Several veins on the strange backpack glowed briefly. Iris felt a surge of annoyance when her illusion traveled right through him and was negated. It felt like something had destroyed the youki before it could affect him.

“Illusions aren’t going to work on me,” he informed her.

“I’ve noticed,” Iris responded dryly, a small bead of sweat running down her face.

It looked like this was going to be much harder than she’d hoped.

***

Lilian glared at Jill, who glared right back. One of her tails had wrapped around the woman’s wrist, and it was only because of her tail that Lilian had avoided getting a bullet put in her head. Using the incredible strength of her reinforced tail, she tossed the woman away from her. Jill flipped through the air, using minute thrusts of her jets to regain her balance. She then landed on the ground and fired several rounds at Lilian, who avoided them by using Flash Step.

“Celestial Art: Many Sun Droplets.”

Nine spheres appeared around Lilian. Glowing gold, they buzzed forward like giant, basketball-sized gnats. Jill’s lips peeled back, revealing her gritted teeth as she dodged the many spheres. Gunfire echoed as she shot the spheres over and over again. While her handgun only fired steel bullets, if enough struck one of the spheres, it would be overwhelmed by the assault.

One sphere broke apart under the intense gunfire. Rather than simply burst into particles, it split into two, both of which attacked Jill again, adding one more to the number of spheres trying to hurt her.

This seemed to anger Jill who, releasing a furious snarl, didn’t even bother avoiding the next attack and punched one of the spheres. Lilian gawked at the display. Yet even though she somehow disrupted the attack, all that happened was the sphere splitting in two. It also meant Jill wasn’t paying attention to the other nine spheres.

Five of the now eleven spheres struck Jill like miniature sun bombs. The smaller two struck first, detonating against her back and making the woman stumble. A second one slammed into her chest and sent her reeling. The third and fourth attacked from the sides, slamming into her at the same time and bursting like stars undergoing combustion. Then came the fifth, which struck her across her helmeted face, sending her to the ground.

“Ha… ha…”

Lilian panted. Her chest felt tight and oxygen seemed hard to come by. Controlling so many spheres like that, and expending that much youki, really took a lot out of her.

Did that finish her off? Please tell me she’s unconscious.

“That hurt…”

Glaring at the woman as she slowly climbed to her feet, Lilian felt nothing but disbelief. A jolt like an electric current traveled through her. Jill didn’t even seem that injured. Her bodysuit had a few scratches on it—its gleam had dulled somewhat, but aside from a little cosmetic damage to her clothing, her enemy looked righter than rain.

“I can see why Lieutenant Justin claimed that you were the most dangerous person to face,” Jill continued.

Despite being in the middle of combat, Lilian felt her chest swell with pride. “I’m glad somebody recognizes how awesome I am. Of course, I am one of the main characters, so it’s only natural.”

… A moment of silence.

“I have no clue what you mean by that,” Jill declared, her feet sliding across the ground. “What I do know is that I can’t let you live.”

Lilian was about ready to respond with a snappy comeback suitable for a heroine. Unfortunately, she’d never get the chance.

Because at that moment, Jill rocketed toward her, bodily ramming into her, and sending them both flying straight through the brick wall of a building.

***

Iris was running.

Her clothing was torn. Cuts littered her body, and tiny trails of blood leaked from the uncountable number of tiny nicks. They weren’t deep wounds, but even a thousand small injuries could take a person down. The accumulation of so many cuts caused her body to burn as if it had been dunked in acid.

Her breathing was ragged as she turned down an alleyway. She could hear nothing but the harsh pants of her own breath and the throbbing beat of her heart, which had leapt into her throat and felt like it might be regurgitated at any second. Behind her, Jack followed with a dogged tenacity.

“Why are you running away?” Jack crowed at her back. “Come on! Come back and play with me.”

Iris gritted her teeth. She would’ve loved to retort, but she couldn’t intake the necessary amount of breath to speak.

I… if this keeps up, I really might die…

It was a stark realization, the knowledge that this battle could kill her if she made any more slip ups. She’d been trying not to kill her opponent, but that was clearly no longer an option.

I’ll have to use the Void.

She’d avoided using it so far because she was trying not to kill him and didn’t want to accidentally kill anyone who might be living in the buildings around her. The matter was no longer in her hands. If she didn’t fight to kill, then he would kill her—and she’d rather he die. There was far too much that she had to live for.

I need to lure him to an open space.

A parking lot would do. If she could just find an abandoned parking lot, then she could take care of him. A road was too small, too narrow. There were also too many people within a certain radius of it. She’d seen them staring at their battle through windows all over the road. Walls were not an obstacle for the Void, so if she unleashed it there, it would seek those people out.

The stud would never forgive me if I killed innocent people.

Neither would Lilian, and if she was being honest, Iris didn’t think she’d be able to forgive herself either.

A gunshot went off.

“N-ngg!”

Iris stumbled as she zipped around a corner, pain flaring up like acid-laced needles punching through her flesh. Blood splattered to the ground, and she pressed a hand to her side wincing as she felt the bullet wound. It had only grazed her side, but it still hurt.

Grimacing, Iris ignored the pain and pushed on. She only needed to run a little further. There was a parking lot up ahead.

Another gunshot went off just as she reached the parking lot.

“A-ah!” Iris gasped, her left leg giving out as splitting pain shot through her calf. She stumbled to the ground, in the middle of the empty parking lot, and clutched her leg, from which blood spurted like a leaky faucet.

“It looks like I finally got you.”

Stepping into the parking lot, Jack strode toward her with a calm, steady gait, the kind a predator gave when it knew it had won.

“You’ve given me a good deal of trouble, more than I expected from such a pretty face, but it’s all over now, Sweaty.”

Iris scowled at his condescending attitude. She’d grown to respect humans thanks to Kevin’s unwavering dedication to her sister and his strength in battle, but for some random peon to mock her—it was far too much.

Youki circulated through her tails, directed and shaped by Iris’s will.

“Tell me,” she rasped, her tongue dry. “Do you… agree with this war?”

The man paused. “You mean do I agree that you yōkai are a menace to the human race?” he asked rhetorically, then shrugged. “Not really. If you were, then I’m sure we would have been dead or enslaved a long time ago, and I doubt you would have integrated yourself so fully into human society.”

“Then why are you doing this?”

Jack put his hand on the trigger. Iris reached into the Void.

“Because it’s my job. I don’t like it. I don’t agree with it. But when you’re in the military, you’re sometimes given orders that you don’t agree with. That’s a part of life.”

“And what about the yōkai who were part of your military? What happened to them?”

“Most were found out and honorably discharged, so if you’re trying to make me feel guilty, then it’s not going to work.”

Iris smirked. “I guess not, but at least it got you talking.”

“What?”

“Void Art: Consuming Flames.”

Quicker than Jack could blink, a black ball of void fire struck him in the chest. It quickly moved to consume him, spreading over his armor and eating away at it. Yet Jack proved that he was a veteran soldier and not easily surprised, when he unlatched his chestplate and leapt away. The armor, plus the strange backpack, clattered to the ground as it was consumed. The Void then spread along the ground in search of more sustenance.

Jack lifted his pistol to shoot Iris, but she knocked it out of his hand with a tail. The gun fell into the black flames and was consumed. He looked at where his gun had been, then at Iris’s glowing red eyes.

I’ve got you now.

Iris narrowed her eyes. A tail lashed out at Jack, but he avoided it and ran backward, causing her to click her tongue. As Jack beat a hasty retreat, Iris used one of her tails as a crutch and limped away. She traveled a relatively safe distance, stumbling into an alley, where she leaned against the wall.

I really hate this, she thought, wondering what kind of ill-fate she must have been given to be forced into these battles. She was a kitsune, not some stupid mutt who took pleasure in fighting.

Iris took a deep breath and prepared to move—

—then cried out when a knife flew out of the darkness and impaled her left shoulder.

***

Lilian couldn’t breathe. The hands around her throat ensured that.

She was lying on her back, amist piles of rubble and broken items. Jill straddled her waist, strangling her.

Not one to quietly give up, Lilian wrapped a tail around Jill’s neck and, reinforcing the tail, squeezed. Jill must not have expected this. Her eyes suddenly bulged and a wet rasp escaped her parted mouth. She let go of Lilian’s neck and grabbed onto the tail, which she tried to pull off.

It didn’t budge.

A kitsune’s tail was their strongest appendage. It was the place where all their youki was stored, the source of their power. Because of that, reinforcing the tails was easy for a kitsune. The power was already there.

As the woman struggled against her tail, Lilian used her other tail to grab the tank on Jill’s back. The tail coiled around the tank and ripped it off, the veins tearing and spilling strange green liquid on the ground. Grinning fiercely, Lilian tossed the tank away and brought her tail toward Jill’s temple.

“Kitsune Art: Illusory Sleep.”

The woman stopped struggling. Her body slumped in Lilian’s grip. Seeing her foe slip into unconsciousness, Lilian released her tail from around Jill’s throat. Without something to support her, Jill fell forward.

Directly on top of Lilian.

“U-ugh.”

Lilian groaned under the woman’s dead weight. She’d spent so much youki during this battle that she no longer had enough to use reinforcement, and she was way too tired to lift this woman under her own prowess.

“This sucks,” an exhausted Lilian said to no one in particular.

At least the battle is over, she thought with a sigh, closing her eyes. I hope Kevin and Iris are okay.

***

Leaning against the wall, as her legs no longer supported her, Iris held a hand to her new wound. Crimson ichor poured from the shoulder, gushing like juice from a freshly squeezed grapefruit. Her teeth clenched tightly, Iris’s face was the utter definition of agony.

A figure appeared around the corner. Iris tried to attack, but she was obviously distracted by the pain, and Jack reacted more quickly than her. His hand wrapped around her throat, gripping it in a fierce, ironlike clamp.

“That was pretty dangerous,” Jack said, his voice no longer joking. “I knew you were a Void Kitsune, but I didn’t know how deadly the Void could be. That would have really killed me if I hadn’t been so quick.”

“It still could,” Iris said from behind him. Jack’s eyes widened as the person before him faded into nonexistence. Before he could do anything, two tails clamped onto his head and slammed him into the wall. The first strike shattered his helmet. The second one knocked him unconscious.

As the man crumpled to the ground, Iris eyed him with cold satisfaction.

“After all, without that strange backpack of yours, you can’t tell the difference between illusion and reality.”

Iris eyed the man with a huff, wondering if she should just kill him. He was dangerous. However…

 

“Not really. If you were, then I’m sure we would have been dead or enslaved a long time ago, and I doubt you would have integrated yourself so fully into human society.”

 

“I feel like the stud is rubbing off on me,” Iris muttered as she looked at the man. The longer she stared, however, the more she felt like he at least deserved to be punished.

A smile spread across her face as she grabbed his arm and began dragging the man off.

***

Kevin could feel the sweat running down his back as he dodged Justin’s attacks.

His former friend hovered over him, firing lighting from one weapon and fire from another. They weren’t guns in the most normal sense, but rather, they were a part of his suit that had shifted into guns. Large barrels like metal tubes glistened with moonlight in place of his hands. They were long, easily a foot in length, starting from his wrists and traveling past his hands. Kevin didn’t understand the mechanics behind such a contraption, but when being fired at, such thoughts hardly mattered.

Fire spat from the left gun at a rapid pace, like a tommy gun from the Godfather. Justin used this to track Kevin, who dodged and wove through the hail of bullets in random, zigzagging patterns. Bullets combusted against the black road, tiny sparks of incandescence that released incredible heat.

However, that was nothing compared to the lightning.

They shot from the right barrel like javelins thrown by an Olympian. They weren’t bullets. They were lances, and those lances struck the ground with a brilliant crackle, shattering blacktop and scorching the earth. Lightning skittered across the ground in a massive wave when this happened. Kevin was lucky that his bodysuit was insulated with rubber.

“Come on, Kevin!” Justin crowed. “Make this fun for me!”

“Tch!”

Kevin’s breathing was even as he ducked into a narrow alley. Trash cans littered the area, but they weren’t hurdles to be overcome. Wall leaping onto the first one, Kevin used them to help him ascend. He stretched out his hand after taking a final leap, latched onto a pole jutting from the building to his right, and then swung himself onto the fire safety ladder.

The high ground. I need to reach the high ground.

In most cases, a battle between two individuals was decided by several factors: skill, strength, speed, endurance, intelligence, and battle awareness. In a straight fight between two people who were more or less equal, it became a matter of who tripped up first. However, in a battle where one of them was flying and had a suit that made them more maneuverable, the high ground suddenly became paramount for the one who couldn’t fly.

Of course, as Justin could fly, Kevin would never be able to retain the high ground for very long. That was okay, though. He only needed it for a second.

Without a second thought, Kevin leapt from the second-floor fire escape seconds before Justin flew into alley. The young man paused when he didn’t see anyone.

His former friend never saw him coming.

Not until Kevin had landed on top of him.

“What the—?!”

Kevin gritted his teeth as Justin suddenly took evasive action. He clung onto the other teen’s back, his fingers digging into the suit, as the erratic aerial maneuvers threatened to throw him off. The wind blew in his face as Justin barrel rolled. Sensing the wall coming closer, Kevin used the rotational forces to spin around Justin like he was a pole. Now face to face, he and his foe stared at each other as Justin’s back broke through the concrete wall.

Objects scattered as they crashed into them. Kevin yelped as something smacked him in the face, and he was flung off Justin, who continued flying. Asphyxiated agony caused him to become breathless when he crashed into the ground and rolled across the floor. He stopped only after slamming into something made of metal, which fell on top of him soon after. Whatever it was, it was covered in some kind of fabric as Kevin found himself buried under a pile of cloth.

“What’s this?”

Blinking several times, Kevin grabbed the offending piece of cloth sitting on his head. Then he looked at it.

He blinked some more.

“Panties?”

They were, indeed, panties. Black with lace. In other words, lingerie.

“Huh…”

Looking around, Kevin realized that he was actually lying in a pile of women’s lingerie. All sorts of sexy undergarments surrounded him.

Kevin breathed in through his nose, then out his mouth.

“I am never telling Lilian and Iris about this,” he decided. “They’d never let me live it down.”

Pulling himself from underneath what he now recognized as a clothing rack, Kevin stood up, plucking g-strings and thongs off his body and tossing them away.

The place he found himself in was a clothing store. Extending as far as his eyes could see were numerous aisles lined with racks. Multiple large posters hung from the walls. Judging from the amount of female undergarments in the area, he was definitely in the women’s section.

Where’d Justin go, I wonder.

Lightning struck a spot close to his head, blowing a chunk out of the wall. Kevin winced as he received a slight jolt. He shook it off quickly, and ducked behind a large shelf, which was reduced to fragments and twisted metal when more lightning struck it.

“That was pretty clever, Kevin. Forcing me into a building where I couldn’t use the high ground to my complete advantage. Bravo!” Justin complimented as he fired more shots from his gun arms.

Fire bullets struck the floor, walls, racks, and clothing, which burst into brief flares and created countless fires. Kevin darted away from the growing conflagrations. At the same time, he unholstered his silver gun and fired off several rounds. Each bullet from his gun splashed against the growing flames, putting them out with a hiss of steam.

“I see you’ve already changed your ammo to water,” Justin said, shooting a massive lance of lightning at Kevin, who met the attack by charging his black gun and firing a large ball of wind. The two attacks collided, creating a minor shockwave before harmlessly dissipating. “And you’ve also learned about the elemental weaknesses, I see.”

It was a very fundamental concept. All elements had a weakness and a strength to an opposing element. Fire was weak against water but strong against wind. Wind was weak against fire but strong against lightning. Lightning was strong against earth, and earth was strong against water. The five main elements created a pentagram of strengths and weaknesses.

“It comes from living with yōkai for so long,” Kevin shot back, firing off several wind bullets, which harmlessly bounced off Justin’s armor. He narrowed his eyes when he saw how the bullets bounced away. “Tch. You should try it sometime. Maybe then you’d stop trying to exterminate yōkai out of some misguided sense of duty.”

Justin laughed, even as he shot more fire bullets at Kevin.

“I thought I already told you, Kevin. I—”

“Yeah, yeah. I remember,” Kevin cut him off as he rolled across the ground, came back onto his feet, and raced through an aisle full of bikinis. He came back out on the other side, his guns already blazing. “You don’t hate yōkai. You’re just following orders because you’ve got a purpose and blah, blah, blah, blah. Maybe it’s time you get a new purpose!”

Justin laughed. “Your mate said the same thing when we fought.” Several wind bullets bounced off his armor, ricocheting as if his outfit was made from reflective materials. “You two really are quite the pair! She really is good for you. It’s a shame my orders are to kill you both.”

“That’s not going to happen,” Kevin declared. “You’ve already lost.”

Justin seemed amused. “What makes you say that?”

“Take a look at where you are.”

“Hm?”

Looking around, Justin only needed a moment to realize what Kevin meant. They were currently in the center of the store, surrounded by massive shelves filled with clothes. However, those shelves were currently filled with holes, which had damaged their structure to the point where they’d begun to crumble. All of them were going to fall on top of Justin.

“I see. You lured me here, then used my armor’s ability to reflect youki against me, hoping it would cause these to collapse on me. Very clever. However…” Justin raised his right arm, lightning gathering within, crackling as a brilliant yellow glow emitted from the barrel, “… that’s not going to work when I can just destroy everything around me.”

“Who said that’s what I was aiming for?” Kevin asked.

“What?”

Justin didn’t have time to contemplate Kevin’s words. Lightning lanced from his arm, demolishing one of the large shelving units, sending fragments through the air. It didn’t end there, however, as the condensed lightning pierced objects instead of simply destroying them. The yellow lance of energy went straight through the shelf and struck the ceiling, puncturing it like it was made of paper.

The lightning also struck a water pipe.

Justin’s eyes widened as water cascaded from the burst pipe, drenching him. The barrel of his gun crackled and hissed as the water splashed on and even inside of it. Arcs of pale yellow coruscated across his armor, which gained several large cracks that ran across it. His body jerked, twitched, and spasmed as his eyes rolled into the back of his head and his mouth issued a silent scream.

Standing several yards away, Kevin closed his eyes and maintained a stoic facade. The lightning died away as the flow of water from the busted pipe suddenly stopped. Justin stood still for several seconds, his muscles locked up, arm still raised above his head. Then he fell backwards, striking the floor with a harsh thud.

“Sorry, Justin,” Kevin said softly, “but I have no intention of letting you hurt the people I love.”

Kevin turned around and began to walk away.

A loud clatter drew his attention back.

Justin had risen to his feet. His breathing was ragged, his eyes were bloodshot, and he looked ready to collapse…

… but he still stood up.

“Back down, Justin,” Kevin warned. “This battle is already over. Don’t make me hurt you any more than I have to.”

“I’m not done yet,” Justin proclaimed.

“Yes, you are. There’s nothing more that you can do. Your armor is destroyed and your muscles are dealing with the aftereffects of being shocked by lightning. You can’t fight anymore.”

Justin’s smile caused a shiver to run down Kevin’s spine. It was dark, foreboding. Inhuman.

“Did you forget, Kevin? I’m not a regular human.” Justin flicked several latches on his armor, which came undone and clattered to the floor, revealing the black unitard he wore underneath. “I was born in a test tube and injected with the genes of an inu to strengthen my body. I was run through numerous tests that would’ve killed a normal human and trained since the moment I could speak to be a killing machine. I’m not fragile like an ordinary human.”

Before Kevin could speak, Justin rushed at him faster than humanly possible. Kevin raised his guns and tried to fire at his former friend, but Justin kicked the weapons out of his hands. That same foot then came back in and launched forward in a kick aimed at his head, which Kevin avoided by leaning backwards.

Latching onto Justin’s outstretched leg before he could retract it, Kevin used it to keep from falling, then lashed out with his own kick, which Justin caught with his hand.

“You should know, Kevin, that in a battle such as this, the strongest person will always be victorious.”

Kevin grunted as Justin squeezed his calf. He could actually feel the teen’s fingers digging into his skin. Gritting his teeth, Kevin bent his other leg, then leapt into the air, twisting his body and striking Justin’s head from the other side.

That was the plan anyway.

Tilting his head, Justin avoided Kevin’s kick. He then let go of Kevin’s leg and, while Kevin was still airborne, slammed both palms into his chest.

It felt like being hit by a freight train. Kevin could swear his ribs snapped as he was launched backwards. His back hit the ground with a harsh crack, the tiled floor denting underneath him. He didn’t stop there, and the world soon tumbled around him.

Lips peeling back in a feral snarl, Kevin flipped himself over, landing on his feet and skidding across the floor, coming to a slow stop.

Blood pooled from his lips, letting him know that he had internal bleeding. His strained breathing told him that he’d suffered damage to his rib cage, though none of his ribs felt broken. He placed a hand to his mouth and coughed several times, then wiped the blood onto the floor. Standing exactly where he had been was Justin, staring down at Kevin in amusement.

“You’re pretty durable,” he commented. “Your ribs should have snapped from that attack. I’m impressed you’re still conscious.”

“D-don’t underestimate me.” Kevin grimaced and stood up. That last attack really had hurt. “I’ve been training with Kiara and many other yōkai for over a year now. I’ve taken more beatings than I care to count, and if you think something like this is going to put me down, then you clearly don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

“Hm, yes, I suppose you’re right.” Justin slid his feet across the ground, assuming what Kevin recognized as a classic muay thai stance. “But it doesn’t matter how many beatings you’ve taken or how strong your body is. I’ve been genetically modified to be stronger than humans. You’re no match for me.”

Kevin forced his body to relax. Even though it hurt, he took several deep breaths, centering himself and loosening his muscles. Then he took a stance, hands held at his waist, knees only slightly bent, his posture almost but not quite lazy.

His eyes were sharp as he gazed at Justin. “Say that after you’ve defeated me.”

A frown crossed Justin’s face. “All right. Fine.”

He rushed at Kevin, closing the distance in the time it took to blink, then attacked, throwing a swift rabbit punch to Kevin’s throat, which had been left wide open.

Purposefully left wide open.

Having seen the attack coming long before it happened, Kevin responded accordingly. He brushed the punch aside with his left hand, while at the same time moving to the right and spinning around until he was back to back with Justin. With his right hand, he grabbed onto the outstretched arm before it could be pulled back, grunted, then tossed Justin over his shoulder. His former friend yelped as he went sailing through the air, landing on the ground in a heap of twisted limbs.

“How did you do that?” Justin asked, frowning as he climbed to his feet.

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Kevin said, smiling a big, fake smile.

Justin snorted. “It doesn’t matter, I suppose. I’ll find out how you did that one way or another.”

“Well, come on then.”

Kevin let Justin come to him. He didn’t attack, and instead allowed himself to be attacked.

Justin’s left shoulder twitched. He would punch Kevin in the torso, but that was only a feint to attack the opening he’d presented on his right side. Kevin ignored the punch and swatted away the fist that would’ve struck his kidney. Justin only had a moment to gawk before Kevin trapped his head in a clinch and smashed a knee into his nose.

His head snapping back, blood spurted from his nose, which Kevin could tell was broken from how crooked it was. His opponent stumbled away. Blinking back tears, Justin snapped his nose back into place and frowned at him.

“Why don’t you just surrender?” Kevin suggested. “This battle is over. You’re not going to beat me. Give up and stop trying to kill my mate and her sister.”

Justin shook his head, as if disappointed to hear Kevin even say that. “You still don’t understand. I can’t stop. I was born for this. Slaying yōkai is my entire purpose. It’s all I can do.”

“That’s not true at all!” Kevin felt frustration well inside of him like a torrential flood. “What about all those times you spent with me and everyone else at school? You never killed any yōkai back then, right?”

Justin came in with several swift attacks, a combination of punches and kicks. They were much more cautious than before, however, and he never fully committed to any of them, meaning that Kevin couldn’t counterattack. Instead he was forced to dodge each attack as it came at him.

“Even back then I was still fulfilling my purpose,” Justin said as they continued to fight. “I was observing the yōkai under Daven’s rule, and consequently, I was observing you since your something of a special existence. I might not have killed during that time, but I still did my job.”

Several fists blurred toward several openings in Kevin’s guard. Justin’s punches were coming in faster, but because he already knew where the teen would attack, Kevin was able to redirect them. On the last deflection, he took a single step back, then leapt forward and launched a reverse heel kick. Justin crossed his arms and blocked the attack, which echoed through the store with a dull thud.

“That only proves my point!” Kevin snapped. “If killing yōkai is your only purpose, then it means that the entire time you spent with us in school was you not fulfilling your purpose!”

Kevin backpedaled when Justin launched a string of quick kicks at his shin and thighs, alternating between his left and right legs.

“But I was still following my orders! I still did everything that Commander Paine told me to do!”

Justin threw another punch that was easily knocked aside. Undeterred, he lashed out with a kick, but Kevin ducked and swept Justin’s feet out from under him. As he hit the ground, landing on his back, Kevin pinned Justin’s hands to his side, drew his fist back, and decked Justin in the face. Blood was drawn. Justin’s brain rattled inside of his skull. The boy’s eyes actually crossed from the hit. Still straddling his friend, Kevin grabbed the other boy by his unitard and pulled him up until they were face to face.

“But you also befriended us! Or was that a lie?! Were you ordered to befriend us too?!”

“Of course it wasn’t! I’ve always thought of you and the others as friends!”

Kevin glared at Justin, his teeth bared like a wild beast. “Then maybe you should think about that before deciding to become our enemy. You don’t have to do what someone says just because you were created by them.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” Justin muttered bitterly. “You’ve lived a normal life up until last year. You’ve never had to deal with the things I’ve had to. You weren’t indoctrinated since you were born to follow orders and do what you’re told.”

Kevin tightened his hold on Justin’s clothing.

“I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, but don’t you think it’s a little self-deprecating for you to say that you have no other choice but to follow orders? You’re not some machine whose programming demands it follow the orders of its master. You’re a human being, and whether you were born in a test tube or from a mother’s womb, nothing is going to change that. It is your prerogative as a human to make the choices you want. That’s what it means to have free will.”

When Justin said nothing, Kevin clicked his tongue. Then he slammed Justin’s head against the ground, knocking the boy unconscious. He let go of the now knocked out teen. Standing up, Kevin inhaled sharply as a dagger sharp pain stabbed him in the chest. Rubbing the spot where Justin’s palm strike had hit him, he grumbled a bit and stumbled away from the unconscious boy and out of the store.
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“D-dang it…”

Kevin leaned against the wall outside of the store, his raspy breathing letting him know that he’d been more injured than he initially assumed. The adrenaline flowing through his body had probably kept him from feeling the pain as keenly as he should have.

“Beloved!”

“Lilian.”

Wincing, Kevin turned as Lilian bounded up to him. Iris trailed behind her sister at a more sedate pace. Kevin saw that, between the two, she was the more injured one.

“Are you okay?” Lilian asked upon reaching him.

Kevin smiled at her genuine, honest concern. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine,” Iris commented. “You look like someone who got the crap beaten out of him.”

“I don’t want to hear that from someone who looks like she got in a fight with a pair of scissors and lost.”

Iris looked down to study her figure. Cuts, scratches, and bruises marred her once perfect skin. Her clothing had torn in several places, revealing even more of her legs and her entire left breast. She was also bleeding from a wound to her torso.

“Touche,” she conceded.

“We should leave here before the rest of the army comes,” Lilian said. “It’s been almost ten minutes since our fights started, so I’m sure the army has noticed by now.”

“You’re right. They’ll definitely be on their way soon.” Grunting, Kevin pushed off the wall. He stumbled forward, but Lilian grabbed onto him, her left arm going around his back, taking some of his weight. “Let’s go.”

“Where are we going?” asked Iris.

“To the train station,” Kevin answered. “It’s too dangerous to stay here.”

“But isn’t the train station several miles away?” Lilian pondered. “How are we going to get there before the military finds us?”

“Uh…”

Almost as if answering their prayers, a loud siren resounded through the street, seconds before a cop car came blazing down the road.

Iris, Lilian, and Kevin looked at each other before, slowly, matching grins spread across their faces.

“Are you two thinking what I’m thinking?” Iris’s eyes gleamed with a mischievous malevolence.

“I think so.” Lilian nodded several times.

“I’ll leave this to you two,” Kevin added.

As the cop car pulled up and two police officers hopped out, Lilian and Iris went to work. The police weren’t equipped to deal with kitsune like the military was. He actually wondered what the police were even doing here, but he guessed they might have just been in the area before it was cordoned off.

“By the way,” Kevin started as he drove the police car away, which the two officers had kindly offered them after they were properly enchanted, “what happened to those two people you fought?”

Iris and Lilian looked at each other.

“Nothing particular,” they said at the same time.

***

Jack and Jill found themselves in a precarious predicament. They’d woken up some time after their respective battles to find that someone had tied them up. Not only that, but they were tied to a large fountain that currently wasn’t working, and they’d been tied up together.

They were also butt naked, and in a position that would’ve been considered comprising at best and lewd at worst.

“T-this is so degrading!”

“You think this is degrading?! How do you think I feel?!”

“S-stop struggling! You’re rubbing your body all over me!”

“You’re the one who’s squirming around!”

“Shut up! I am not!”

The two struggled to break free of their bonds with all their might, yet nothing they did worked. Whoever had tied them together must have been a master of BDSM. Their bonds were not only tighter than a metal chastity belt, but they were bound in such a way that they couldn’t move their arms or legs so much as an inch.

“Damn those kitsune!!!” the two cried in unison.


CHAPTER 14

MEETING AN OLD FRIEND

Justin stood on top of a building overlooking the city of Columbus. He’d been there ever since waking up. Standing behind him, Jill and Jack looked at each other.

“Is the lieutenant okay?”

“Don’t know. He seems kinda out of it.”

He ignored their words and admired the morning sun as it cast a pale light upon the world. The city was bathed in a soft, luminous glow. Steel structures glistened gently with the morning’s first rays, which shone upon the world like a higher being’s tender kiss.

It was almost enough to make him believe in gods and the like.

“Um, Lieutenant, are we going to stand here all day?” Jack asked.

Justin sighed. He really wished he could stay there, at least for a while longer, but even he knew that such a thing wasn’t possible.

“Tell me, do you two agree with this war?”

The two seemed confused.

“I’m not sure I understand why you’re asking, sir,” Jack said.

“It’s not our place to question orders,” Jill added.

“Humor me.”

Jack scratched the back of his head. “To be honest, sir, I don’t really think this war has any purpose. I’ve heard from the higher ups that the yōkai are dangerous, and how their plan is to enslave all humanity, but I just can’t see it. Before they were outed, some of my friends were yōkai, even if I didn’t know it at the time.” He paused, and then, in a softer voice, added, “I don’t think I’ll ever get over the looks of hurt and betrayal they had after the Yōkai Identification Act.”

“Do you feel the same way?” Justin asked Jill.

“More or less.” She shrugged, not saying anything more.

Looking at the vast cityscape, Justin replayed Kevin’s words from earlier that morning.

 

“You’re not some machine whose programming demands it follow the orders of its master. You’re a human being, and whether you were born in a test tube or from a mother’s womb, nothing is going to change that. It is your prerogative as a human to make the choices you want. That’s what it means to have free will.”

 

“What would you do if I told you that I can no longer agree with the ideals that we’ve been following?” he asked.

“Are you saying that you no longer believe we should be fighting this war?” asked Jack.

Justin nodded. “Yes, or rather, I’m saying that I no longer believe we’re on the right side of this war.”

“That’s treason,” Jill said, her voice deadly serious.

“Is it?” Justin turned his head, gracing the woman with his amused smile. “As I recall, it was not America who decided to start this war.”

Jill wore a complicated expression. “That may be so, but we still joined in. We’re still taking part in it.”

“So, you would be willing to fight your fellow Americans simply because they’re not human?”

Jill looked uncomfortable. “That does sound wrong, I’ll admit, but we still have our orders.”

“Then perhaps it is time we brought the United States proof that we’re following the wrong path, rather than fight a war we had no business starting,” Justin said, observing the two. While Jill was clearly straddling the fence, Jack seemed more at ease with the idea he’d brought forward.

“How do you propose we do something like that?” the male twin asked.

Justin smiled. “By showing the president and everyone else in charge that the people they’ve decided to back aren’t all they appear to be.”

***

“Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow! That really hurts, Stud!”

Iris cried and winced as Kevin applied ointment and bandages to her wounds. Because she was a Void Kitsune, Lilian couldn’t heal her. That meant they had to treat her wounds the normal way.

“Maybe that will teach you to be a little more careful next time you find yourself in a fight.” Kevin gently spread some ointment on her abdomen wound, which she’d gotten from a bullet grazing her. He then gently blew on it before applying a bandage. “There, all done.”

As Kevin sat back in his chair, Iris glared at her body, which was covered in bandages.

“Ugh,” she groaned in complaint, “I look like a mummy.”

“You’re an awfully sexy mummy then,” Kevin absently said. Beside him, Lilian mumbled to herself as she tapped on their tablet.

“Why thank you.” Iris winked. “You know, hearing you say something so nice makes me feel like you deserve a reward.”

“I shudder to think about what kind of reward you have in mind,” Kevin responded quickly.

“I know,” Iris snapped her fingers, “how about a kiss?”

“That doesn’t sound like much of a reward.”

“Oh? Then perhaps you would like something more… intimate?” Iris let a finger trail down her skintight tube top, slowly moving it through the valley of her breasts.

Kevin looked away.

“… Maybe later, like when we’re not in a place people can hear us.”

“Uhuhuhu, good answer.” Iris leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. Her two tails rested against her lap, and she absently stroked them. “Still, I do feel like giving you something as a way of saying thanks for helping dress my wounds. I suppose a kiss will have to do.”

Lilian finally looked up from her work. “If you two are going to kiss, would you mind maintaining that pose for a couple of minutes? I’m not very good at drawing kissing scenes yet, so I could use some real-life references.”

“You would make your boyfriend kiss your sister so you can have a reference to draw from?” asked a flabbergasted Kevin.

Lilian shrugged, as if to say it wasn’t a big deal. “It’s just Iris. I don’t see how that would be a problem.”

“You hear that, Stud? Lilian’s given me permission to have my way with you.”

“No, she didn’t! She only said you can kiss me!”

Lilian nodded in agreement. “That’s right. I’m not drawing a hentai right now, so I don’t need any sex scenes at the moment.”

“Are you saying you might at some point?!”

“Ufufufu, you never know.”

As Iris stuck her tongue in his mouth, Kevin wondered how his life had become like this—and whether or not he should have been feeling happy or stressed.

***

Lilian woke up at the sound of the door slamming shut. She blinked several times, staring at the well-defined chest of her mate, which she was using as a pillow. After spending several moments luxuriating in the feeling of her mate’s body and warmth, she sat up and looked down at him.

Kevin slept peacefully. His eyes were closed and his mouth parted. While she wanted to kiss those lips, she held back for the sake of observing her mate.

He really has been through a lot.

Everything had started last year, when Lilian, wounded by Kiara when she was in a feral state, had found Kevin after nearly ten years of being apart. Since then, her life had been filled with so many ups and downs. Together, they’d faced enraged inu, dangerous humans, assassins, kitsune clans, and more. While some part of her felt regret, for it was only thanks to her presence that Kevin had suffered so much, another knew that Kevin didn’t regret a thing.

She’d had so much fun since meeting Kevin. They’d gone on dates, hung out with friends, played video games, watched anime, and read manga together. Even with all of the things they’d been through, Lilian wouldn’t change the life she had now.

Leaning up, Lilian placed a kiss on Kevin’s forehead. He stirred, mumbled something about “rice cakes” in his sleep, then settled back down. Lilian giggled before standing up and exiting the train car.

It was midday now. Bright rays of light burst through the window, naturally illuminating the hall. She could feel the train rumble beneath her bare feet as it ran along the tracks.

She found Iris exactly where she’d expected to find her, leaning over a toilet, retching. Sweat covered her bare back, visible since she only wore a tiny tube top to protect her modesty.

Kneeling down, Lilian placed a hand on her back, ignoring the sweat and soothingly rubbing it.

“Did you have another nightmare?” she asked softly.

“It wasn’t so bad this time. I think they’re getting better, or maybe I’m just getting used to them,” Iris tried to reassure her, though with how she was retching, Lilian didn’t feel very reassured.

“Is it because Kevin stopped your trials?” Lilian asked, frowning. Ever since her sister’s Trial of the Void had been stopped by Kevin, Iris hadn’t suffered from as many nightmares.

“I think so,” Iris said as Lilian moved her hair out of her face. “When the trials were interrupted, I think the Void relented a bit. Perhaps it sensed a threat when Kevin foolishly reached into the Emissary’s body and pulled me out. I don’t know. I just know that the nightmares haven’t been as bad.”

Heaving a deep sigh, Iris pulled some mouthwash from between her cleavage and made liberal use of it. After thoroughly rinsing her mouth out, she flushed the toilet, and turned to her sister, offering Lilian a quick peck on the lips.

“Thanks, Lily-pad.”

“You’re welcome.” Lilian smiled. “Now, let’s go back. The ride isn’t gonna last much longer, and I want to get a little more sleep.”

“Good idea. I’m sure the stud is missing us as well.”

Smiling to each other, the two re-entered the train car and fell back to sleep.

***

The train came to a stop at Hockey Valley Scenic Railway. People were disgorged soon after it stopped.

Kevin and his two companions received something of a shock when stepping off the train. The modest railway, a little series of structures built from wood, steel, and concrete, held an almost humble appearance, especially when compared to the large station in Columbus and Lancaster.

“Kind of a dinky place, isn’t it?” asked Iris as she, Kevin, and Lilian walked down a flight of old cement steps, leaving the raised platform and stepping onto the sidewalk.

“Well, it is in the middle of a forest,” Lilian said.

Indeed, surrounding what appeared to be nothing more than a tiny hamlet were thousands of trees. Most of the trees were tall and thin. Since it was winter, the leaves were all gone, leaving the branches barren of life.

“Brr, it’s cold.” Iris shivered and buried herself between Kevin and Lilian, wrapping their arms around her. “Hurry, you two. Warm me up.”

“I think someone’s been spoiled,” Kevin muttered.

“So, where are we supposed to meet this contact again?” asked Lilian.

“Kuroneko said that we were supposed to meet them at Full Brooks Café,” Kevin answered. “She said it was on the corner of Hocking Street and West Columbus.”

“I wish she’d given us a map,” Iris mumbled from her place between him and Lilian.

“She gave me directions,” Kevin assured her. “We’ll be fine.”

Nelsonville, the place where they found themselves, really was a tiny town. All of the buildings were small and old, the kind of structures Kevin expected to find in a place that received few visitors. There weren’t many people either, though he assumed that would change during the spring and summer seasons.

Finding Hocking Street was easy. They just had to walk for a few minutes, and West Columbus was the next street over. From there, they located Full Brooks Café easily enough. It was a quaint building composed of red brick and with two stories. A balcony jutted out from the front. Plain white columns supported it. A sign sat in front of the door, telling passersby what their specials were for that day.

Standing in front of the door was a person.

A very familiar person.

A very, very, very familiar person, who looked incredibly impatient right then.

Kevin, Iris, and Lilian all felt their jaws slowly drop when they laid eyes on the lolita-clad figure tapping her foot on the sidewalk. She was a small girl with long, straight black hair. Her porcelain skin complimented her cute button nose and small lips. She didn’t have much of a figure, but no one would deny that she was an awfully cute young woman.

“Christine?!” they all yelled at the same time.

Christine turned at the sound of her name being shouted. Her eyes widened when they landed on Kevin. Her cheeks quickly became stained with red as she pointed at them.

“W-w-w-what the hell are you three doing here?!” she shouted the line that they wanted to ask.

Life was just full of surprises.






[image: ]


AFTERWORD

When I was writing A Fox’s Alliance, I wanted to place a heavy emphasis on the story. However, I also didn’t want to neglect everything else like the fan service, character dynamics, and showing the development of my characters… I especially didn’t want to neglect the fan service. That’s very important to me, you know.

The American Kitsune series has been a combination of ridiculous—and ridiculously stupid—comedy, fan service, harem tropes, and an actual plot ever since volume 4. I’ve been constantly introducing new elements into the story to create something more complex than the silly harem series we got in A Fox’s Love, A Fox’s Tail, and A Fox’s Maid.

In the previous volume, I finally unveiled the role that the Sons and Daughters of Humanity were going to play. They’re basically like Nazis. Instead of hating Jewish people, they hate yōkai, and unfortunately, yōkai happen to be an incredibly dangerous group of supernatural beings that represent one of humanity’s greatest fears.

The unknown.

You always hear about humanity’s great fear of the unknown. We are afraid of things we don’t understand, and when we are afraid, our response is to take extreme actions that are often detrimental to ourselves and the people around us. It’s like those kids who do tests of courage by traveling into the woods in the middle of the night, only to break their leg because they tripped on something. If you’ll forgive me for quoting Star Wars for a moment: Fear leads to anger, anger leads to hatred, and hatred leads to the dark side. If the unknown is what we as humans fear, then our fear will eventually turn into hatred, which will cause us to lash out at what we fear—if only to prove to ourselves and others that we don’t fear it.

Of course, this isn’t all humans. There are some humans who don’t fear yōkai. Kevin is a good example of this, but there are many others aside from Kevin. I introduced this element in the last book with the Kuma Yōkai and his girlfriend. There are also men and women who have knowingly married and had children with yōkai. These men and women helped form Neo Seiryuu.

Since Kevin, Lilian, and Iris were traveling by themselves, not only did I get to focus on the crazy stuff they get caught up in, but I was also able to establish their new dynamics. Kevin has finally accepted Iris into his relationship with Lilian. It took a lot of work because I wanted to adequately show Kevin’s struggle, as a human who grew up in a society that shuns polygamous relationships, as he slowly accepts the idea. I actually wanted to write a lot more. I had a huuuuuge, like mega huge, chapter planned out for the day Kevin willingly accepted Iris into his bed, but I sadly had to cut it from my final manuscript because it messed up the pacing of my story. Instead, I added a little flashback to show you all what happened. It isn’t much, but I hope it did an okay job of doing what it needed to. I’m honestly kind of worried I failed…

Ahem.

Anyway, I have been having a lot more fun writing this arc than I expected to. I think my chuunibyo has been coming out a lot more lately. I’ve been introducing all these new ideas and elements that are more complex than the silly harem series I love to read like To Love Ru and Monster Musume. I still like writing about my fan service because boobs are great and I love them, but it’s also nice to have a series that really pushes me as a writer. I might also be taking some inspiration from Gintama.

Of course, this series is still very much a parody. Some of the elements I’ve introduced add a whole new level of WTF ridiculous to the story, like magical girl Eric and Lindsay. I’ve decided to mix time travel elements with magical girl tropes from series like Magical Girl Lyrical Nanoha and Cute High Earth Defense Club Love!, which is basically a magical girl anime with boys becoming magical girls instead. I thought the idea of turning Eric into a magical girl would be… well, I thought it would be dumb but amusing.

There’s not much else I can say. However, before I go, I have some people I want to thank.

I would like to thank my editor, Crystal Holdefer, for continuing to work with me. She is awesome. I also want to thank Kirsten Moody. She and I have been working together since A Fox’s Love, and we’re planning to create an American Kitsune manga/comic adaptation using Patreon to fund our project.

Speaking of, I’d also like to mention that I have opened a Patreon for anyone who would like to support me that way. I currently have an exclusive story that you can only read on there. It is an erotic time travel wuxia harem series with Norse mythology inspirations called WIEDERGEBURT: Legend of the Reincarnated Warrior. The story is about a man named Eryk Veiger, who fights against and loses to the otherworldly being who killed his wife and daughter. He gets sent back in time and tries to do things over. I will warn you all, this series IS an erotic harem story. It has sex, a harem, and a good deal of violence. If anyone would like to read the first chapter for this story, you can do so on the page after this one.

Finally, I would like to thank everyone who read this story, everyone who has been writing reviews of my books on Amazon (I seriously can never thank you enough), and everyone who has been supporting me. I want to thank all of you. You are the most awesome people in the entire universe. I appreciate you all so much that I wish I could do more than what I am doing now. You are all incredible people.

Thank you for your continued support. I hope to see you in the next American Kitsune volume, A Fox’s Mission!

~Brandon Varnell

www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell
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WIEDERGEBURT:

LEGEND OF THE REINCARNATED WARRIOR


CHAPTER 1

THE FINAL BATTLE

The air burst all around me. Flames seared the hair off my arms and caused my skin to crack and burn. Blood seeped from my skin, looking almost like lava leaking from cracks in the earth’s crust.

Though I quickly circulated my Spiritual Power, channeling the water element through my body to heal my wounds, I did not allow myself to sigh in relief. More explosions were detonating all around me, forcing me to swerve in every direction. What’s more, by channeling the water element and using it to heal myself, I had been forced to split my attention two ways.

The lightning covering my body had grown weaker as a result of my split attention. In that moment, seven figures appeared above me. I glared up at the winged beasts flying over my head. They were naughty but shadows. However, those shadows were currently surrounded by intense Spiritual Auras that crashed into me like tidal waves rolling over a small village.

One of those great beasts released an avian cry before it swooped down, and the moment it did, the blazing heat surrounding my body grew even more fierce. Sweat broke out on my skin. It quickly dried up under this unfathomable heat. I could feel my skin getting singed once more, and I knew that I could no longer afford to run.

Since this creature was using fire, I decided to use water.

Dissipating the lightning in my body, I took a deep breath, and then circulated my Spiritual Power again. Instead of the sensation of static crawling across my skin, something soft and almost gel like covered my body. One step further. Grimacing as the heat from the creature closing in caused steam to rise from my body, I channeled more Spiritual Power into myself and transformed my entire body into water.

The great beast was finally upon me. What had appeared was an avian of such immense size that even the dragons living in the Misty Mountain Range could not compare to it. Wings of orange and red fire flapped, causing heat waves to distort the air. Colorful designs ran along its body. It was a mixture of red, orange, yellow, and blue. Its plumage was a brilliant white that burned like an illuminating flame. Red and yellow tails trailed behind it as though simulating the ends of a shooting star. Intense crimson eyes glared at me with a hatred that I knew was mutual.

Gnashing my teeth together, I turned around, tucked my fist into my torso, and put all of my Spiritual Power into my next attack.

The beast drew near. I waited until the last second. Then I quickly spun around, dodging the beast by a hair’s breadth. It was so close that my body, currently composed entirely of water, was beginning to boil. However, I did not let myself get distracted. Thrusting out my fist, I channeled my Spiritual Power through it and created a massive spike of water that extended from my arm.

Even though the intense heat from the flames surrounding this creature was immense, I was no weakling myself. Water evaporated and created waves of billowing steam. Even so, the spear held firm, refusing to dissipate, and it soon penetrated the beast’s chest. Rather than spewing blood, what emerged from the creature was a bright white flame.

As the beast cried in pain, I immediately retracted myself and prepared to attack again.

That was when one of the other beasts swooped down. I saw the shadow and sensed the intent to kill me and quickly moved away. Once I had reached what I deemed a safe distance from the firebird, I released my control over water and transformed into lightning again. Everything around me immediately sped up, allowing me to safely jump several dozen meters in less time than it took to blink.

The bird that had swooped past me was just as massive as the firebird, but instead of being coated in flames, this one had green and white feathers. Its soft feathers gave it a very gentle appearance. However, I knew from the thousands of razor sharp cuts I’d received during my earlier engagement that I couldn’t underestimate its deceptively soft appearance. A long tail moved behind it like a tassel. If I looked closely, I could see the atmosphere around it being cut by thousands of wind blades.

A loud crash caused me to cast my gaze toward the ground. Flames spewed from the ground down below as the fire bird crashed into the forest. I felt a sense of grim satisfaction as the creature shrieked in agony. Brilliant white flames, the lifeblood of that great beast, were spewing from its chest like a fountain.

I did not have much time to admire my handiwork, for the green bird released a sharp cry before charging at me. Knowing that my element was weak against this creature that could control the wind, I used Flash Step Version 3: Lightning Step to move away as quickly as I could, but the beast remained stuck on my tail, creating a vacuum that cut through the atmosphere to increase its speed.

Frowning, I once more split my attention. I didn’t do much this time. Channeling the light element into my finger, I took careful aim and sent a condensed beam of light at the wind bird. What I got in return was a satisfied shriek as my attack sheared through one of its wings. Greenish white blood spewed from the area where the limb had been severed. Without both wings, it was unable to maintain flight and fell to the ground below.

However, just like before, I was given no time to celebrate my success. Five other birds had just descended. Each one was just as big as the previous two. Each one possessed the ability to control a different element.

A powerful beam of light slammed into me without mercy, burning my back as it sent me sailing toward the ground. My scream was lost to the wind. My body felt like it was being thrown into the Sun. Everything hurt. However, I did my best to shunt aside the pain, increased the flow of lightning through my body, and rolled out from underneath the powerful beam of light.

The beam continued on. It struck the side of a mountain several kilometers below. An explosion so massive that the wind buffeted me despite its distance went up, sending plumes of smoke and rubble into the sky. When the attack died down, the mountain was gone. In its place was a crater so large I was sure it would be visible even if I moved beyond this planet’s atmosphere.

“Damn…”

I looked at the result of that attack, and then turned back to glare at the beast who’d caused it. The massive bird flapped its wings as it glared back. This creature looked like it was made of pure light, a combination of white and yellow feathers that appeared both soft and translucent. Yellow eyes glowed with a power that seemed almost divine.

While the bird and I entered a glaring contest, an intense killing intent slammed into me, forcing me to swerve from the spot where I’d been floating.

Six spheres made of water flew past the spot where I’d been. They slammed into the ground far below. Each sphere created a crater that easily spanned ten or fifteen meters across.

I could not admire this attack, for the moment I dodged it, I was forced to move again. This time, seven blades of darkness cut through the air. They were nothing more than black ripples. I swerved over one of them, and then flew down to avoid another. Twisting my body, I managed to avoid two more, but the last one had been aimed at where I would be rather than where I was.

“HA!”

Channeling light into my palm, I slammed it into the blade of darkness, causing the air around me to crackle as arcs of light and dark Spiritual Power raced across the sky. Gritting my teeth as the dark blade pushed me back, I released a furious cry and poured even more Spiritual Power into my palm. The dark blade exploded as I finally tore through it.

The creature that had released this was a bird made from darkness so pure it was like a black hole. Sharp wings covered its body. The only part of it that wasn’t black was its eyes, which were pure white and contained no pupil. Alongside it was a bird with blue feathers, one with yellow feathers, another with brown feathers, and the light bird that had attacked me earlier.

I took a heavy breath as sweat poured from my brow. However, I knew I couldn’t stop. Without even trying to recover, I released the restraints on my Spiritual Power. My body became energized as though the last several hours had never happened. I could feel the Spiritual Power coursing through me like a tempest. Light mixed with water and lightning inside of me, some of which leaked out because my body simply couldn’t withstand the power output.

“Dammit… I had been hoping to save this for your boss,” I muttered in a bitter voice.

Whether or not the five elemental birds heard me, they certainly knew that my threat level had suddenly increased. All five of them screeched as they gathered their own Spiritual Power. It congealed around their mouths, forming spheres of condensed energy. Barely a second had passed before they launched their attacks. Five beams of water, lightning, light, darkness, and earth flew toward me.

I did not meet their attacks head on. I wasn’t stupid.

Using the power of light, I immediately vanished from the spot where I’d been standing. Their attack went through my after image. I didn’t give them a chance to be surprised. Reappearing several meters above the most troublesome of the five, I turned myself into a streak of light and descended before it realized what I was doing. I barely felt any resistance as my body blew a whole clean through the black bird.

Landing on the ground at almost the exact same instant I had moved from point A, I looked up to see that my attack had done what I intended. The black bird with powers over darkness now had a large hole in its chest. What’s more, the edges were frayed and refused to heal. While darkness was the antithesis of light, the same was equally true.

“Kari, I still have no real grasp over your affinity, but it is only thanks to you that this was possible,” I said to myself as I watched the massive bird slowly break into particles of darkness.

My attack enraged the four remaining birds, who quickly descended toward me. I didn’t even need to use Spiritual Perception to feel their intent to kill me. Almost before I could even move, they had each launched their own attack. The four elements of water, light, lightning, and earth swirled around each other to create mixed beam of power so large it could engulf a small city.

But I was no longer there.

As their attacks slammed into the forest floor and caused even more damage to the environment, I was already in front of the water bird. I reached out with my hand and touched its head. The bird’s eyes were crossed as it stared at me, but I just smiled at it. I’m sure my smile was quite cold.

The water bird lit up as I shoved as much lightning into it as I could. With a shriek so loud it was nearly inaudible, the bird lit up like fireworks during the Summer Solstice. Smoke soon rose from its body. However, it was too slow. This attack would kill it, but the other birds would get to me first.

Clicking my tongue, I raised my hand, which had turned into a five meter blade of lightning, and then I brought it down. My attack created a seam of light within the bird, a small line that appeared from its beak to its tail feathers. The bird peeled apart at the seam, the two halves almost gently falling away from each other before the elemental beast turned into water that rained upon the ground.

Barely a second had past before something sharp pierced my back. I couldn’t even cry out in pain as the air was stolen from my lungs. The ground beneath and the sky above blurred past me in dull streaks. Gritting my teeth, I turned my head and found the enraged eyes of the light bird glaring at me. It had pierced my back with its beak.

“Don’t think…” I struggled to raise my hand. “Don’t think…” Light, lightning, and water swirled around my arm as I channeled all three elements. “Don’t think this will be enough to do me in!!!”

With a roar of defiance, I crashed my fist into the light bird’s beak. A loud cracking sound echoed from the beak as an incision line appeared. One incision became two, then two became three, four, eight, sixteen. It quickly multiplied before cracking underneath the power of my fist.

The bird immediately stopped flying as it thrashed and screeched in pain. However, the forward momentum it had generated was enough that I was not able to stop from flying until I generated enough force with my own Spiritual Power to stop myself.

Reaching behind my back after I had stopped moving, I pulled out what remained of the beak from my back and tossed it away. Warm blood spilled down my back. I ignored it as I eyed the three remaining elemental birds. The lightning bird, the wind bird, and the now injured light bird.

“Ha… ha… ha…”

My shoulders heaved as I glared at the birds. However, I didn’t think my glare was very effective just then. The Spiritual Power flowing through me was fluctuating. The aura covering my body flickered in and out. I didn’t reveal my thoughts, but I was swearing up a storm internally as my Spiritual Power started running dry.

This technique I was using wasn’t complete yet. If I’d had time to finish it, then maybe I could have already ended this battle, but luck had not been on my side.

It looked like the birds were just about to renew their attack, and I myself was prepared to re-initiate hostilities, but all of us suddenly froze in place as an intense Spiritual Pressure filled the air. My breathing quickly grew heavier as sweat formed on my brow. It was a cold sweat. I tried to take in a breath, but the pressure was causing my lungs to struggle with the simple act of taking in oxygen. It felt like something was crushing them.

A figure had suddenly appeared in front of me. He was a luminous being more beautiful than the Sun, a creature of such incomparable beauty that even in my hatred, I could not deny there was not a single flaw to be found. Pure white robes covered his body. Long and silver hair flowed freely like a waterfall down his head all the way to his bare feet. His long, pointed ears were the clearest signs that he wasn’t human.

He did not have a very muscular body. Indeed, I would have said his body was quite feminine. He was slender and willowy. However, I didn’t let that fool me, and even if he had been a woman, I wouldn’t have underestimated him like some people would have done.

Despite his beauty, there was something odd about this man. Every part of him seemed bright and divine—every part except his blood red eyes. They were a dark crimson that seemed tainted somehow. Furthermore, that dark aura surrounding him seemed to present a direct contradiction to his vibrant, almost divine appearance.

The man took a deep breath as he looked at the three birds. He surveyed them with a slight frown, and then quickly glanced at where I had killed the others. I wanted to move, to attack this man with everything I had, but some invisible force kept me in place.

Finally, he looked at me.

“To think a half-blood like you was able to defeat four of my seven slaves,” he murmured. “You know I had enslaved these monsters specifically to kill you? Your powers are indeed great. Given enough time, you might even pose a threat to me. It seems trying to send enslaved Demon Beasts after you was a mistake. I should have just come myself.”

“Great Overlord of the Seventh Plain…” My fists shook with barely restrained hatred as I stared at the being before me. “You took everything from me. My wife. My child. Everything. I have waited for this day, waited for the day I would finally face you again, for the day I would finally kill you.”

The being before me, the one I called the Great Overlord of the Seventh Plain, chuckled as though I had said something amusing. It was a grating laugh, not at all like something I’d expect from such a feminine figure. His laugh caused the hair on my neck to prickle.

“Had your wife not shielded you from me, she would not have died. She only has herself to blame.” He paused, his head tilting as he stared impassively into my rage filled eyes. “As for your daughter… I could not allow a human who possesses such divine blood to live. Had I not killed her, she would have become a threat.”

“A threat?” I whispered. “We were just living peacefully when you attacked us unprovoked and without warning. We were no threat to you. You laid waste to our home, destroyed our civilization, and killed my family without even a hint of mercy or provocation.”

The Great Overlord of the Seventh Plain snorted. “You may not understand it now, but you are indeed a grave threat to me—no, you are perhaps the greatest threat to ever exist. What I did was necessary.”

I didn’t think the blood flowing through my veins could have run any colder than it already was, but I was wrong. It was like my blood had frozen over. Only a chilling coldness that seeped through my entire being remained.

“Necessary, you say?”

“Yes. Necessary.”

“Necessary… for what?”

“To keep you from being able to interfere with my plans.” The Great Overlord of the Seventh Plain spread his arms wide and chuckled again. “Just look at what you have done. A half-blood who hasn’t even learned to control even a tenth of his abilities has defeated four of my seven slaves, Divine-rank Demon Beasts capable of annihilating entire cities with a single attack, and you would have defeated all of them had I not intervened. I’d say this level of destruction warrants intervention.”

I had no idea what this monster was talking about, but I was done listening. He had attacked my family for a reason as dumb as protecting himself? From what? It was true that I had been the one who awakened him, but I had never harmed him nor had any intention to. Had he never appeared attacked my city, never attempted to kill me, never murdered my daughter, we would have left him alone.

My hatred surged, allowing me to overcome the intense pressure that had been pushing down on me. I compressed the last remaining Spiritual Power in my body. The aura that had been covering me vanished. To the average eye, it would have looked like my power had disappeared.

The Great Overlord of the Seventh Plain narrowed his eyes.

Then I vanished.

It happened in a flash. I appeared directly behind my foe, thrusting out my fist in a punch that caused the air to burst. However, without even looking behind him, the Great Overlord of the Seventh Plain placed his hand in the direction of my punch, catching it. A shockwave erupted from the contact.

I was already moving.

Appearing on his left in a manner that was almost like teleportation, I launched a powerful kick. This was also blocked. I was undeterred. I appeared again and again, moving all around him at speeds so fast I left multiple afterimages in my wake. One. Two. Four. Sixteen. Yet no matter how many punches and kicks I threw, no matter how fast I pushed myself, this monster blocked each and every one of them as though it was easier than breathing.

Meanwhile, I was running on empty.

With the last of my strength, I released a vicious scream and channeled all my energy into my fist. A bright glow erupted from it. The air around it distorted. Ripples spread through the sky as though the fabrics of reality itself were being torn apart.

The Great Overlord’s eyes finally widened. With something resembling panic, he threw out his own punch, which glowed in the same manner as mine but with a dark energy that seemed vile. The air exploded between us as one fought to overpower the other. I gritted my teeth and pushed as hard as I could, wrecking my body. Blood exploded from my arms as my capillaries burst, my muscles tore apart like they were made of soggy parchment, and I could feel my very life being drained.

I didn’t care. It didn’t matter if I died so long as I killed this man.

Perhaps it was because I was so focused that I didn’t see the attack coming at me until it was too late. However, when a fist appeared out of nowhere, all I could do was swear. The attack hit me. Pain overrode my ability to see, causing a white film to cover my eyes.

I think I must have passed out. When I came to, I was lying on my back, in the middle of a massive crater so large I couldn’t even judge its size. The Great Overlord of the Seventh Plain was above me, a sword made of pure darkness grasped firmly within his right hand. He raised the sword and brought it down.

In a last ditch effort, I unleashed all of the Spiritual Power I had left, channeled it into my right hand, and met the blade with a punch. Our attacks struck each other. Light bent. Air warped. Lightning crackled. The area around our mutual attacks became distorted as strange cracks appeared in the atmosphere like the gaping maw to a bottomless abyss.

An explosion suddenly rent the air as the world around me was torn apart. The last thing I saw before darkness engulfed me was the Great Overlord’s surprised crimson eyes.
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All Alex wanted was to become a hero...

Instead, he picked up a harem of beautiful women!
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Caspian’s greatest wish is to earn the title of Sorceress’s Knight and keep a promise to a dear friend!
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THE EXECUTIONER SERIES

[image: ]

Read volumes 1, 2, and 3 on Amazon!


Want to learn when a new book comes out?

Follow me on social media!

[image: ] @AmericanKitsune

[image: ] Brandon Varnell

[image: ] @BrandonBVarnell

[image: ] bvarnell1101.tumblr.com

[image: ] Brandon Varnell

[image: ] brandonbvarnell

[image: ]patreon.com/BrandonVarnell

www.varnell-brandon.com

images/00030.jpeg
PATREON





cover.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg
Part T of the Amerigan Kijsune Series

Written by Brandon Varnell
Tilustrated by Kirsten Moody





images/00022.jpeg
The s
of Ashtown ®

Brandon Varnell
Tllustrations Cl‘aparo






images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg
PATREON





images/00016.jpeg
PATREON





images/00019.jpeg
PATREON





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg
AN

“ 4 S i 8 N
<=l
<7






