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WORDS YOU SHOULD KNOW

Tsundere: a Japanese term for a character development process that describes a person who is initially cold (and sometimes even hostile) before gradually showing a warmer, friendlier side over time.

 

Shōnen: manga aimed at a teenage male target-demographic readership. The age group varies with individual readers and different magazines, but it is primarily intended for boys between the ages of 12 to 18.

 

Boke and Tsukkomi: this is a kind of Straight Man and Wise Guy duo, but it's also the interaction between two characters who constantly play off each other. The tsukkomi is the Straight Man of the pair, roughly, while the boke is more or less the Wise Guy — but it's not an exact match.

 

Lamia: In Greek mythology, Lamia was a Queen of Libya who became a child-murdering monster feared for her malevolence. According the Greek legends, the goddess Hera slayed all of Lamia's children (except Scylla) in anger due to the fact that Lamia slept with her husband, Zeus. These days, Lamia is often a word used to describe super sexy women with the upper body of a human and the lower body of a snake.

 

My Soul, Your Beats: The opening theme song for an anime called Angel Beats.

 

Shibari: The contemporary meaning of Shibari describes an ancient Japanese artistic form of rope bondage.

 

Yandere: A character, usually a girl, who fits the archetype of being genuinely kind, loving, or gentle, but suddenly switching to being aggressive or deranged, often homicidally so.

 

Zanpakuto: The main weapon of the Shinigami, the Arrancar, and the Visored in an anime called Bleach.


CHAPTER 1

BEING GENRE SAVVY ISN’T EASY

Justin stood by the door, listening to Commander Paine speak to a bunch of people dressed to the nines in really expensive suits, wondering what he was doing there.

The room they were in wasn’t large, but then, conference rooms never were. Shaped like a rectangle, a long table sat in the center of the room. Sitting around that table were several people, prominent members of the United Nations, the United States, and various world governments. Many of them he didn’t recognize, but that didn’t surprise him either. Standing at the head of the table, before a projector displaying the video feed of a battle between two kitsune, was his boss: Commander Ethan Paine.

“You can see here how the attack unleashed by the yōkai decimated the entire shrine in China,” Commander Paine said, his stern expression glaring at the people present, making them squirm in their seats. Justin snorted. His commander had a frightening glare. “Over two hundred people died in that attack, a single attack committed by a yōkai during a fight. That kind of unmitigated power is dangerous, which is why I believe we should not allow these monsters to roam free any longer. We must take decisive action against them now, before more lives are lost.”

Justin watched as the group of old men mumbled together, seemingly discussing the situation. One of them, a younger man with shaggy brown hair and eyes of the same color, turned to the commander.

“We’ve long known about the threat that yōkai pose,” he started, his voice confident and strong. “That is part of the reason we agreed to help fund this group—to ensure the protection of humanity. However, it is that same threat posed by yōkai that has kept us from doing what you suggest. Numerous as we are, our numbers do not guarantee us victory over the yōkai, especially if the various races decide to put aside their differences and fight us as one.”

“I doubt that would ever happen.” Commander Paine was dismissive of the young man’s concern, waving his hand as though warding off a bug. “There are hundreds of different races of yōkai, and very few of them have ever gotten along. Even back in ancient times, yōkai tended to fight more amongst themselves than they have us. Back then, we humans were simply so weak and powerless that we would get swept up in their conflicts, which is usually how humans die at the hands of yōkai these days, too. To them, we are like insects, tiny little creatures that scurry beneath their feet. They barely even notice when they step on us.”

Commander Paine paused, though whether this was to let his words sink in or to take a breath, Justin didn’t know.

“However, I do understand your concern to some extent. If the yōkai races ever did form an alliance and fight against us, we would surely incur heavy losses, though I am confident in our chances of victory regardless. That being said, my science division has recently created a new weapon, one which should serve as an admirable deterrent in the event that the many yōkai races ever do form an alliance to fight against us.”

A door in the back of the conference room slid open, and in walked something that only vaguely resembled a humanoid. It stalked forward on whirring servo motors, moving with an unusual grace and a deadly intent. Clawed metal feet scratched against the carpet. Its gleaming silver surface rippled as it moved. Strange, undulating patterns seemed to form along its body, as if it was made of liquid instead of metal. A red visor created a V-shape on its face, seeming to glare at everyone from its bullet-shaped head.

“This is the YK series war machine, a killing machine made specifically with exterminating yōkai in mind. We have already field tested it against various yōkai, and it has held up well against everything that has been thrown at it. This machine can even fight on par with an oni, the most physically powerful type of yōkai that we know of. With this invention, gentlemen, killing yōkai will be easy, and we won’t need to sacrifice our sons and daughters to do it.”

That was not technically true. Few of these yōkai killers had been produced. Commander Paine was merely showing his war machine off to make those who would be otherwise reticent about starting a war agree with his idea.

Justin observed the politicians from his place in the back. He could see how Commander Paine’s words affected them, could see how the sight of this machine struck fear into their hearts. Yet as the seconds passed, most of those who might have disagreed with starting a war started nodding at the idea.

He almost scoffed. Idiots.

“This invention of yours does indeed sound promising,” an older man wearing a turban began, “but in my experience, there are always downsides to weapons like this.”

“They do cost a lot of money to make,” Commander Paine admitted. “With the budget we’ve been given, we have only been able to produce twenty of these. Three prototypes and seventeen finished models. The parts are also difficult to make, so it will be awhile before we can fully replace our troops with them.”

“Then would it not be better for us to wait until production costs are lowered before going with your proposal?” asked another gentleman, this one speaking with a heavy British accent. “We do not want the yōkai to initiate hostilities between us while we’re still waiting for our forces to gather strength.”

“Of course you would say that,” another scoffed, his accent hard to place. Justin thought he sounded Greek. “Your country has not yet suffered from any serious incursions. Just one month ago an expensive island resort in the Pagasetic Gulf was completely annihilated by a battle between kitsune. We were lucky that no one was there during the time it was destroyed. Even so, the amount of damage done to our land was extensive.”

“The island resort you’re talking about was a kitsune-owned resort, wasn’t it? I do not see a problem with that. If they want to destroy their own property, then I say we should let them. So long as they do not involve us, I couldn’t care less.”

“They’re a menace to humanity!”

“So long as they don’t involve us in their battles, I don’t really care what they do.”

Justin looked up at the tiles on the ceiling, absently counting them while wondering what he should have for dinner that night.

If I even make it back in time for dinner. With the way things are going right now, that doesn’t seem very likely.

“They’ve already involved us in their battles,” Commander Paine interjected. “I have already shown you the battles that happened between several kitsune in China, which not only decimated a prominent shrine, but also killed a large number of people, many of which were tourists from your own countries. If you need further evidence of the threat these yōkai pose, then I will give it to you. I have brought one of my subordinates with me. He has firsthand experience with yōkai and can tell you about how grave a threat they truly are.”

Justin knew that was his cue. With something of a sigh, he uncrossed his arms and walked to the front, ignoring the eyes on him and the whispers commenting on his young age.

Coughing into his hand, Justin pressed a button on the console controlling the projector, which changed the video feedback to another yōkai battle, one in which a three-tailed kitsune was attempting to kill a two-tailed kitsune with red hair and green eyes.

“If there is one thing that I have learned from my time observing the various yōkai, it is that they do not care about the lives of us humans. As you can see here, the kitsune with three tails, who we have since learned went by the name of Seth Naraka, enslaved the entire student body of a high school in Phoenix, all in order to kill another kitsune called Lilian Pnév̱ma…”

***

Kevin Swift rested his head on the desk, only paying a modicum of attention to the many conversations flowing over him. His eyelids threatened to droop and his mind wanted to shut down, but he admirably held onto consciousness. Class was starting soon.

“You look tired.”

Lifting his head from the desk, Kevin directed his weary eyes toward the girl who’d spoken.

Lindsay was one of his best friends, someone he’d known for many years and once had a crush on. Her pixie cut blond hair framed a cute face, and her athletic body was slim and toned from years of playing soccer. Nothing really seemed to have changed, nor did it look like anything was out of place, at least on the outside. Ever since Kevin, Lilian, and Iris had returned home, an air of melancholy seemed to hang over the young woman.

“That’s because I am tired,” Kevin deadpanned.

“Yeah, I kinda figured that. I was just stating my observation.”

“Whatever.”

The resounding thonk! of a skull meeting a desk echoed throughout the class room as Kevin let gravity do its work with his head. He could hear Lindsay’s chuckling. He also heard the snickers of Iris, who sat behind him.

“What’s wrong, Stud?” came the taunting voice of Lilian’s fraternal twin sister. “You seem so exhausted. Did you have problems keeping up with Lily-pad and me last night?”

“Last night?” Lindsay asked.

“How many times have I told you not to call me Lily-pad?” asked Lilian.

“Don’t know. Probably a couple hundred by now.”

“Tch!”

Sitting in the desk next to him, Lilian ran her fingers down his back, soothing his agitated nerves with her gentle ministrations.

“What’s this about Kevin having trouble keeping up?” Lindsay questioned.

Kevin somehow found the strength to lift his head again. He turned and pierced Iris with a baleful stare.

“I can keep up with you two just fine, or did you forget who had both you and Lilian panting on the ground from exhaustion? As I recall, you were practically begging me to stop.”

Lindsay suddenly turned red. “B-begging you to stop—just what were you three doing last night?!”

“He’s got you there, Iris.” Lilian grinned at the now pouting Iris. “Though I will say that if you hadn’t gotten the drop on me with that surprise attack of yours, there’s no way you would have been able to tie me up like that, which, I might add, is the only reason you won.”

“T-tie you up?!” Lindsay squeaked, her already red cheeks turning sixteen shades darker than before.

Kevin scratched the back of his head. “Okay. I’ll concede that you might have won if I hadn’t surprised you, but you know what they say about love and war. Trickery and deception are just as important in a fight as combat skills.”

“I guess.” Lilian leaned down and kissed him on the cheek, earning a sleepy grin from him. “It’s not like I can’t say I didn’t enjoy being tied up by you. It was kinda hot.”

“Hot?!” Lindsay was practically shrieking by now. “Just what happened last night?!”

“Is your masochistic side coming out, Lily-pad?” Iris asked with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

Lilian stared her sister down. “I don’t think you’ve got any room to talk, especially since you were the one who was panting and drooling all over the place by the end of it.”

“J-just what are you three talking about?!”

“Hmph!” Iris crossed her arms under her chest. “That’s because I was going easy on him. I thought I would be nice since it was his first time with both of us. Now that I know better, I won’t go easy on him ever again.”

Lilian and Kevin shared an amused glance.

“So you say…” Lilian began.

“… But we all know how hard you were trying to keep up,” Kevin finished, his voice teasing. “Face it, without those supernatural abilities of yours, your stamina is seriously lacking compared to mine or Lilian’s.”

“Tch!” Iris turned her head to hide the way her cheeks flushed at being double-teamed. However, it was easy for anyone to see how red her face had become. “Stop acting so cocky. The only reason you managed to pin me down like that was because you have more actual experience than I do.”

“That might be true,” Kevin agreed, nodding along with her. “Lilian and I have been doing this a lot longer than you have.”

“There, you see? If I had the experience that you two do, then I wouldn’t have been so thoroughly humiliated like that.”

Lilian leaned and cupped her hand to Kevin’s ear, whispering in an exaggeratedly loud voice. “She says that, but we both know that she enjoyed it when you wrestled her to the ground and pinned her down. Iris is surprisingly meek when it comes to these kinds of things.”

Her cheeks finally puffing out in a pout, Iris opened her mouth to speak—

“WOULD YOU THREE STOP IGNORING ME?!”

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris stopped talking amongst themselves and turned to look at Lindsay. The tomboyish blond was panting, her breathing labored and her face beet red. She looked like she’d spent several hours playing soccer in the middle of an Arizona summer.
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“Sorry,” the three said in unison.

Lindsay huffed and crossed her arms. “If you guys were really sorry, then you’d stop ignoring me and tell me what you’re talking about.” Her face suddenly took on a brighter hue of red. Kevin mused that she might be red enough to glow in the dark. “You weren’t… I mean, you three aren’t talking about doing… that… are you?”

“That?” Kevin tilted his head before eventually shrugging. “I’m not exactly sure what you mean by ‘that,’ but we were just talking about our training last night.”

“W-what? Training?” It was almost amusing to see the flabbergasted expression on Lindsay’s face.

“Um!” Lilian beamed brightly as she explained what they’d been doing. “Ever since that Fan lady attacked us at the end of the school year, Kevin and I have been training to get stronger. We normally train with Kotohime because she’s way more powerful than us, but recently we’ve been sparring against each other, too. Last night, Iris asked to join us.” Lilian sent an amused glance toward her sister. “I don’t think she realized that ‘sparring’ actually meant fighting without any kitsune techniques.”

“I think you two didn’t tell me what sparring entailed on purpose.” Iris pouted. “I bet you got a real kick out of watching me suffer.”

“Whatever gave you that idea?” Kevin and Lilian asked in unison.

“See that?!” Iris pointed at them. “Those smiles are perfect indicators! They tell me you two were getting your rocks off!”

“We have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kevin and Lilian said, hiding their smiles behind their hands. Iris clicked her tongue. Grumbling, she slowly crossed her arms, then her legs, and looked away with a pout.

“Oh, I see.” Lindsay’s embarrassment slowly disappeared. Kevin could only shake his head at how she had jumped the gun. “Yeah, I guess that would make sense. With how injured you guys were after that attack, I think I understand why you’d start training like that.”

She really didn’t understand. Lindsay was aware of their battle against Fan Shénshèng, which had nearly ended in their deaths, but that was all she remained aware of. She didn’t know about how Lilian had been kidnapped, nor about how he and Iris had traveled into the very heart of the Shénshèng Clan’s stronghold, the Citadel of Light, to rescue her. Despite that, she knew enough about what had happened to know why he, Lilian, and Iris were training.

But Kevin knew that his friend’s thoughts weren’t necessarily on what they had gone through.

“Are you thinking about Christine?” he asked.

Lindsay looked down at her feet. “Yeah…”

Christine had left Arizona while Kevin, Lilian, and Iris had been living at the Pnév̱ma Clan estate.

Kevin had been shocked to hear that Christine had left to learn how to better control her powers. It had taken time, but he had eventually come to understand how helpless the yuki-onna must have felt. To have these powers and not be able to help her friends must have hurt her a lot. Tsundere personality aside, Christine was a very kind individual who cared a lot about her friends.

Lilian placed her hands over Lindsay’s and gave the girl her most encouraging expression. “I’m sure you’ll see her again. She left because she wanted to get stronger so she could protect her friends, right? That means she’ll come back. After all, she can’t protect her friends if she’s not even here.”

Lindsay stared at the girl for several seconds before, unbidden, her lips twisted, curving into a delicate U-shape that lit up her entire face.

“Yeah,” she chuckled, “I guess you’re right.”

Kevin felt bad for Lindsay. He knew of her feelings for Christine, but, well… he was pretty sure their tsundere gothic lolita friend went for hot dogs instead of tacos.

“So,” Iris started, breaking up the touching moment between friends. Her devious grin struck fear and arousal into the hearts of those who saw it. Kevin almost facepalmed when several boys and a few girls were blown back by nosebleeds. “What exactly did you think we were talking about just now? Could it be that our little Lindsay has a dirty, perverted mind?”

“Wha—no!” Lindsay’s face looked ready to spontaneously combust. “O-o-of course not! I wasn’t imagining Kevin’s half-naked, sweaty body pinning you and Lilian to the ground or anything! Why would you even think that?!” she shouted, waving her arms in front of her face as fast as she could.

For a moment, there was nothing but silence. Then…

“Kevin?”

“Yes, Lilian?”

“I like this girl’s idea. Can we try it?”

To his credit, Kevin actually looked like he was considering the idea. “Uh… well… maybe… some other time.”

While Lilian pouted, Iris’s grinning face peered over his shoulder. “Oh ho. So, you are considering doing some naked wrestling with Lily-pad and me?”

“No!” Kevin shouted at the same time as Lilian’s, “Maybe later.”

“Hmph!” Iris leaned back, crossed her arms, and puffed her cheeks in a petulant expression. “I swear, Stud, you never let me join in on yours and Lily-pad’s fun.”

Before anyone could give her a comeback, the teacher walked in and class began. As Kevin took out his pen and some paper to jot down notes, he felt a pair of eyes on him. Looking up, he tried to ascertain who was staring at him, but couldn’t see anyone. Just Dr. Allan Spencer gazing at the class from where he stood at the front of the classroom. With a shrug, he went back to taking notes.

***

“… And that concludes my report,” Justin finished giving his report on yōkai to the delegation of government officials. He’d told them about the types of yōkai he had observed, to the many ways they manipulated and abused humans. What he didn’t tell them was that most yōkai didn’t abuse humans and just wanted to live in peace. He also didn’t mention that the ones who abused humans were a very small minority.

“It would defeat the whole purpose of our coming here to humor these fools,” he could practically hear Commander Paine’s words in his head. How many times had the commander said that on the way here? Ten? Twenty?

“I always knew these yōkai were no good, but I didn’t realize they were this dangerous,” one said.

Another nodded. “They’ve clearly learned how to cover their tracks well over the years.”

“Something must obviously be done about these menaces!”

Justin watched with what almost passed for amusement as the government officials all rallied against the threat posed by yōkai. They were like a group of children ganging up on that one boy because he was different.

However, even while many of the people present spoke in agreement with Commander Paine’s idea of getting rid of yōkai, one voice rose above the din.

“I have not heard anything that would warrant us initiating hostilities between humans and yōkai.”

The woman who spoke was young. At a guess, Justin would say she was in her mid-twenties. Her dark hair appeared to be more of a dark blue than a true black. Intelligent amber eyes peered out from behind smart-looking rimless glasses. The black business suit and skirt combination that she wore made her look more like a secretary than a politician. How she had become a UN delegate was beyond him.

“Of course you would say something like that, Sophia,” an older gentlemen started, his voice dripping with condescension. “We all know that you’ve been obsessed about opening up a dialogue between yōkai and humans for years.”

“Naturally.” Sophia’s glasses flashed as she pushed them up the bridge of her nose. “Just think of all that we could learn if we opened a dialogue with them instead of tried to eradicate them. Their powers could easily be used for the betterment of mankind.”

“The betterment of mankind. Ha!” Another politician barked. “Don’t try to sweet talk us, Ms. Grace. We all know the real reason you’d rather we open a dialogue between them. Your dalliances with these menaces is well known.”

So, this girl has been sleeping with a yōkai? Justin eyed the woman curiously.

It wasn’t all that unusual for a yōkai to bed a human. It was, in fact, very common. Yōkai had a tendency to seduce humans, though it was rare for someone to actually know they were sleeping with a yōkai.

“Who I sleep with is no business of yours,” Sophia stated cooly. “Especially since rumors about your own sexual appetite have recently come to light.” The man she talked down was practically spitting at her, but the woman ignored him and directed her attention to the others. “However, now that my relationship with a yōkai has been brought up, I can honestly tell all of you that you clearly know nothing about yōkai.”

“And what makes you say that?” one of the calmer gentlemen asked.

“Because I have firsthand experience.” Sophia adjusted her glasses again. “I’ve spoken to them. Having conversed with several yōkai, I like to think I know them better than anyone who has never spoken to one.”

“And what does your experience tell you?” asked the calm man.

“That they are just like us,” was Sophia’s answer. “Aside from their abilities and general longevity, they are no different than a human. In fact, most yōkai have willingly chosen to live completely normal human lives. They have no plans for world domination. They do not want to subjugate or exterminate our species. They, like us, merely want to live their own lives how they see fit.”

“It is exactly because they live as they see fit that we humans have been placed in jeopardy,” Commander Paine cut in. “I don’t know if you’ve realized it yet, but over thirty percent of all human deaths are caused by yōkai. Most of the time, these deaths aren’t even done on purpose either. We humans simply get in the way of their secret wars. To them, we are like bugs. We’re not even worthy of being noticed when they squash us.”

The commander’s gloves creaked as he clenched them into fists.

“Of course, that’s not saying there aren’t yōkai who take the time to screw with us humans. There are many yōkai living in the human world who abuse us. They take us in, steal us from our family and friends, use us, and when we’ve been all used up, they throw us away. We mean nothing to them.”

“That is a blatant exaggeration and you know it.” Sophia reminded Justin of a cat. She looked ready to start hissing at the commander. “While there might be a few yōkai who do exactly what you just said, the vast majority merely want to live in peace with us. Don’t let your irrational hatred of the yōkai get in the way of making the right choices.”

Commander Paine twitched.

Uh oh. Looks like she pissed him off.

“Ms. Sophia Grace,” Commander Paine’s voice was a low bass rumble. “I do not appreciate what you are insinuating. I have never let my hatred of yōkai get the better of me. Every decision I make is always made with humanity's best interests in mind.”

“Is that why you want to start a war that could end with our species on the brink of extinction?”

Sophia’s biting comment caused Commander Paine to smile.

It wasn’t a very nice smile.

“Ms. Grace, I never proposed that we start an actual war with the yōkai,” Commander Paine said, his voice calm yet commanding. “I merely believe that we should put some… precautions in place to help protect humanity from their manipulations.”

“It’s the same thing!” Sophia looked ready to smash her fists on the table. “If we go with your proposal, we might as well be stating our intentions to initiate genocide!”

“You’re young, Ms. Grace. You do not yet see the world for what it is, and you have to understand how it works.”

“I know how this world works plenty. It’s you who understands nothing.”

Before the argument could erupt further, the gentleman with the British accent spoke again. “We do not need these kinds of arguments right now. The United Nations and various world governments must always be united during times such as this, so I would like to ask that you two cease bickering.”

“Very well,” Commander Paine acquiesced easily enough. Sophia did as well, though she did not look pleased.

The British man coughed into his hand. “And now, perhaps we should put Commander Paine’s proposal to a vote. All those in favor of the notion?”

Many hands were raised, though a few seemed reluctant to do so. In fact, only two people seemed to have not raised their hands — Sophia and a younger man who didn’t appear to be paying attention.

“All those opposed?”

Only Sophia raised her hand.

“With one vote against and nine in favor, the notion set down by Commander Ethan Paine has passed,” the British man said. “May our choices today help better protect humanity from the potential manipulations of yōkai everywhere.”

***

Lunch time rolled around and Kevin, Lilian, and Iris were joined by their friends.

They sat inside instead of outside. Being that it was still August, the temperature was such that none of them wanted to spend more time out in the heat than absolutely necessary. They had chosen to sit at one of the many round tables that littered the cafeteria.

Almost as soon as they sat down, Kevin found himself beset by minor annoyances.

“My Lord, would you like to have some of my lunch?”

“Why would he want your lunch when he can have some of mine?”

“It’s the same lunch, you dolt!”

“Except mine is better because it’s coming from me.”

“As if!”

Kevin resisted the temptation to cover his face with his hands as Alex and Andrew began to fight. Such occurrences happened near daily ever since school had started this year. They’d been fighting long before that, however, ever since he had known them, in fact.

He didn’t know what was worse: How they kept fighting, or how they’d been treating him like some kind of lord ever since Iris jokingly mentioning his nonexistent harem?

I guess that question will remain as one of life’s greatest mysteries.

“If you two don’t stop fighting, I’m going to beat you unconscious,” Kevin threatened.

“S-so manly!” the two cried in unison, seemingly impressed by his words instead of afraid.

Kevin pinched the bridge of his nose.

What did I do to deserve this?

As he tried to deal with his exasperating friends, Lilian and Lindsay held their own conversation, until the tomboy noticed the sketchpad situated in front of the kitsune.

“Are you drawing those comics again?” Lindsay asked, leaning over to try and peer at the sketchpad.

“It’s manga, not comics,” Lilian said before she noticed that Lindsay was trying to look at her work. She covered her sketchpad so the tomboy couldn’t see her illustrations. “And yes, I am.

“Right. Manga,” Lindsay agreed, still trying to peer over Lilian’s shoulder. “Can I see?”

“No.”

Lindsay actually had to blink at the swift and blunt answer. “What? Why not?”

“Because they’re not ready.” Lilian’s cheeks colored. “And I don’t really want to show anyone. My drawings aren’t that good.”

Ever quick to defend her lovely sister, Iris jumped at the opportunity to speak. “My beautiful Lily-pad is being modest. I’ve seen some of her completed manga panels and they’re really good. They’re like sex on paper.” It took Iris a moment to realize that Lilian and Lindsay were giving her matching deadpan stares. “What? It’s true. Her manga panels are amazing.”

“I-Iris, don’t tell people about my manga… wait.” Lilian’s face took on a flabbergasted and slightly betrayed quality. “You went looking through my sketchpad?”

“Um, no?”

“Iris!” Lilian hissed, her face flushing a furious red that matched her hair. “How could you?”

“You only have yourself to blame.” Iris stubbornly crossed her arms. “I always ask if I can see what you’re drawing, but you’re never willing to show me. The only person you’ve let see your artwork is the stud over here.”

Having been listening to the conversation, Kevin raised his hand and pointed at himself. “Um, hello, Lilian’s mate here. It’s only natural that she would show me her artwork. Besides, unlike you, I can actually appreciate the magnitude of what she’s trying to accomplish. And I can help her improve by comparing her work to professional works and offering my opinion.”

Iris huffed while Kevin looked at the beautiful redhead sitting next to him. Lilian had removed her sketchpad from the table. She no doubt was hiding it on her lap so no one could look.

“I do agree with Iris on one thing, though. You really do sell yourself short. While you might have not been that good starting out, you’ve improved a lot since then. I was really impressed by some of your more recent illustrations.”

While her cheeks remained somewhat pink, Lilian’s lips curled into a beaming smile filled with gratitude. “Thank you, Kevin.”

Kevin grinned and placed a hand on Lilian’s left thigh. “Anytime.”

They stared into each other’s eyes, getting lost within their depths. They would have remained that way for some time. However, a cough interrupted them.

“So, are you two gonna make out, or are you just gonna keep staring at each other?” Iris asked. “I don’t mind either way, but if you keep acting like such a loving couple, you’re going to make everyone here jealous, myself included.”

“Whatever,” Kevin mumbled as he stopped staring at Lilian, who sent Iris a very mild glare. He scooted closer to his mate until their thighs were touching, and then tapped a finger against her sketchpad. “Would you mind if I looked at your most recent drawings?”

“I-I guess not,” Lilian muttered softly, her cheeks gaining color. “B-but they’re not finished yet. I only have a few thumbnails in this one, so don’t laugh at them, okay?”

“You know I’d never do that.”

Kevin kissed Lilian on the cheek before pulling the sketchpad off her lap, setting it on the table, and opening it to look through the last couple of pages.

While she seemed embarrassed to show them off for some reason, Lilian really was quite talented at drawing. While her lines weren’t as crisp as some of the manga artists he knew of, she had a real talent for shading. As he flipped through her sketchpad, a part of him wondered how much better she would be if she had the equipment and programs needed to create illustrations on the computer.

Maybe I should think of getting her Photoshop and a Wacom tablet…

“So, um, what do you think?” Lilian squirmed in her seat. The way she looked at him from beneath a curtain of crimson hair, anxiously and nervously awaiting his thoughts, was so endearing that Kevin had trouble suppressing his desire to kiss her silly.

“Well, like you said, these are just thumbnails, so they lack details, but it looks like you’ve got the proportions right. Your panel placement could probably use some work, but you’re definitely improving.”

“Proportions?” Eric, who, up until that point, had been silently glaring at a sheet of paper in front of him, suddenly looked up. “What’s this about proportions?” He saw the sketchpad in Kevin’s hand. “Do you draw, My Lord?”

“Um, no.” Kevin deadpanned at Eric. “Did you not even pay the least bit of attention to the last five minutes of conversation?”

“Not really.” Eric shrugged.

“Figures.”

“So, if you’re not the drawer, then who is?”

“Lilian.”

Eric’s head swiveled to Lilian like a robot whose neck joints had too much grease in them. “You can draw?”

Under the scrutinizing gaze of the perverted young man, Lilian could only look down. “Uh, yeah, a little.”

“Do you think you could teach me?”

“Eh?”

“Yeah, I need someone to teach me how to draw.”

Lilian peered at Kevin who, upon seeing the questioning glance directed at him, merely shrugged as if to say, “Don’t look at me.”

She turned back to Eric. “Why do you want me to teach you how to draw?”

“Master has given me a most import task that I have yet to finish,” Eric informed them with the utmost seriousness. Even Iris was leaning in to hear what the salacious young man had to say. “She wants me to learn how to draw naked women. That way I can help her draw illustrations for her books.”

In the poignant pause that followed, Kevin could only shake his head.

SMACK!

“Gaoi!”

“Not happening,” Lilian declared, her tail retracting from whence it came before anyone could see it. Eric, whose head had dented the metal table when her tail shot out and smacked it, could only groan.

***

Immediately after the meeting with the UN delegation, Justin returned with Commander Paine to the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s headquarters.

While the Sons and Daughters of Humanity had bases located all over the world, their main base of operations was about fifty miles outside of Denver, Colorado, located deep underground.

Justin looked down at the base—what he could see of it—as the military helicopter they were in prepared to descend. The entrance, which had been built on a lake, consisted only of a helipad jutting out of the water and a small elevator entrance that led into the base.

“Are you sure that was a good idea?” Justin asked suddenly.

“Don’t tell me you think I was being heavy handed.” Commander Paine didn’t even look at him. Decked out in his black military uniform and black cloak, the man sat with his legs spread as he leaned back in his seat and stared out the window.

“More like stupid,” Justin quipped. “You not only insulted a delegate in the middle of a UN meeting, you threatened her afterward. That woman looked like she wanted to murder you on the spot.”

“Ms. Sophia Grace is a fool, and she will be dealt with soon enough.” Commander Paine paused, a large red vein pulsing on his head. “And what have I told you about your smartass comments?”

“I can’t remember,” Justin said with a completely straight face.

“Tch! You’re lucky that I have need of your talents.”

Justin said nothing. He merely offered a smile.

The helicopter set down on the landing pad, and Commander Paine exited the vehicle.

“Follow me.”

Justin followed the stern commander out of the helicopter and into the elevator. The giant war machine, a model of the new YK series, trailed behind them. No words were spoken as the elevator descended, and when it stopped and allowed them to disembark, the noise on the other end made Justin flinch.

The elevator led into a busy hallway composed entirely of cement. All of the people who were in the hall stopped what they were doing and saluted the commander as he walked past them. Justin simply ignored the salutes his commander received and followed the man to his office.

Commander Paine’s office was a simple affair. It lacked any form of decoration, and the only furniture it had was a desk, which the commander sat behind. Justin looked at the bare walls with a sigh. Why couldn’t this man at least decorate his room a bit? Was some color too much to ask for?

“It seems you finally got your wish.” Justin moved to stand in front of the commander’s desk and crossed his arms. “The United Nations has not only agreed to increase your budget, but they have also decided to let you kick off the war against the yōkai. Even if they haven’t realized it yet. Now you can finally begin exterminating all those big bad monsters you dislike so much.”

“Watch your tongue, boy,” Commander Paine grunted as he pressed a button on his desk, activating a holographic computer complete with screen and keyboard. “I don’t pay you to be a smart aleck.”

“You don’t pay me at all.”

“You’re alive, aren’t you? I could have discarded you with the rest of the failures, but I didn’t. I kept you, trained you, gave you a purpose. You should be grateful.”

“Yes, because being turned into a child soldier is so much fun.”

“Quit complaining.”

“Yes, sir.”

Justin knew when to push and when to pull back. Commander Paine looked ready to throw him out a window, so it was probably best to pull back.

“I have a new mission for you.” Commander Paine typed a few keys, the soft click echoing in the mostly silent room. “You’re going back to Phoenix, Arizona. The details of your mission are in a report that I’m sending to the new division we’ve established there. One of them will get in contact with you upon your arrival and inform you of your mission.”

“You’re not sending me to Arizona merely to take part in one of our operations there, are you?” Justin’s lips twitched. “Worried about your son?”

Commander Paine scowled. “Anyone who willingly affiliates themselves with yōkai is no son of mine.”

“You’re a harsh man as always, Commander.”

Commander Paine ignored Justin’s words and continued talking. “I expect you to be ready to leave by o’thirteen hundred hours.”

Justin tossed the commander a slightly lazy salute. “In that case, I’ll take my leave. I need to get ready for my next mission.”

After being dismissed, Justin wandered to his room, a basic military-style barrack that he shared with several other members. It was small. There was only a little space to move. The rest of the room was taken up by six bunk beds embedded into the wall.

While getting packed, he couldn’t help but wonder about this latest mission the commander was sending him on, and if it had anything to do with Kevin Swift and his mate, Lilian Pnév̱ma.

***

The ringing of the bell signified an end to school. Students rose from their seats, grabbed their stuff, and headed outside in their rush to leave.

Kevin and his two kitsune companions moved with the flow of the crowd. He held Lilian’s hand, their fingers entwined like a pair of lovers. Strolling next to them, her hips swaying exaggeratedly from side to side, Iris looked like a picture-perfect sin.

Iris and Lilian were fraternal twins, and while they had different colored hair and eyes—Lilian had red hair and green eyes while Iris had black hair and red eyes—both of them looked similar enough. The difference between them lay not in their looks, but in their general disposition and how they carried themselves. Iris acted like a sexy bitch who knew she was a sexy bitch and flaunted it. Meanwhile, Lilian didn’t even realize her appeal, which added a charming innocence that further emphasized her luscious curves.

He led them into the parking lot, past the honking cars belonging to impatient parents, past the first few lots where teachers parked, all the way to the back row near the gate where his own car sat, patiently waiting to be driven.

Kevin didn’t know what he’d done to deserve it—given what happened during the summer, he honestly didn’t think he did deserve it—but his mom had bought him a brand new Honda Civic Hybrid for his sixteenth birthday. Painted all white, his car wasn’t the most sporty nor the coolest vehicle around, but it was safe and fuel efficient. Kevin really couldn’t ask for more.

Unfortunately, there was someone already standing by his car when he, Lilian, and Iris arrived.

“Juan.”

Juan Pompadour something or other stood in front of Kevin’s car. His dark skin clashed with his bright clothes—poofy red pants, a blue shirt with ruffles, and a red shoulder cape. Bleached blond hair styled in a pompadour haircut bounced and jiggled as he moved.

“Someone uses waaaay too much hair gel,” Iris muttered. Lilian nodded.

Even now, Kevin didn’t know what to think or how to feel about this guy. On the one hand, it was Juan who gave Jiāoào knowledge of Lilian’s whereabouts. On the other, Kevin was positive Juan had also tried warning him about Seth Naraka, the three-tailed Spirit Kitsune who’d been contracted to assassinate Lilian. The half-kitsune had the moral compass of a drug addict who needed his fix, but nothing he ever did seemed to be done out of malicious intent. He was, in all regards, a paradox, a puzzle that Kevin couldn’t solve.

“Eet is such a pleasure to see you three again.” Juan’s lips curled condescendingly. “I have not seen you three since before the summer break, despite how school started two weeks ago. I was beginning to think you were trying to avoid me.”

“We were trying to avoid you.” Lilian’s annoyed huff made Juan place a hand against his heart.

“You, my sweet hermosa de flor, are harsh as always.”

“Tch!”

“I’ve heard some interesting rumors going around about you three,” Juan continued in his fake Spanish accent. “So many interesting rumors. You were quite busy this summer, weren’t you?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kevin said bluntly.

“I think you do,” Juan retorted. “I think you know very well what I’m talking about. You might not know eet, but you and the raven-haired one have become quite the legend within certain circles.”

The smug look Juan sent Kevin’s way would have upset him last year. Perhaps he had matured, or maybe he had just realized that Juan merely wanted to rile him up, but the boy’s attitude no longer bothered him as it once did.

“If you say so.” Kevin shrugged to show how much he cared about Juan’s attempts to taunt him.

“Ha…” A dramatic sigh. “Eet is no fun if you don’t react to my words.”

“Then maybe you should find someone else to bother,” Kevin suggested. “You know, some wet behind the ears brat that you can taunt to your heart’s content. I’m sure there are plenty of them out there.”

“You would be surprised by how few people there are that I can screw with. You three have offered me the most fun I’ve had in years.”

Kevin rolled his eyes. “Glad to know you take such pleasure in messing with us.”

“Do you think we can hurry this along?” Iris asked impatiently. “We all know that you’re here to tell us something important or give us some kind of warning. That’s the only time you ever show up in this series, so if you could just hurry up and tell us whatever the hell it is you want to tell us, that would be nice.”

“You’re a very rude young mujer, you know that?”

“So I’ve been told.”

Juan clicked his tongue, seemingly annoyed by Iris interrupting his fun. Lilian and Kevin just glared. The boy sighed.

“I felt eet only fair to give you a warning.” Juan looked Kevin in the eyes. “There’s been a stirring of unease among the yōkai population lately. More and more yōkai are disappearing, especially the younger ones. Rumor has eet there’s an organization kidnapping and experimenting on them, though that ees only a rumor at the moment. What’s not a rumor ees that several yōkai villages in Europe have been destroyed by a creature that, according to eyewitnesses, looks like eet was made of liquid metal.”

Kevin and Lilian shared looks of alarm, though Iris only crossed her arms, as if to say she wasn’t surprised by the news.

“Why are you telling us this?” asked Kevin.

Juan chuckled. “I thought eet would be obvious. You and your mate always seem to be at the center of any trouble that goes on around here. I would hate to lose my greatest source of entertainment because you weren’t prepared. Now then, I bid you all hasta la vista.”

Kevin frowned at Juan’s back as the half-kitsune turned and left.

“Well,” Iris started, “that wasn’t ominous at all.”

“Do you think the creature he mentioned was the same one that attacked Kotohime and Kirihime last year?” asked Lilian.

“Could be,” Kevin mused, “but it’s not like we can know for sure without solid evidence.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Still, we should probably tell Kotohime and Kiara about this. And Heather too, just to be cautious.”

Iris wrinkled her nose. “Do we really have to tell that dog?”

“That dog happens to be my teacher.” Kevin cast a mildly disapproving glance at Iris. “She has also helped us numerous times. It’s only right that we tell her. Even if she’s not potentially in danger, she might be able to help us.”

“Besides, she’s not bad,” Lilian said, then paused before adding, “for a dog.”

“Fine.” Iris shrugged. “Go ahead and let the dog know about what the pompadour boy told us. It’s not like I care.”

Kevin didn’t even deign to roll his eyes at Iris’s words. He merely unlocked the car, held open the door for Lilian and Iris, and then entered through the driver’s side. After turning on the car’s engine and listening to it lightly thrum, he slowly navigated his way out of the traffic-congested parking lot.

***

Justin wondered why a secret organization that had an over forty million dollar budget made one of their agents book a flight on a passenger airliner. He sort of understood the whole “need for secrecy” thing, and he knew that no one would question a teenager traveling on his own these days, but it still didn’t make much sense. Commander Paine never used a passenger airline. He always traveled in one of his customized helicopters.

I wish I had a customized helicopter.

A soft ding sounded out seconds before a female flight attendant spoke up over the intercom.

“We have arrived at our intended destination. I would like to ask that all passengers please exit in an orderly fashion. Thank you very much for traveling with Alpine Air. We wish you an excellent day.”

Unlike everyone else, who jumped out of their seat and rushed to get off, Justin remained where he was, waiting until everyone else had left before grabbing his small duffel bag and exiting the plane.

He glanced around upon entering the terminal, searching for the person he was supposed to meet with. It took awhile, mostly because the person he was supposed to meet looked so plain. When he finally did locate his contact, it was only due to the man in question holding up a sign with his name on it.

“Mr. Spencer,” Justin greeted after striding up to the man.

“Justin Verräter.” Allan Spencer nodded at him. “Follow me. I’ll brief you once we get in the car.”

Since Justin had only brought the duffel bag with him, they bypassed luggage claim and walked straight outside of the terminal where an all-black sedan sat waiting for them. Justin climbed into the back seat, having noticed that the front passenger seat was taken by someone. Spencer entered from the other side.

Darkness descended upon the vehicle as the doors closed. The windows were tinted to the point where he couldn’t even see out of them, and the only source of light came from a tiny bulb overhead. He couldn’t see the driver or the other passenger, who was blocked from view by a large tinted glass panel.

No one spoke for a long time—not until they were well away from the Phoenix Airport and traveling down the I-10.

“Right,” Justin finally decided to speak up, “are you going to tell me what my mission is, or are we going to play twenty guesses?”

Spencer frowned. “I see that Commander Paine’s report was right. For an individual born and raised for the purpose of spying, you have an awfully… unique personality.”

“All people are unique in some way, in case you haven’t noticed,” Justin fired back. “People are like fingerprints. No two people are ever the same, not even identical twins. If I want to blend in with the crowd, then I need to have my own unique personality.”

Spencer’s frown deepened, but he said nothing more on the subject. “Your mission is to be done in conjunction with a team whose own mission is parallel to yours.”

“And do I get to know what this mission is?”

“At exactly twenty-four hundred hours, a team of specialists and two of our YK series war droids will be sent in to kill two high-profile targets. While they are doing this, you will have two assignments. The first is to assassinate Lilian and Iris Pnév̱ma. The second is to either capture or kill Kevin Swift, depending on the situation. We would prefer capture, but if he puts up too much of a fight, then we expect you to properly dispose of him.”

And suddenly, this mission just got a hell of a lot more difficult.

“You will be given your own team to command. Two elite assassins who have been prepared for this mission and one of our YK war droids to use in case the mission goes FUBAR. Can you do this?”

“Of course,” Justin’s voice was steady and strong, leaving no impression that there might be anything afoot. “It’s just as you said: I was trained to be a spy and an assassin. I won’t have any trouble disposing of a single teenage boy and a pair of two-tailed kitsune.”

Spencer nodded. “Very good. We’ll be counting on you.”

***

Kevin received a surprise when he returned to his condo.

“Welcome home, Master.”

Phoebe curtsied to him, her long blond hair bouncing in strange drill-like curls. No longer wearing her Amazonian armor, the girl had donned a French maid outfit. Her nearly skintight bodice pushed her already impressive breasts up, which were further enhanced by the large dip that revealed vast amounts of creamy white cleavage. Her skirt was indecently short, exposing her muscular thighs. Oddly enough, she was only wearing one black stocking on her left leg. The other was mysteriously bare.
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Polydora stood next to the eighteen-year-old woman, the look on her face telling him that she was more than a little put out.

“What are you doing?” he asked. Beside him, Lilian and Iris also looked on, one of them clearly amused while the other appeared resigned.

“I am welcoming you home, Master,” Phoebe answered as if the answer should have been obvious.

“My Lady Phoebe, please do not refer to this miscreant as ‘master,’” Polydora pleaded. “He does not deserve such a title.”

Phoebe tilted her head. “But Master is Master. Why would I call him anything other than what he is?”

“He isn’t your master!”

“Anyway,” Phoebe decided to ignore Polydora and address him, “I wanted to welcome you home, so here I am.”

“Yes, I got that part.” Kevin wondered if sarcasm was needed here. “I meant why are you greeting me? And why are you wearing a French maid costume?”

“Who cares?” Iris said. “I just want to know why I didn’t think of wearing a French maid costume.” She began to drool. “Just think of all the kinky ideas I could come up with. The five of us could easily play French Maid.”

“Dare I ask what that is?” inquired Lilian.

Iris was all too happy to explain. “It’s when—”

“Quiet, you,” Kevin quickly put the two-tailed Void Kitsune down before she could get going.

“Tch!”

“I read in that Sekirei picture book that men enjoy it when a woman wears this French maid outfit for them,” Phoebe answered his question with the utmost seriousness.

Kevin resisted the urge to facepalm. “Please don’t go through my manga collection anymore.” A pause. “Wait. Did you say Sekirei?”

“That is, indeed, what I said, Master.”

“Don’t call me master,” Kevin mumbled, his eyes narrowing. “I don’t remember owning that manga. Which volume was it?”

“I know not what volume it was, but if it would please you, Master, I could check.”

“No, no, it’s fine.” Kevin decided to just ignore the way she called him “master.” It wasn’t like she would listen to him anyway. “It’s probably Eric’s—unless you bought it, Lilian?”

“Nope,” Lilian shook her head. “I wouldn’t waste my money on Sekirei. If I want a harem anime with lots of T&A, I’ll buy To Love Ru or Highschool DxD. Sekirei is fun, but I prefer the anime for that over the manga.”

“I figured as much.” Kevin turned his attention from Phoebe to the other girl, who was also dressed as a French maid. “And you? How did Phoebe rope you into wearing that?”

“D-don’t think I am doing this for you.” A blushing Polydora scowled at him. “I-I am only doing this because Lady Phoebe asked for my assistance, and there is nothing that I would not do for Her Ladyship.”

“Uh-huh…” Kevin nodded ever so slowly, his brain trying—and failing—to come up with a proper response. “Yeah, I got nothing. Lilian?”

“Have either of you seen Kotohime?” the redhead asked.

“I am right here, Lilian-sama.” Kotohime strolled out of the hallway and into the living room, her bearing the epitome of grace and elegance, her kimono rustling lightly as she walked toward them. As always, the woman was carrying her katana in her left hand. “I hope you three had an enjoyable time at school.”

“It was boring,” Iris answered before anyone else could. “The only upside to school is that I get to see Lily-pad looking adorable as she concentrates on taking notes.”

“It was fine,” Kevin said, ignoring the raven-haired girl behind him.

Kotohime graced Kevin with her beautifully upturned lips. “I am very pleased to hear that.”

“There is something we need to tell you, though,” Lilian added, her expression surprisingly serious.

Kotohime must have sensed the gravity in her charge’s tone, for her demeanor also shifted. It was a subtle thing. Her expression remained unchanged, but her eyes became hard and sharp, much like the katana she wielded so efficiently.

“I see,” she started. There was a short pause as she considered the trio. “Very well, then. I am all ears. What is it that you wished to tell me?”

***

After adjourning to the living room, Kevin and Lilian told Kotohime about what they had learned from Juan. Sitting seiza on the floor, the yamato nadeshiko took in what she had been told with a calmness befitting a swordswoman of her status.

“That is indeed troubling news.” She looked pensive.

“Are you sure the tale that this Juan told you is even accurate?” Phoebe, who’d changed into jeans and a T-shirt at Kevin’s request, asked. She was standing by the couch alongside Polydora, who was back in her armor. “This story of a creature made of liquid silver seems awfully far-fetched to me.”

“That part about the creature made of silver, at least, is most likely true,” Kotohime informed the blond girl. “Last year, my sister and I fought against two creatures that appeared to be made of liquid metal. Heather-san informed us that these are not actually creatures, but rather, machines created by an anti-yōkai organization. They were quite the troublesome foes, but we defeated them easily enough. What concerns me is that Juan said the ones seen in Europe destroyed an entire yōkai village. They should not be that powerful.”

“Do you think this might be an improved version of what you and Kirihime faced before?” Lilian asked. She was sitting next to Kevin, snuggling into his torso. The swell of her breasts pushed into his side, squashing like a pair of marshmallows.

“It could be.” Kotohime confirmed with a nod. “In fact, I am sure that’s exactly what this is. The question, however, is how does this affect us and what are we going to do about it?”

“I don’t think Juan would have said anything if it didn’t involve us in some way,” Kevin added, absentmindedly playing with Lilian’s fingers. “He clearly knows something but isn’t saying what. He probably wants to amuse himself by seeing what we do with the limited amount of information he gave us, the jerk.”

“What I want to know if why he even told us.” Sitting on the ground, leaning against Lilian’s leg, Iris looked for all the world like a cat who wanted some affection from her owner. Kevin frowned as the girl rubbed her face against Lilian’s leg. “Isn’t he supposed to be some big-wig information broker or whatever? I thought those type of people only gave away information when people paid them.”

“He is likely doing this as a favor to Monstrang-dono,” Kotohime hypothesized. “Everyone knows that Kevin-sama works for Monstrang-dono, who controls Arizona and much of the southwestern United States. You can think of it as him paying rent. By looking out for you, Kevin-sama, Juan-san hopes that it will endear him to Monstrang-dono in order to continue conducting business within this state. If I had to hazard a guess, I would say that he has been on thin ice with Monstrang-dono since the debacle with Seth Naraka.”

“That makes sense.”

“Indeed.”

“This is all well and good,” Polydora interrupted, “but we still don’t know what to do about all this.”

The woman crossed her arms, breasts smashing together within her leather armor. Kevin really had to wonder about her choice in clothing. It was nothing but hardened leather shaped similar to a bikini up top and a skirt on the bottom. She didn’t think she’d blend in wearing something like that, did she?

“In a situation like this, the most we can do is keep our eyes out for any sign of danger,” Kevin said. “If what Kotohime said is true, then Juan probably told us because he thinks these things will attack us soon, which means that we should be on our guard at all times.”

“You are correct, Kevin-sama.” Kotohime gazed proudly at the boy. “That is a most astute assessment of our situation.”

“Eh-hehehehe.” Kevin rubbed the back of his neck while a sheepish grin spread across his face.

“Now then,” Kotohime stood up, “I believe that we have wasted enough time chatting. There is nothing we can do about this threat, if there is indeed a threat, except to prepare for it. In light of that, Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama, Iris-sama, how about a quick spar before dinner?”

***

A barrier had been erected around the small park. Barely visible as a thin layer of translucent lining in the shape of a dome, only those who were already inside of the barrier could see it.

Kevin didn’t know the exact mechanics behind the barrier, but Kotohime had informed him that it would keep all humans from seeing or coming near them. The barrier itself was an illusion-based enchantment. It kept people from seeing inside of the barrier and also instilled a strong sense of wanting to be somewhere else whenever someone came within a certain radius of it. So long as Kotohime refrained from using her extensive repertoire of water and sword techniques, there wouldn’t be any evidence of what was taking place here.

Kevin fired off several rounds at Kotohime, pulling the triggers as quickly as he could. Blue bullets flew from the barrels of his two guns with bright flashes of supernatural energy.

None of them hit.

Despite the amount of youki bullets being fired at her, Kotohime was undaunted. Her sword spun in a blur as she swung it, and she wove a constant dance to avoid the few bullets she couldn’t strike. Flashes of light represented the premeditated death of a bullet that the katana, wielded by a woman who made swordsmanship look like an art form, sliced in half. Kotohime was very methodical in her movements, cutting only those bullets that posed a threat while dodging the rest.

Kevin’s guns clicked empty.

And that was when Kotohime struck.

She reversed her blade and used the pommel to attack him, thrusting her blade forward, striking his body fast and hard—except Kevin wasn’t there anymore.

He was behind her.

Kotohime raised her katana to block the hammer blow that was Kevin’s gun. A loud squeal erupted as gun ground against katana. It looked almost like an even match at first, until Kotohime started enhancing her muscles with youki, a feat that Kevin could not accomplish. He was, after all, just a human.

Knowing that he was fighting a losing battle, Kevin leapt backwards before Kotohime could hit him. In that same instant, a sphere of light shot forward, using Kevin’s body as cover to sneak up on Kotohime before attacking her in a blitz maneuver.

Kevin knew that despite how well-timed Lilian’s attack was, it wouldn’t be enough to defeat Kotohime. Even as he thought this, the kimono-clad beauty sliced the sphere in half. Of course, that wasn’t the end of it, as the two halves quickly turned into their own miniature spheres, which attacked Kotohime again.  They, too, were sliced in half, and those halves morphed into their own spheres in turn.

“Oh, very clever, Lilian-sama,” Kotohime complimented as she spun around to avoid several spheres. She was grace personified. Her breathing was completely even, as if she wasn’t even working up a sweat dodging the now four spheres. “What is this attack called, I wonder?”

“Celestial Art: Many Sun Droplets.”

“Oh, my. That is quite the name you’ve come up with.” Six spheres were sliced in half and quickly turned into thirty-six smaller spheres. “Still, I believe you’ve given this new technique a most apt name. Ara?”

Kevin had been hoping to surprise the woman by sneaking up behind her and shooting her in the back. Unfortunately, Kotohime proved herself more than capable of sensing his intentions. She also proved herself to be capable of defending against both Lilian’s technique and his barrage of bullets.

The first thing to go was Lilian’s spheres. As ingenuitive as the technique was, it had one major weakness. The youki used to create the technique was divided by half each time the spheres were cut. Kevin liked to think of it in units. If Lilian’s technique cost 100 units of energy, then the first time it was split, each sphere would contain 50 units. When it was split again, the spheres would contain 25, and then 12.5, and then 6.25. Eventually, the spheres would contain so little energy that they couldn’t sustain themselves any longer. Thus, they would lose cohesion and disperse. The idea was a little basic, and Kevin knew he was taking liberties with it, but it gave him a means of understanding the overall principle behind Lilian’s attack.

And if he understood the principle, then working out a way around that weakness was easier.

Kevin’s guns soon clicked empty. Acting post haste, he undid the cache and the cartridges fell to the ground. As he rushed toward Kotohime, he brought his guns behind his back, where six more cartridges of ammo were waiting, and smoothly slid two cartridges into his guns.

He bent his body underneath Kotohime’s swing, sliding along the wet grass on his knees, as he pointed his weapons at Kotohime. At the same time, Lilian appeared several feet away, the light she’d bent to render herself invisible falling as she created six spheres of light around her body, all of which flew at Kotohime like blitzkrieg rockets.

It was the perfect attack. Perfectly timed. Perfectly executed. There was no way Kotohime could get out of—

“Ikken Hissatsu.”

“G-gu!”

“Beloved!”

—Kevin didn’t know what happened. One second he was in the process of getting the drop on Kotohime, and the next second he was flying through the air, the world passing around him in a blur. Through squinted eyes, he saw the barrier getting ever closer. He raised his left hand toward it, as if trying to protect himself. Then, just like that time when he fought against Shinkuro, the barrier appeared to peel apart, and he shot straight through, landing on the ground and rolling for several feet before coming to a painful stop.

He lay on his back, trying to figure out why he was suddenly looking at the sky, when a figure appeared before him.

“Beloved? Beloved?! Kevin!”

“Lilian,” he slurred.

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“M’ fine,” he mumbled, “I think… I can’t get up for some reason.”

Through his blurry vision, Kevin thought he saw Lilian grimacing.

“That’s because you’ve been injured. Hold on one second while I heal you.”

“Kitsune Art: Divine Kiss.”

Kevin felt lips press against his. He tried to kiss back, but his mouth wasn’t willing to respond. He could eventually feel his body mending and imagined this was what it would feel like if someone cast a Curaga spell on him. When Lilian pulled away, he felt like he’d never been tossed twenty feet through the air.

“Are you still able to fight, Kevin-sama?” a voiced asked outside his field of vision.

Lilian glared at the voice. “What were you thinking using a technique like that? You could have easily killed him!”

“I used the blunt edge so that my attack would be painful but not fatal. Even if you had not healed him, he would have recovered.”

“But that’s—”

“It’s fine, Lilian.”

“B-Beloved?”

Kevin clambered to his feet. His legs shook as he was overcome with a minor sense of vertigo, but he got over it quickly. He then looked down at his mate, grabbing her hand and pulling her up.

“I asked for this. My journey to rescue you from the Shénshèng Clan has taught me that I’ve still got a long way to go before I can really stand by your side. I told Kotohime not to take it easy on me.”

Lilian bit her lower lip, but she eventually nodded, though she appeared quite reluctant.

“A-all right. If this is what you want, then I won’t stop you.”

“Thank you.”

“But!” Lilian pointed at Kotohime. “If you’re not gonna take it easy on my beloved, then I want you to stop taking it easy on me.”

“Are you sure?” asked Kotohime.

“Of course! Beloved and I are in this together. If you stop pulling your punches with him, then you’re going to stop with me too.”

“Very well.” Kotohime sheathed her katana and slid into battoujutsu stance. “Come at me with everything you have.”

***

“Ugh, we lost so hard,” Kevin moaned from where he lay on the ground. He would’ve tried standing up, but his body felt like it had been squashed by the Beast Titan. Besides, the damp grass felt nice on his back.

Lilian, unable to form a proper reply, merely groaned beside him.

“Ufufufu,” Kotohime giggled as she stood above them, her kimono pristine, with naught a scratch nor wrinkle to be found. “You should have realized an attack of that nature would never work on me, especially since neither of you are fast enough to pull it off.”

“Way to rub it in,” Kevin groaned as he slowly and painfully climbed to his feet. He ignored the way his muscles squealed in protest and helped Lilian to her feet. His mate moaned in complaint as she was forced to stand, but he allowed her to lean on him for support, thereby taking most of the weight off her legs, which shook from the strain of ensuring that she remained standing.

“Thanks, Kevin.”

“Anytime.”

“That was quite the battle brat.” Kiara walked up to the group, her lips curled into an amused smirk. She must have arrived some time during their sparring session. “You two actually managed to last ten full minutes this time. That’s impressive.”

“Kiara-san,” Kotohime greeted cordially.

“Sup.” Kiara raised a hand in a gesture of greeting. Of course, she only had one hand to raise.

“I had not realized you were here. Ufufufu, you must have become quite skilled at youki manipulation to slip through my barrier unnoticed.”

“What can I say? I’ve trained with my youki extensively.” Kiara’s eyes glittered dangerously. “If you want, I’d be more than pleased to show you what I’ve learned?”

“Perhaps some other time,” Kotohime said. Kiara sighed in disappointment.

While the two adults greeted each other, Kevin and Lilian stumbled over to a nearby tree where the other people their age sat. Phoebe, Polydora, and Iris had all watched the battle from the relatively safe location of the barrier’s edge. As they meandered over to the group, Phoebe was the first to congratulate them.

“A most excellent match, Master. You did quite well to face off against someone with so much more experience and power than you.”

“Thanks, I guess.” Kevin slumped to the grassy floor and leaned his back against the tree. Lilian curled up against his side, using his shoulder as a pillow while she held his left arm close to her chest. Kevin could feel the elasticity of her bosoms while his arm pushed into her boobs. “We would have lasted longer if someone else had chosen to spar alongside us, though.”

Already knowing the dig was at her, Iris just grinned, her eyes gleaming like twin bloody moons. “You know I never like getting sweaty unless it involves the three of us and a bed.”

Kevin sighed. “Considering you’ve never joined Lilian and I when we do, well, that, I don’t think you can make such a claim.”

“Che, whatever.” Iris clicked her tongue in annoyance at the reminder. She glanced at Lilian, who shook her head slowly, and then sighed. “The only reason I haven’t been able to join you two is because you’re a prude. You know how many guys would love to be in your position? Probably millions. Yet you don’t take advantage of it. You’re just too straitlaced. You should learn to live a little.”

Kevin didn’t return Iris’s words with a witty comeback, not because he didn’t want to give one, but because he couldn’t think of one.

His relationship with Iris was strange. They had supported each other during their journey to rescue Lilian several months ago, and he had learned a lot about the girl throughout their travels. He respected her for what she had to put up with, for constantly fighting against the voices that connected her to the Void, and for the love she possessed for Lilian—even if that last point also kind of bothered him.

No, not kind of. Immensely. There was just something… wrong about someone having sexual feelings for her own sister.

Iris had become a lot more affectionate toward him as well. When the three of them were sleeping together, there were times when Iris would spoon with him instead of Lilian. When he and Lilian were playing video games or watching anime, there was a 50-50 chance that Iris would use his lap as a pillow instead of Lilian’s. And sometimes, when Lilian worked on her illustrations, Iris would spend time with him instead of the redhead.

It was weird, and he didn’t know how to respond to her, but as Lilian never once voiced a complaint or, indeed, even seemed to care, he just let the girl do what she pleased. The one thing that he remained adamant on was intimacy. He refused to let Iris join him and Lilian during their more intimate fun, despite the raven-haired vixen’s numerous attempts at doing just that. It just didn’t feel right.

“I must agree with Iris.” Phoebe nodded at Lilian’s fraternal twin. “You should, how do you say… ‘lighten up’? Yes, you should learn to lighten up.”

“I know how to lighten up plenty,” Kevin returned fire.

“Then why have you not helped me produce a child yet?”

“Urk!” Kevin felt the metaphorical hammer slam into his gut.

“L-Lady Phoebe!” a scandalized Polydora shouted.

“What?” Phoebe looked at her subordinate. “Is that not the whole reason you and I have traveled all this way? We followed Kevin to this country so that I could convince him to help me conceive a child.”

“Are you really going to start talking about this right now?” Kevin asked and was suitably ignored.

“I still do not know what you see in this miscreant.” Polydora crossed her arms. Her glare could have melted steel. “He is just a beast. He’s not worthy of helping you create life.”

“I’m right here, you know?” Kevin said and was, again, ignored. Iris snickered into her hand, causing him to glare at her. “Quiet, you.”

“There will be no baby making going on.” Lilian, who Kevin thought had fallen asleep, raised her head to penetrate Phoebe with her stern stare. “Kevin is sixteen years old. That’s far too young to be procreating.”

Phoebe frowned. “My mother had me when she was fifteen.”

“Your mother was also a yōkai who lived by different social standards,” Lilian argued back. “Kevin is a human, and until you can understand and accept that, you will never get my approval.”

Kevin could almost hear his brain frying as it tried to comprehend Lilian’s words. “Um, what?”

“I see,” Phoebe murmured. “So you are the one whose approval I need to seek.”

“That’s right.” Lilian smirked at the girl. “Kevin is my mate. If you want him, then you need my permission.”

“N-now just hold on a second here…” Kevin tried to say.

“Very well, then.” Phoebe nodded decisively several times. “I understand now. In that case, I shall endeavor to learn more about human culture and understand what it means to be human, so that I might earn your permission to eventually bear Master Kevin’s child.”

“N-now hold on just a minute here!” Kevin tried to say, but he was stopped by Lilian.

“Just let it go, Beloved,” she whispered into his ear.

“But I thought we agreed there would be no harem,” Kevin whispered back harshly.

“We did,” Lilian nodded, “and there won’t be so long as you still think that way. However, she doesn’t know that.”

It took him a second, but Kevin eventually understood what Lilian meant. Ever since Phoebe had appeared in Arizona claiming that she still wanted to bear his children, the yuma uba had been nothing but a pain. He’d come home to find her dressed in skimpy outfits or even butt naked. Sometimes Phoebe would say lines that sounded like they’d been taken straight from a harlequin romance novel, and one time she’d even quoted Miia from Monster Musume. She had also tried to sleep with him, but thankfully, Lilian and Iris had kicked her out of his bed before that could happen.

It had gotten so bad that Kevin actually sought sanctuary at school, the only place that Phoebe would not travel to for some reason.

However, what Lilian had just done could, theoretically, solve his problem. First, she had suggested that Phoebe didn’t know enough about human culture. Knowing the yuma uba as he did, Kevin knew that she would begin studying human culture more, which meant she wouldn’t be bothering him as much. Second, Lilian had told Phoebe that the only way she would be allowed to have his children was if she got her permission—and Lilian wouldn’t give Phoebe permission, no matter how hard the blond woman tried.

In short, Lilian had just solved his problem with four or five sentences.

“Have I told you that I love you recently?” Kevin asked earnestly.

“Every day since you rescued me.” Lilian’s beaming smile reminded Kevin of sunlight breaking through storm clouds. “But it never hurts to hear you say it some more.”

***

After recovering enough to move, the group made it back to the condo, where Kotohime prepared a large dinner for them. During that time, Kevin informed Kiara and Heather, who had joined them, about what Juan told him at school. They had promised to be careful.

After dinner, the various people went their separate ways. Kiara and Heather returned to their condo, while Phoebe and Polydora returned to the condo they shared with the other yuma uba who had traveled with them.

Phoebe had originally wanted to share a condo with Kevin, but he and Lilian had shot her down quickly. She had then gone to Kiara and asked for a place to stay. While the powerful inu had not let the yuma uba live with her, she had helped them find a job and a condo within her complex.

Kevin hadn’t been very happy with Kiara for some reason.

Lilian stood in the bathroom, brushing her teeth, Iris standing next to her and doing the same. Kevin had finished his nightly ritual first and was likely in bed waiting for them.

“Why didn’t you join us when we were sparring with Kotohime?” Lilian asked after spitting out her toothpaste and washing her mouth out. “Didn’t you tell me that you wanted to become stronger?”

“Well, yeah, but that doesn’t mean I have to join you and the stud all the time, does it?” Iris put her automatic toothbrush on its charger. “I’m not crazy about undergoing a shōnen manga training regimen like you two.”

Lilian narrowed her eyes slightly. “That’s not it. Ever since we came back to Arizona, you’ve been more sarcastic than usual.” When Iris turned her head, the frown tugging at Lilian’s lips deepened. “It’s the whispers, isn’t it?”

The whispers were what connected all Void Kitsune to the Void. It was the whispers that allowed them to use their powers.

Lilian knew very little about the Void or the whispers. Her sister had never let her read The Codex of the Void, but she knew enough to be concerned.

“They have been getting a little stronger,” Iris admitted reluctantly.

Lilian reached out and grabbed her sister’s hand. “Do you want me to use my powers to suppress them?”

As a Celestial Kitsune, her powers could suppress the Void, but only for a short time. Back when they were younger, Lilian would always use her celestial powers to negate the whispers, or at least lessen their influence.

“No.” Iris shook her head and smiled at Lilian. “Thanks, but I can’t rely on you forever. I’ll have to face this eventually.”

Lilian’s eyes widened when she realized what Iris was talking about. “Then…”

“Yeah, the trials will happen soon. I can feel it.”

“O-oh.” No wonder Iris hadn’t joined them in their spar with Kotohime. Using the Void made the whispers stronger. It also explained why she didn’t mind training in hand-to-hand combat with her and Kevin. She wanted to get stronger, but she was unwilling to use the Void because it would make the trials come that much quicker. “If… if you need any help…”

Iris smiled at her. “I’ll be relying on you and the stud for support.”

“Um!” Lilian nodded, slightly reassured by her sister’s words.

The two entered the bedroom to see Kevin sitting on the bed, flipping through the pages of a manga. Natsumo Shinobi.

“One Piece is better,” Lilian said as she crawled onto the bed.

“Heathen,” Kevin shot back with no real heat. “You clearly know nothing of good manga.”

He closed the manga and set it on the nightstand, then lay down as she snuggled up to him. She placed her head on his shoulder and a hand on his chest. Her left leg went over his and her two tails were quick to wrap around one of his legs, tickling his thigh. She closed her eyes and sighed, but before Kevin’s warmth could lull her into a sense of serenity, Lilian realized that Iris hadn’t joined them yet.

So had Kevin.

“Are you going to stand there all night?” her mate asked. Lilian lifted her head and saw Iris staring at them, her face a mask of concentration.

“I’ll join you in a second,” Iris muttered, her eyes narrowing. “I just have to decide who I’m going to cuddle with tonight.”

Kevin’s face twitched in exasperation. “Do you really have to do this?”

“It’s an important decision,” Iris insisted.

“Um, no, I’m pretty sure you’re the only one who thinks that.”

Her sister ignored Kevin’s words and mumbled to herself. “Last night I slept against the stud, but that was spooning, and I’m rather tempted to rest my head on his pecs. They make a surprisingly good pillow. On the other hand, spooning Lilian is always a pleasure—and I can easily feel her up while she sleeps… plus those boobs are incredibly soft. I just love burying my face in them. What to do. What to do.”

“Lilian, your sister’s doing it again.”

“Just let her be, Beloved.” Lilian scooted her body even closer against Kevin, closing her eyes and enjoying the feel of his calloused hands gently scratching behind her ears. “You know how Iris gets sometimes.”

Iris eventually made her decision and crawled into bed on the opposite side of Lilian. The raven-haired kitsune rested her head on Kevin’s chest and made herself comfortable—or she tried to, at least.

“Stud, wrap your arm around me and pull me close.”

“Um, no.”

“Lilian.”

“Just do what she says, Beloved.”

“Why are you taking her side?”

“Because she’s more annoying than you are.”

“That’s a terrible reason to side with her!”

“Uhuhuhu, what’s wrong, Stud? Afraid of breaking that prudish habit of yours?”

“I’d hardly consider myself a prude.”

“Then how come you and Lilian haven’t had hot, raunchy sex yet?”

“...”

“I thought so. Now shut up and put that arm around me.”

Lilian felt Kevin shift against her as he did what Iris told him to. She wanted to giggle, but she resisted and instead kissed Kevin’s chest.

“You’re becoming awfully genre savvy, Beloved.”

Kevin made a disgruntled noise in the back of his throat. “That doesn’t make me very happy, you know?”

“I know.” Lilian, her eyes still closed, smiled against his chest. “I love you, Kevin.”

“I love you, too.”

“Hey, you two. Where’s my love?”

“You don’t get any love. I’ve only got enough for one person.”

“Don’t be stingy, Stud.”

“I’ll be as stingy as I want.”

“Lilian?”

Lilian sighed, but she still responded. “I love you, Iris.”

“See that?” Her sister sounded condescending. “Lily-pad is giving me her love. Why can’t you?”

“Lilian’s your sister. It’s only natural.”

“And giving your mate’s sister some love isn’t?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. Whatever. Don’t give me some lovin’. See if I care.”

“Okay. I will.”

“Tch!”

As silence fell over them, Lilian thought about her relationship with Kevin. She knew that he wasn’t comfortable with Iris’s inclusion into their relationship, which was why he bickered with the girl, but he still tried to accept Iris for her sake. Despite being a human with human morals, he tried to accept that relationships amongst kitsune were different, and he did his best to accommodate her sister because he knew it would make her happy. Lilian appreciated that. At the same time…

I have to keep my promise.

She had promised Iris that she would talk to Kevin about including her in their relationship. The two of them had made a promise when they were younger that whoever got the first mate would share him with the other.

Before she drifted to sleep, Lilian vowed that she would do everything she could to make sure the three of them got their “Happily Ever After” ending.

***

Adam and Ian were genetically modified twins. Since the very moment they could walk, Commander Ethan Paine had them trained in kidnapping and assassination. Working with a synchronization that no one else could ever hope to match, they had never failed a mission, be it capturing an important political figure or assassinating a dangerous yōkai. No one had ever escaped from them.

Having waited until the dead of night, Adam and Ian finally decided to commence their mission. The plan that Lieutenant Justin had laid out for them was quite simple. They would sneak in while everyone else was asleep, kill the two yōkai, then secure the third target and vacate the premise.

The two kitsune bodyguards, Kotohime and Kirihime, would likely try to pursue them, but they had two YK series war droids waiting in case that happened.

They would need to be quick, however. The plan hinged on them being swift and silent. A single wrong move could end in death.

“It’s a quarter to midnight,” the voice of their superior, one Justin Verräter, said from the comm. unit in their ear. “Your mission starts in fifteen seconds and counting.”

Adam held a hand to his ear and spoke. “Understood.”

“We’ll start the operation in fifteen seconds,” Ian added.

“They won’t know what hit them.”

“Right. I wish you luck in your mission.”

“We don’t need luck.”

“But thank you for the sentiment.”

“Do you two practice that? Because I know a pair of twins and they talk nothing like you.”

“That?”

“What’s that?”

“… Never mind. Start your mission.”

The mission started simply enough. Adam and Ian leapt from rooftop to rooftop, their footsteps near silent as they moved across the red brick tiles. It didn’t take long before they arrived at their targets’ residence, and upon their arrival, they immediately began the next phase of their plan.

Moving in perfect synchronicity, the two secured a rope and pulley to the roof, attached their grappling lines to the rope, and then descended over the edge of the apartment.

Their targets were on the second floor, according to their information. The window leading to their targets’ bedroom was located on the northern side of the building, which actually proved beneficial to them, as it meant they were facing the complex’s interior, and therefore didn’t have to worry about passing cars potentially spotting them.

Upon reaching the window, Ian pulled out a small device. It had three parts: a small conical center, a device that looked similar to a laser pointer, and an extendable metal pole that attached the other two parts together. The cone acted as a suction cup. After pressing it against the glass, Ian adjusted the connector to a specific length, then turned the device on.

The surgical glass cutter used a high-intensity precision laser to slice straight through the glass window. Aside from the thin line that was only visible when the moonlight hit it, no one would be able to tell the glass was being cut. When the device had done its job, Ian grabbed the cutter and pulled, taking the glass with it.

Ian entered the bedroom first, followed swiftly by Adam, who pulled the glass back into place, careful not to make any noise. Both of them landed on silent feet.

The room appeared to be a mostly normal bedroom. It was large, about 150 square feet at a rough estimate. Plain white walls decorated with posters of video games and anime greeted them. On one side, an entertainment station with a flat-screen tv and several video game consoles sat. They were situated next to a bookshelf filled to bursting with manga and anime. On the other, a queen-sized bed with red sheets and three figures snuggled underneath a large comforter.

It was the bed they went to. Adam on the left and Ian on the right.

The three figures slept on, blissfully unaware of their impending death. A boy lay in the center, his blond hair messy. Two girls lay on either side, as different as night and day. They snuggled against the boy, who had pulled them both close in his sleep. The way the two girls wrapped around the boy reminded them of two cobras crushing a mouse between them. Although the boy didn’t seem to mind. Indeed, he looked rather comfortable.

Adam and Ian glanced at each other. A silent conversation passed between them. They nodded, then reached behind their backs and each pulled out a small dagger. As one, they placed a hand over their respective target’s mouth, to ensure silence.

And then they slit their targets’ throats.

Eyes shot wide open as carnelian fluid gushed from open wounds. The two kitsune tried to scream, but the hands muffled any sounds that may have come out. All that was emitted from their mouths was a soft gurgling as they choked on their own blood. Even then, the gurgling only lasted for a second, maybe two, before they bled out. The cuts Adam and Ian made had been quite surgical, slicing straight through the jugular vein. Neither target had time to so much as thrash before they died, eyes dulling and bodies growing still, their life fluid gushing from a deep gash and running down their necks.

Adam and Ian looked up at each other to confirm the other’s readiness for the next phase of the plan.

They only had a split second to realize that something was wrong.

They were not standing on either side of the bed, but directly in front of it. Their two targets were not lying in pools of their own blood. They were not even on the bed. In fact, there was no one on the bed.

Someone stood right in front of them. His shaggy blond hair hid light blue eyes reminiscent of ice chips. He glared at them, one hand touching each of their skulls.

“Sneaking into my bedroom and trying to kill my mate and her sister? Bad move,” he told them, and then he slammed their heads together. Hard.

As their consciousness slipped away, Adam and Ian realized what had happened. Them moving up to the bed and slitting the girls’ throats had all been an illusion. They had been tricked, though they had no idea of when they had been ensnared.

Mission failed.


CHAPTER 2

AN OLD FRIEND

Kevin looked down at the two figures he’d knocked unconscious.

Identical buzz cut black hair sat on identical heads. Their faces looked exactly the same. Twins. Both of them wore the black spandex suits that he recognized as belonging to the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, though added to their suits was what appeared to be armor. Shoulder pads and a Kevlar vest, knee pads and grieves. Attached to their waists were several weapons: throwing knives, guns, and grenades. The bandolier slung across their chests contained several cartridges of ammunition.

“So, these are the two people Kotohime’s barrier picked up earlier this evening?” Lilian frowned as she walked out of the closet she’d been hiding in. “It’s a good thing Iris sensed them coming, or we might not have been able to react in time.”

“Heh.” Iris wore a smug grin as she followed her sister out of the closet. “Do I get a kiss for being awesome?”

“No,” Kevin said at the same time as Lilian’s, “Maybe later.”

“You two spoke at the same time. How cute.”

Kevin rolled his eyes as he and Lilian got to work. The first thing they did was tie the two up. Because they didn’t have any rope, they were forced to improvise by using the bed sheets. Lilian also put them into an enchanted sleep, ensuring that they would remain inert until someone either disrupted their neural pathways or caused them a lot of pain. Tying them up was just an extra precaution.

While they were tying the two up, Kevin heard a faint sound coming from the two assassins’ ears.

“What is that?” Lilian asked, her fox ears twitching.

Kevin glanced at her ears, then took a deep breath and looked away. Now was not the time to get turned on by his mate’s ears.

“It sounds like someone’s talking—a communication device?”

Kevin pulled a small device from the left twin’s right ear. It looked very similar to a Bluetooth headset. A voice came from it, and he held it up so the three of them could hear what was being said.

“… copy. I repeat. Do you copy? Adam. Ian. Have the targets been eliminated? I order you to report in.”

“This voice…” Kevin muttered, his lips turning downwards as he squinted in concentration. “It sounds familiar. I feel like I should know it.”

“Do you think we should talk to them?” Iris asked.

“No,” Kevin determined, shaking his head. “It would be stupid to talk to them and let them know that their subordinates failed to kill us.”

“Ugh, you’re not being very genre savvy here, Stud,” the raven-haired girl complained. “You know how these things go. Whenever the hero gets the chance to speak with his enemy, he always takes it and says something witty. That’s how this stuff works.”

“Um, no, it isn’t,” Kevin retorted smartly.

Iris opened her mouth to reply, but Lilian cut her off. “Kevin’s right. That sort of conversation only happens when the hero is confronted with an enemy that he can’t defeat with his strength alone.”

“Nuh uh, I’ve seen it happen before in that one anime you guys made me watch.”

“Which one?” Kevin asked.

“Um, uh, I can’t remember,” Iris admitted sheepishly. “You two make me watch a lot of anime, but I remember it happening.”

“Whatever.”

“I think you’re forgetting something,” Lilian said.

“And what’s that?”

“That this isn’t an anime.”

“So you say, but I’m sure that I can convince the author to make it happen if I write a strongly worded letter.”

“The author is a very busy man.” Lilian immediately shot down Iris’s idea. “He doesn’t have time to read letters.”

“Psh!” Iris scoffed. “The author is a lazy hack who would rather watch anime than work.”

That is such a cruel thing to say!

“Only because it’s true,” Iris retorted.

“There will be no letters sent to anyone.” Kevin didn’t know who Iris was talking to, and he didn’t care right now. There was important work to be done. “And we’re not going to talk to whoever is on the other end of this line.”

“What should we do, then?” Lilian asked before Iris could put her foot in her mouth.

“We need to let Kotohime know about this.”

“There is no need.” Kotohime opened the door to their room and stepped inside. “I already know.”

The four-tailed kitsune was not only wide awake, but she was also dressed in a kimono. Dark blue with lighter accents, the kimono had concentric swirls imprinted on the fabric that reminded him of galaxies. She walked in with light steps. In her left hand was her katana. Her wakizashi was hidden in the light blue obi keeping her kimono from drifting apart.

Her eyes were sharper than the katana she wielded.

“Are the others awake?” Kevin asked.

Kotohime nodded. “I woke them up once I felt youki emissions coming from your room—nice illusion by the way, Lilian-sama,” the swordswoman took a moment to praise her charge before returning to the task at hand. “Kirihime is currently getting in contact with Kiara-san and Heather-san. They should be here soon.”

“That’s good.” Kevin sighed in relief.

Nodding again, Kotohime paused as she glanced at the two people that were sitting together back to back, with several sheets wrapped around them binding them together.

“Kevin-sama, may I ask, why do these two have ball gags in their mouths?”

“That was my idea.” Iris sounded quite proud of herself as she thrust out her magnificent chest. “I thought it would be funny. I’m just sad that I won’t be around to see their reaction when they wake up.”

“They will not be waking up,” Kotohime declared.

Kevin and Lilian went stock-still while Iris sobered up. They all understood what she meant.

“You know that I don’t like the idea of killing in cold blood.” Kevin raised a hand when Kotohime opened her mouth, forestalling her protest. “But,” he took a deep breath, “I understand that if we let them live, they will probably go on to kill more people, or maybe they will try to kill us again. They clearly have experience with assassinations already. I’m pretty sure the only reason Iris and Lilian are alive right now is because they’ve never tried to assassinate a kitsune before.”

As expert illusionists, kitsune were the most elusive type of yōkai a person could run across. They generally preferred avoiding battles instead of seeking them out, and their talent at weaving illusions helped ensure that they could do just that. Had these two been more experienced with kitsune, the first thing they would have done was check for illusions.

“I am glad you understand this.” Kotohime looked at him proudly before gesturing to the door. “Now, then, you three should head into the living room. With luck, Kiara-san and Heather-san will arrive soon. Then we can leave. This place is no longer safe.”

With nothing better to do, Kevin, Lilian, and Iris walked towards the door.

Kevin took one last glance at the two assassins, who he knew he would never see again, before following his mate and her sister.

***

Justin stopped trying to contact Adam and Ian through his communicator, and instead stared at the GPS screen, looking at the two green blips that represented the assassin twins.

They hadn’t moved from that spot for the past fifteen minutes. Assassinating two people, even two yōkai, shouldn’t take more than, at most, two. Assassinations were supposed to be quick and simple. In and out. That they hadn’t moved at all was cause for concern.

He was standing outside, near Kevin’s house, and keeping track of Adam and Ian through a small tablet. Ignoring the chilly night air, he continued staring at his screen.

“Damn it,” he swore, “if only I could see what was happening in there.”

Except he couldn’t see. They hadn’t been able to attach a live video feed because it would have messed with the other system monitoring Adam and Ian’s vital functions.

Vital functions that suddenly flatlined.

Justin swore.

Then he pressed a button on his tablet and shouted into a speaker. “Code red! Send in the Yōkai Killers now! All targets are officially kill-on-sight!”

***

Kevin sat with Lilian and the others.

Camellia stood by the couch, wearing a simple sheer nightgown. Kevin tried not to look at her. The woman didn’t believe in bras, and if he glanced her way, he knew that he would see her breasts. Kirihime stood beside the mother of two, dressed in her French maid outfit, which made him wonder if she ever took it off.

“Think the reason Kotohime’s taking so long is because she’s disposing of the bodies?” Iris asked from where she sat on the couch, resting her head on Lilian’s shoulder. The redhead didn’t seem to mind.

She’s been giving Iris more leeway lately…

Kirihime frowned. “I hope not. My sister doesn’t know how to properly skin a carcass.” The woman appeared most depressed with her slumped shoulders and her stooped posture. “I wish she would have let me dispose of those two. I could use the leather.”

Kevin wondered if his face looked as green as Lilian’s and Iris’s right now.

Just then, Kotohime wandered into the living room. Her body remained pristine, with not a hint of blood on her kimono, yet the scent of death clung to her like a layer of smog. Her eyes were hard and unyielding like diamonds.

“I am finished,” she announced.

Kirihime pouted. “You didn’t even properly skin the bodies, did you?”

While he and the two younger kitsune turned greener, Kotohime merely rolled her eyes. “We do not have the time for such a long endeavor. We must leave at once. Kevin-sama, do you have your car keys?”

“Yes.” Kevin jangled the keys in his left hand. The other was firmly clasping Lilian’s hand.

“Good. Then lead us to your car. We’re leaving.”

Everyone stood up and made their way to the door.

“What about Kiara and Heather?” Lilian asked. “They haven’t arrived yet.”

Kotohime was just about to answer, when a large explosion rocked the entire complex. Windows rattled and lights went out. Screams could be heard from their neighbors over the din of destruction. It felt as if the very earth itself was being shaken apart.

Kevin’s eyes widened as he rushed over to a window and looked out. One of the buildings was on fire. An entire portion of the wall had been blown out, having seemingly exploded inwards, though it was hard to judge from this distance.

“That’s Kiara’s building!” Kevin exclaimed.

Kotohime frowned. “Indeed, it is. It looks like Kiara-san and Heather-san have fallen under attack. A rather indiscriminate attack at that.”

“Why?” Kevin asked, his eyes locked on the scene before him. “I thought The Sons and Daughters of Humanity were trying to remain discreet.”

“Perhaps they have finally decided that discretion is no longer needed.” Kotohime shrugged. “We cannot know what goes on within the minds of such people.”

As Kevin continued to stare, several more explosions demolished even more of the building. He couldn’t see where the explosions were coming from, but he could see multiple vibrant red waves being launched out from the collapsed portion of the wall. Kiara. That had to be Kiara using her youki manipulation to manifest a physical attack in the form of crescent waves. Several explosions rocked the airspace above them—bombs that would have struck the building had Kiara not launched her youki at them.

“Beloved,” Lilian tugged on his arm, “we need to leave. We can’t stay here.”

Kevin looked at her, conflicted. He wanted to go over and help Kiara, but he also knew that Kiara didn’t really need his help. If anything, he’d become a liability.

“You’re right,” he sighed. “Let’s go.”

After exiting the condo, he and the group of kitsune rushed down the stairs and toward his car. More explosions rocked the complex. Screams could be heard all around them. Kevin saw that they were not the only ones rushing to their cars. Dozens of people were streaming out from their complexes, screaming and crying, a threnody of terrified voices mixing as people trampled each other in their effort to leave. His group appeared to be the only one not panicking.

“Hawa…” Camellia stopped in the middle of the road when another series of explosions lit up the sky. “So pretty…”

“Come on, Lady Camellia.” Kirihime grabbed the woman by the arm and tugged her along. “We must leave now.”

Kevin unlocked the vehicle and everyone piled in. Camellia, Kirihime, Iris, and Lilian were loaded into the back, while Kotohime took the passenger seat up front.

The car thrummed to life as he twisted his keys in the ignition. They were ready to go. There was just one problem.

The streets were congested. Blocked by pedestrians and vehicles alike. Everyone was packed together, a horde of humanity, all of whom were panicking, nearly stampeding over each other in their effort to escape from the flames and explosions. He couldn’t move, not unless he wanted to run over his fellow humans.

“Come on, people,” he muttered, looking out of his rear-view mirror. “Move. Move.”

“Kevin-sama.”

“What is it?”

“Something is coming our way.”

Kevin barely had a moment to glance at Kotohime before one of the cars to his left was crushed. The shriek of crunching metal grated on his ears. The kitsune with him all covered their own ears, flinching as the sound violently shook their bodies. Ignoring his discomfort, Kevin peered out of his window to look at the now ruined vehicle.

Something was on top of the car. It stood on two legs. Moonlight reflected off its gleaming, anthropomorphic body. A bullet-shaped head swiveled as a T-shaped red visor took in its surroundings. Clawed feet clacked against the crushed remains of the car, and equally nasty-looking hands sliced through the aluminum chassis of the vehicle it crouched on with ease.
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“By Inari’s left nut sack!” Iris exclaimed. “What is that?”

“That,” Kotohime did not take her eyes off the metallic creature, whose red-visored face craned around to look at them, “is one of the machines that Kirihime and I fought when Heather-san was injured.”

Kotohime’s words forced everyone into silence. In a situation like this, none of them knew what to say.

“Hawa.”

Except for Camellia.

***

Kiara snarled as she sent another crescent wave of bright red yōkai at the missiles that tried to rain down on her condo. She didn’t know what was going on, had no clue who was attacking her, and couldn’t for the life of her figure out why they were attacking her. All she knew was her anger. All she felt was rage.

Her once pristine condo was in ruins. All of the expensive gadgets she had bought were gone, either burning wreckage or melted slag. The acrid scent of melted plastic and scorched metal made her nose wrinkle. Several of her walls had been destroyed, completely annihilated. To top it off, her favorite poster of Hugh Jackman, which she proudly displayed in her office, had been destroyed.

Crouched down beside her, Heather looked up at the many missiles being detonated miles above. She held a pair of binoculars over her eyes and scanned the area for any sign of their enemy.

“Can you see them?” Kiara shouted over the roar of a dozen exploding missiles, which flashed in a brilliant array of reds and yellows. Her hair was whipped up into a frenzy and a wave of heat washed over her. Anyone else would have flinched. She ignored both of those things and kept her eyes out for more missiles.

“No,” Heather shouted back. “Not yet—wait! I see something!”

“What is it?”

“It looks like…” Heather adjusted the specs of her binoculars, zooming in on something that Kiara couldn’t see. “There! Twelve o’clock!”

Kiara didn’t hesitate.

Roaring like a wild beast, she unleashed her potent youki, channeling it into her only remaining hand, which she used to lash out at the sky, as if attempting to tear the veil of reality asunder. Red fire leapt from her hand, a billowing inferno of ethereal energy. It shot forth in the shape of a powerful crescent, traveling up, up, up, before exploding in a brilliant haze of red particles.

“You got it!” Heather cheered, though her exuberance didn’t last long. “Uh-oh.”

“Why do I not like the sound of that ‘uh-oh’?”

“Whatever you just hit is falling straight towards the condo.”

“Well, shit,” Kiara swore mere seconds before the roof collapsed on top of them.

***

Kotohime felt a familiar calmness settle over her. It was the peaceful serenity that all skilled warriors experienced when they were about to enter a battle, a blanking of the mind as all thoughts and worries fled. She embraced this feeling, understanding that she would need it in the next few seconds.

“Kevin-sama, I will clear a path for you. When I do, I want you to drive away from this place and not look back.”

Kevin stared at her. His expressive blue eyes were an open book. She could see every flash and flicker of emotion he had; worry for her, concern about Kiara, desire to protect those around him, and, most notably, determination to do what needed to be done.

“Okay.” He didn’t question her decision. He merely accepted it. “I’ll do what you say, but only if you promise to come find us when you finish doing whatever you plan on doing here.”

“Ufufufu.” Kotohime raised her left hand and used it to hide the demure curve she felt tugging at her lips. “Of course, Kevin-sama. You have my word that I shall return to you and the others.”

Kevin nodded. “I’ll hold you to your word.” He paused. “Where should we go?”

“Travel to the distribution center that you work at,” Kotohime ordered. “Given the situation, I am certain that Monstrang-dono is already there, but if he is not, then wait for either him or myself to arrive.”

“Right. We’ll do that.”

Kotohime smiled at the young man, so calm, so poised. It was hard to believe that this was the same child who’d been so indecisive when they had first met.

“In that case, I shall see you all later.”

“W-wait!”

Kotohime, her hand still on the door, turned her head to look at Lilian, whose green eyes quivered with worry. Worry for her.

“B-be safe, okay?” Lilian’s lips trembled. “Don’t… don’t do anything reckless, and make sure you come back to me. To us.”

Kotohime ignored the moisture gathering in her eyes and gave her charge the brightest, most lustrous smile she could manage. “Of course, Lilian-sama. This humble Kotohime shall always return to your side.”

Lilian gave her a tremulous smile. Kotohime took a few moments to cherish that smile, to cherish this moment, to cherish the girl who was like the daughter she never had.

Then she left, exiting the vehicle, walking into the chaotic throng of panicked humans. She left her family behind.

And stared down the machine whose head suddenly swiveled to look at her, its visor glowing a baleful red.

***

Heather knew she was out of her league once the battle between Kiara and that strange machine really started. Heck, if it wasn't for Kiara and her immense physical strength, she would have still been buried underneath who knew how many tons of rubble. Kiara was the one who had kept her from being crushed when the ceiling collapsed. She was also the one who destroyed the rubble and allowed her to escape.

And now she was the one who was battling against an unknown foe while she just stood there.

She had known, in her heart, that Kiara wasn’t human, that she was an existence beyond Heather’s understanding. An entity of power. A yōkai. However, just what that meant had never truly occurred to her until this moment.

Kiara’s face was a beastly snarl as she slammed into the silver machine. Her clawed hand raked across its chest, red flames of youki leaping from her nails to slice into its body, sending splatters of silvery “blood” careening to the floor. Yet the machine doggedly hung on. Its hands morphed into blades, the metal turning liquid and then shifting, elongating and thinning out, curving into a point. It attacked with vicious swipes that the inu was quick to either block or dodge. Her red energy seemed to protect her, keeping the machine’s blade-like hands from cutting into her flesh.

Heather had faced down many yōkai before. Having worked for The Sons and Daughters of Humanity, she had plenty of experience fighting against yōkai, but they had all been weak. Pathetic. Baby fish swimming in a gigantic ocean.

Kiara had power. Real power. Frightening power.

The machine attacked again. Its hand elongated into a spear, which it thrust at the inu, who merely knocked it over her shoulder by raising a hand and smacking its underside. She then closed the distance, moving in swiftly, entering its guard and digging her nails into the machine’s strangely rippling flesh. Red energy pulsed along her arm before bursting out of the machine’s back. The creature was sent flying backwards, smashing into a mostly destroyed wall, causing the rest of it to crumble like a house of cards.

Kiara grit her teeth. Dark eyes blazing underneath her wild hair, making her seem more like a demon of old than a simple yōkai.

“Damn this thing! Look at my house! It’s ruined!”

Heather surveyed the condo and had to agree. Walls had been reduced to rubble. The ceiling was no more. The entire second floor had disappeared within a blaze of explosive glory. What few pieces of the condo remained were half destroyed, burnt down, and crumbling. Much of the furniture had been decimated as well. The couch blackened, with ash falling off its frame. The table shattered, mere splinters that were no better than kindling. Her TV, all 142 inches of it, nothing but a sparking mess. Don’t even get her started on the expensive gaming system with its surround sound, virtual reality headsets, and everything else.

“It does look pretty bad,” Heather said out loud.

Kiara scowled at her. “Pretty bad? No, pretty bad is, ‘crap, the fridge is broken.’ It’s ‘why the hell isn’t my A/C working?’ This—” she gestured to the demolished remains of her home “— is a fucking disaster. Someone has to pay for it. And I know just who that someone is going to be.”

Heather watched as Kiara leapt into the air and crashed into the silver machine just as it was entering her condo again. Both yōkai and robot went flying out of the condo, and Heather almost absentmindedly listened to the loud series of explosions that proceeded to follow their exit.

“Well,” she started, “that just happened.” She looked around. “And now I have no clue what I’m supposed to do.”

***

Killing intent. As the name implies, killing intent is nothing more or less than a person exuding his or her pure intention to kill. It can cause a variety of effects and reactions from the people who are doused with it; general feelings of fear, temporary paralysis caused by terror, losing control over one’s bowels. Some yōkai can create a killing intent so strong that people around them actually see visions of their own death.

Kotohime didn’t use killing intent very often. Unless the situation required it, she would rather let her sword do the talking.

Such was not the case now.

Now, she used her killing intent to the fullest.

The area around her had become saturated with her intent to kill. There was no bloodlust inherent in this intent. There was no rage either. It was a cold feeling, a methodical feeling, like the intent was merely stating a fact, a statement about the inevitability of death. “I am going to kill you,” was what it said to the people who felt it.

Those people ran away screaming in abject fear, in terror. They had already been frightened by everything that was going on around them. The killing intent was merely released to give them that final push they needed to leave. This place was about to become a battlefield, and Kotohime did not want any of the humans getting caught in the crossfire.

She and her soon-to-be opponent gazed at each other. Dark eyes locked onto a red, T-shaped visor. Kotohime was not well versed in mechanics, but even she couldn’t help but marvel at the ingenuity it must have taken to craft something like this.

To build something so dangerous… Truly, human beings are a dangerous species.

Neither of them moved. She remained where she was, as did the machine before her. She wondered what it was thinking. What sort of thoughts went through a mind composed of steel and circuits?

Out of her peripheral, she saw Kevin’s car reverse, swerve, and then shoot down the street like a kitsune chasing after their mate. She smiled, pleased to see that Kevin had listened to her.

The machine tried to follow.

“Oh no you don’t.”

She appeared before the machine in a flicker of speed. Her blade lashed out, a mere glimmer, a silver crescent that flashed into existence and then faded away a split second later. It avoided her attack, jumping backwards more quickly than she had assumed it was capable of doing. It mattered not. Her objective had been met.

“You will not follow Kevin-sama and Lilian-sama.”

She slid her feet apart ever so slightly. Her katana was back in its sheath and held near her waist, the hilt being caressed by her left hand. Meanwhile, her right hand fiercely gripped its sheath as she assumed a traditional battōjutsu stance.

Dark eyes narrowed in a fierce expression of determination.

“Your opponent tonight is this humble swordswoman.”

The machine remained still for a moment, its visor glowing malevolently in the dark night.

And then it charged at her, and Kotohime met its charge head on.

The sound of clashing steel rang out loudly that night.

***

Rage. Hatred. Malice. Bloodlust. These emotions were a fundamental part of all inu. They gave an inu their strength, their drive, their desire for blood and battle and death and glory. An orgy of destruction, that was what these emotions represented.

Kiara hated these emotions. What good was rage when there was nothing to rage at? What good was hatred when there was nothing to hate? What did malice ever give her that she could not get with her own two hands and some hard work? Bloodlust? Ha! Bloodlust did not build empires. Bloodlust had not been responsible for the construction of her fitness centers. That had been all her. Everything she had accomplished had been done by her, with her own hands—hand—without touching the negative emotions that inu like her brother and father so cherished.

Rage. Hatred. Malice. Bloodlust. These were emotions she despised with all her being.

And yet it was these very emotions that she felt as she fought against the machine who’d torn apart her dwelling.

With a roar that sounded like the ferocious, terror-inducing howls of an enraged beast, she launched herself at the robot that had dared to destroy her condo. It dodged her, avoiding her enraged swipes and the youki-induced waves of power that leapt from her hands. Chunks of road were reduced to rubble. Pavement became packed with craters. The surrounding wildlife was decimated by her uncontrolled energy. Yet the thing she wanted to kill the most was unharmed.

That just made her angrier.

Several beams of light were launched from holes that opened in the machine’s fingertips. Kiara had learned that these were not simply beams of luminous energy, but high-intensity lasers. The beams of light hurt. They burned. What’s more, they ignored her youki energy barrier, bypassing her natural shield as if it wasn’t even there.

Kiara had already been hit by these several times, and she had no desire to get struck by them again. She leapt backwards, her powerful leg muscles bunching as she crossed a distance of four yards in a single leap. The machine tried tracking her, and its beams would fire periodically, but none of them hit. The ground before her detonated in a blaze of light particles and heat, leaving behind melted blacktop that bubbled and hissed.

Having never been the kind of person to take fire without returning it, Kiara decided it was time for some payback. Power gathered in the palm of her hand. Dark red energy, luminous and radiant, roaring like a flame, burst into existence. She did not hesitate to launch this energy at her foe. She swiped at the air with her claws, sending blast after blast of powerful energy waves.

The machine dodged them. It wove through the air, juking and jinking like a jet fighter. Her attacks passed it by on all sides, raging all around it but never hitting it.

Kiara snarled. “Gods forsaken machine! Get down here so I can crush you!”

She lashed out again, a giant claw shooting out from her hand. The claw extended to the machine. When it closed the distance, Kiara clenched her hand into a fist, the claw following suit, massive red fingers closing around the machine in an attempt to crush it. Her adversary proved to be slippery, however, for it easily flew between her fingers.

Frustration set in.

Perhaps the machine had been waiting for her to lose her cool. Maybe it had some ability to sense her state of mind. Whatever the case may have been, the machine chose the moment she stopped thinking clearly to attack—the moment when she was the least prepared.

It slipped from her claw’s grasp yet again, not by traveling up, but this time by going down. Thrusters that once held it aloft ceased and it dropped to the ground like a stone. Just before it hit the road, its thrusters flared once more, and it flew straight at Kiara with the obvious intention of ramming her.

Or so Kiara thought.

When a large beam of white light blasted out of its head, Kiara barely had time to think before it struck her full on.

Kiara’s world became engulfed in white light.

***

A flash of steel. A furious assault. A dance of certain death.

Kotohime moved with the grace of a dancer and the power of a whirlwind. Her muscles, enhanced to the point where she could feel her body straining against her own power, pushed her ever forward. She moved more swiftly. Her strikes were more deadly. She packed more punch.

The machine kept up with her.

It has been improved upon.

Kotohime studied her opponent through narrowed eyes. The machine she fought wielded two blades as if they were a part of it.

A seamless transition from arm to sword, the metal that composed the machine had the ability to shape itself into any form. A hand. A claw. A sword. At any given time, its arms—its entire body even—could change into whatever it wanted.

This was not new to Kotohime. She had faced this machine’s predecessor, and it, too, had this strange ability. However, the difference between the machine she had first defeated and this one was like night and day.

Kotohime backpedaled as the machine’s feet suddenly shifted into a pair of blades, adding four to the two that she had already been defending against. Its movements became more erratic, the angles at which it tried to attack her changing from straightforward maneuvers to wildly reckless swings that came in from all sides. She tried to defend as best she could, wielding her sword with all the skills afforded to her, but she was being beaten back. One blade, no matter how skilled its wielder was, could not contend with four blades at once.

In a battle of swords, she was at a disadvantage.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t use any of her sword techniques. She had tried to, but every time she gathered the youki necessary, the machine attacked her with increased intensity, like it knew she was trying to deliver a killing blow.

The sword techniques in her arsenal were abilities of her own creation. They utilized a combination of the kitsune enhancement technique, kenjutsu, and battoujutsu. It relied on precisely timed bursts of youki, enhancing her muscles to beyond what even most kitsune could do, and then launching traditional kenjutsu and battoujutsu techniques in conjunction with each burst of youki. It was these techniques that had made her so infamous back when she’d been an adopted member of the Ślina Clan.

I need to gain some distance…

Kotohime had already tried illusions, but they didn’t work on her opponent, probably because it was a machine. It didn’t have a brain for her to affect with youki, so she couldn’t alter its world-based perceptions. Perhaps that was the reason it had been built. Without a brain that could be affected by yōkai powers, it could fight without fear of a yōkai trying to subvert its thoughts and consciousness.

Her body glistening with sweat, Kotohime blocked several lightning quick strikes, then leapt into the air. Ten feet. Twenty feet. Fifty feet. Gathering moisture beneath her feet, Kotohime created a solid platform of water, which she hardened with youki and used to continue ascending far into the sky. Glancing down, she saw the machine following her, quickly soaring to catch up.

I’ll only have one shot at this…

Mentally steadying herself, Kotohime got to work.

“Kitsune Art: Blade Extension.”

Water gathered along her katana. The light blue substance, constrained by her yōkai, was quickly compressed along her blade, hardening and lengthening, extending her reach and increasing her katana’s cutting power. Light blue soon became a dark cerulean as more water was condensed along her sword. When she deemed it enough, she started phase two of her newest technique.

She began to spin. Faster and faster she spun. Like a tornado. Her movements never ceased; she never stopped spinning. Her body became a blur of motion.

It was this blur that the machine ran into.

“Sword Art: Dance of the Whirlpool.”

Much like its predecessor, the machine she was fighting appeared to be made entirely of liquid metal. What made this one different from its counterpart, aside from its increased abilities, was how it could harden its body. Kotohime did not know how this worked, but that hardly mattered. What mattered was what she had learned. In order to actually deal damage to this machine, she needed an attack that not even its highly defensive body could withstand.

Metal squealed as her blade tore the machine apart. Liquid silver rained upon the earth. Kotohime continued to spin, continued slicing into the machine like the Tasmanian Devil. It didn’t take long before there was nothing left for her to slice. The machine was no more, and its remains were splattered along the ground.

Landing lightly on her feet, Kotohime surveyed the battleground. Due to the nature of their battle, there wasn’t much cosmetic damage. The road was covered in silver, but aside from the mercuric substance and a few slash marks, no one would have been able to tell that this place had been a battlefield just seconds ago.

She was about to walk away when she stopped. She turned around and frowned.

The silvery liquid was moving, crawling along the ground, each small puddle slowly moving towards the other puddles. They gathered in the center, merging together and reforming. Legs first, then the hips, followed swiftly by the torso. Arms jutted out from either side of its newly formed shoulders, and a head quickly grew up from the neck. It gathered around a strangely glowing sphere. What was that? Its core?

Kotohime grimaced.

“I had forgotten that I must annihilate every trace of this thing from existence if I am to defeat it.”

Ignoring the exhaustion seeping into her bones, Kotohime prepared to battle this thing once more.

***

It had been a long time since Kiara had felt this much pain.

Lying in the ruined remains of the building she’d plowed into, Kiara tried to figure out what had happened. How had she ended up here?

Ugh, let’s see. I was coming home from work and Heather greeted me at the door. Then I… I think I was making dinner… No wait. We went over to the brat’s for dinner, didn’t we?

Her thoughts slipped away from her mind like a 1965 Chevy Corvette zooming away from her at top speeds. The pain she felt, the ache in her body, the burns on her skin, kept her from being able to hold onto her thoughts.

A sound drew her attention back to the outside world. Straining her neck, ignoring the pain, she looked at the hole in the wall as a creature whose body flowed like quicksilver waltzed into the room.

Oh, Kiara thought with a sigh, that’s how I ended up in this situation. I was fighting this thing.

Kiara groaned as she climbed to her feet. The machine’s silver head rotated in her direction. Its red visor flashed, and it thrust out its arm, the hand shifting into a spear, which quickly extended straight at her.

Kiara bent her torso at the same time that she lashed out with her hand. The spear was pushed away and moved past her, piercing the wall behind her before the machine tried to retract it.

Kiara wouldn’t let it.

Her youki flaring, she grabbed the spear as it raced past her, her grip stronger than a vice.

“Not this time, you don’t,” Kiara muttered harshly, her vision sharpening to a fine point as she glared at the machine from beneath wild bangs of brown hair. “YOU’RE NOT GETTING AWAY FROM ME!”

Her strength fueled by youki and rage, Kiara pulled on the spear in her grip, yanking the machine off its feet and toward her waiting fist.

“HAA!”

With a roar of effort, Kiara unleashed the massive buildup of youki through her knuckles. The bright red aura of her energy slammed point blank into the machine, then exploded in a haze of brilliant tongues of fire, which engulfed the silver machine completely. The expanded wave of energy traveled on, slamming against what was left of the wall, tearing through it like a child kicking down a wall of Legos. It continued further still, tearing across the street, vaporizing ozone before finally dissipating into the atmosphere. When the wave disappeared, the machine she’d been fighting was gone, with only the spear she’d grabbed onto remaining.

I see… so that’s how you destroy it… I wish I had known that sooner.

Falling to her knees, Kiara grimaced as she felt exhaustion seep into her bones. It had been a while since she’d had a fight like that. She hadn’t been so thoroughly exhausted since her battle with Luna Mul. That machine hadn’t been as strong as the five-tailed kitsune, but then, she had also fought against Luna with Kotohime. This battle, she’d been on her own.

“Ha… Ha…”

Kiara wiped the sweat from her eyes. Her shoulders heaved as she took in great gulps of air. The aches and pains from her numerous wounds became more prominent as the adrenaline faded from her system. She could feel every burn and every bruise like lava on her skin.

“Kiara!”

Heather rushed into the room and over to Kiara, who grinned at the woman as she slung an arm over her shoulder and helped her stand.

“Heather,” she gasped.

“Don’t talk,” Heather cautioned. “You’ve sustained some serious injuries, and it looks like you’ve got internal bleeding. We’ll need to have Kotohime or Lilian heal you.”

“Speaking of,” Kiara grunted, “do we know where they are? Are they safe, or were they attacked too?”

“While I was on my way here, I saw Kotohime fighting against another one of those machines,” Heather informed her seconds before a geyser of water shot into the air from behind a building, “and it looks like she is still fighting.”

“Seems like it.” Kiara smiled as the geyser disappeared. “And it appears she’s decided to bring out the big guns. Come on.” She started to hobble, forcing Heather to move with her. “I would like to see the rest of Kotohime’s battle. It’s rare that I get to watch her go all out.”

***

“Kitsune Art: The Moon Goddess’s Surging Waterfall.”

The streets shattered as water pipelines broke, sending water shooting into the air. It gathered above them, hovering in the air like a thundercloud before, without warning, the water descended to the ground with the force of a raging typhoon. It struck the machine, which was unable to keep itself grounded and was swept up like a helpless bug caught within a surging riptide.

The machine slammed into a wall several yards away. The wall crumbled around it, burying it under chunks of rubble, though this did not keep it down. Cement exploded outwards from where it was buried, revealing her foe in all its silvery glory.

While the machine struggled to its feet, Kotohime slid her feet along the ground until they were shoulder width apart. At the same time, she reached behind her back and withdrew her wakizashi, holding it in a reverse grip in front of her.

Almost immediately, negative feelings emanated from her wakizashi as it shone with an almost ominous, malicious light. She channeled those feelings instead of ignoring them.

By this point, the machine she’d been fighting was rushing at her, its speed beyond impressive. Kotohime did not let herself feel anxiety, and patiently waited for the right time to unleash her next attack.

“Ikken Hissatsu. Hein.”

Rotating on the ball of her left foot, Kotohime made a swiping motion with her wakizashi. The air around the short sword distorted for a moment, as if it had been struck by a sudden heat wave. The ripple disappeared as it rushed past the machine, which continued moving forward—until it violently exploded from the inside out, silver “blood” flying everywhere. The machine was thrown backwards, and Kotohime chose that moment to unleash her next attack.

“Ichi no Ougi.”

She flew at the machine, her once more sheathed swords sliding out so quickly they only appeared as a flicker of light. With her speed enhanced by the battoujutsu technique, Kotohime was able to let her blades fly out in a countless number of thrusts and slashes. The machine, trapped within her web like a helpless fly, jerked back and forth as her blades bit into its body.

“Ikken Hissatsu. Bunkatsu.”

Kotohime gave the machine no time to recover. She narrowed her profile, sheathed both blades, grabbed the sheath and hilt of her katana, then unsheathed it and attacked her foe a split second later. Her blade moved from the ground up, biting into the road, and then into the machine. Her vertical attack carved the metal monster from its crotch to its head, the two halves slowly peeling apart like a banana peel.

“Kitsune Art: Dance of Timeless Erosion.”

Water coalesced around the two halves of the machine, quickly beginning to rotate, to spin, to grind away at that which was trapped within them. Kotohime watched the maelstrom-like power contained within the form of a whirlpool slowly grind away at the machine.

Or, it should have.

Eyes widening in surprise when the two halves burst out of the water, quickly combining into one whole again, Kotohime only just managed to block its initial strike. However, in doing so she left herself open, and its left hand, once more shaped like a blade, sliced open her stomach before she could leap backwards.

Kotohime felt the sting of the blade, felt the warm blood trickle down her skin. The laceration was not too deep, and her River Kitsune blood quickly healed it, but the pain distracted her, which her opponent capitalized on. More cuts appeared along her body as four blades bit into her flesh. Through her footwork and dexterity, she kept each cut from becoming too deep, but a million tiny cuts could take a person down just as surely as getting one’s head sliced off.

If I don’t do something soon, then I’ll…

Sweat gathered on her body, dripping into her cuts and aggravating them. The machine’s attacks came at her in precise, yet reckless swings. Each one was a pinpoint strike—a slash to the deep femoral vein in her thigh, a stab at her jugular vein, an attempt at cutting open her clavicle vein. Kotohime pushed her body to the brink, all to try and stay ahead of her foe, but she knew that it was only matter of time before an attack found its mark.

“Kitsune Art: Water Bullet.”

As a last desperate bid to destroy this indomitable foe, Kotohime used a basic attack that she had learned centuries ago, back when she’d just been a two-tailed kitsune. A bullet of water pulsed from her tails and slammed into the machine’s chest. It stumbled backwards, the silvery substance rippling as the water was absorbed into its body.

Of course, this was only to give her some distance and buy time. The true attack was coming.

“Sword Art: Requiem.”

The words were like a death knell. Kotohime spun 360 degrees exactly, stopping on a dime. Her blade moved with her, too fast to be called something as mundane as “movement.”

And then the world around her exploded as the battle concluded.

“Gekido, Tsukiyomi-no-Mikoto.”

***

The car was more silent than a grave. It was a stifling silence, the kind that could physically choke a man if he was not careful.

Kevin drove along the road, skillfully weaving in and out of traffic. The newspaper distribution center wasn’t far, but it still took some time to get there by car since he had to obey the laws of the road.

Well, he supposed he could have disobeyed them, but that might have ended with them getting into more trouble, thereby costing them more time.

He checked on the others in the rear-view mirror. Lilian sat with her hands clenched against her thighs. Iris tried to appear unconcerned, but her eyes kept flickering toward her sister, worry clearly visible in them. Kirihime’s demure personality seemed mostly intact, but her left leg was thumping against the floor, the only sound permeating the tiny vehicle.

Camellia was sleeping.

“Zzz… hawa-hawa-hawa-hawa… zzz… hawa-hawa-hawa-hawa…”

Make that the second sound permeating the vehicle.

“I’m sure Kotohime is okay.” Kevin didn’t know if he was saying that to Lilian or to himself. “She’s one of the strongest people I know, and she’s beaten one of those machines before. I’m sure she can do it again.”

Lilian’s smile was reflected in the rearview mirror. It didn’t reach her eyes.

“Yes.” Her voice was soft and unsure. “I’m sure you’re right.”

Silence reigned for a while after that as Kevin, keeping his eyes on the road, did his best to drive. There wasn’t too much traffic, but there were more cars than he had expected. Was it because of the explosions?

“Gu, I’m so bored,” Iris exclaimed suddenly. “How long does it take to reach this distribution place anyway?”

“About twenty minutes without traffic,” Kevin answered. “We should arrive in ten, provided there are no unexpected stops along the way.”

“Here’s to hoping no one gets in our way, then.”

Kevin nodded noncommittally as Lilian’s ears twitched. The redhead looked out the window and her eyes widened.

“Kevin, look out!”

The shout was so sudden that Kevin reacted without thinking. He twisted the steering wheel hard. The car swerved left. Something fast flashed past them on plumes of fire as the car began to spin.

An explosion behind them let him know exactly what had been shot at them. A missile. The heat wave from the explosion washed over the car. He could feel his body becoming warmer.

Kevin grit his teeth, fingers fiercely gripping the steering wheel, trying to reign his car back under control. He heard screams behind him, including Camellia’s “HAWAWAWA!” as she was startled awake. He slammed on the brakes, the tires screeching as the car came to a stop, then he hit the gas. Rubber burned around him, causing plumes of smoke to drift in the air. The car squealed as it was launched forward and hopefully away from whoever was trying to kill them.

No such luck.

Kevin didn’t know what had happened. One second he was driving. The next something slammed into the side of his car like a Gundam kicking a tank. Everything spun around him in a dizzying blur. Shrieks filled his ears as he clenched his eyes shut. The car slammed onto something, his body jarring from the impact. The world spun some more. Kevin’s vision went black for a second, then white, before everything seemed to stop.

It took a second for Kevin to regain his bearings, but when he did, he quickly assessed the situation. They were still in the car. However, they were upside down. The seatbelts kept them in their seats, which explained why they hadn’t fallen to the roof yet. It looked like the airbags had also deployed in time to protect him. He heard four groans behind him. The others were alive as well. Good.

“Everyone okay back there?”

“I’m fine, Beloved.”

“Oh, I’m just dandy. I love hanging around like this.”

“I-I—this is a bit uncomfortable, yes, but I am not seriously injured.”

“Hawa…”

Kevin nodded and quickly unbuckled his seatbelt, grabbing ahold of the seat and rotating his body so he didn’t fall head first to the roof. He turned and slowly crawled toward Lilian, undoing her seatbelt and catching her before she could fall. With her help, they got the others out of their predicament quickly.

“Come on,” Kevin grunted as he crawled along the roof of his car, “we need to get out of here.”

Kevin pulled himself out of his car’s rear left window, hissing as broken glass sliced into his flesh. He ignored the warm ichor dripping down his arms and legs as he clambered to his feet, unsteady and shaken, but still alive.

He was about to turn around to help the others out when a voice spoke up.

“Hello, Kevin. It’s been awhile, hasn’t it?”

***

Kotohime woke up to the feeling of rain on her face. She looked up at the sky, a cloudless clear night. It shouldn’t have been raining, so why…? Ah, that’s right. Her technique.

It has been a while since I used that technique. She turned her head and smiled mirthlessly. Well, at least that explains why my kimono is soaked.

She was lying in a crater, one of her own creation. The bowl spanned a radius of at least forty yards and was shaped perfectly. The interior was smooth, almost glossy, as if the entire bowl had been glassed, despite the technique she had used being a water-slash-sword combination technique.

“Hey!” a familiar voice shouted. “You’re not dead, are you?”

Kotohime’s lips twitched. “No, Kiara-san, I am still very much alive.”

“Good! I’d hate to come down there to try and help, only for you to have kicked the bucket.”

Two people appeared at the lip of the bowl and slowly made their way down. They moved with caution, for the bowl was slippery, but it didn’t take long for the pair to reach her side.

“It’s been awhile since I’ve seen you pull out the big guns like that.”

Kotohime would have chuckled, but her ribs hurt too much for that. “Indeed. I haven’t used that technique since our trip to California. However, I believe it was warranted this time. That machine was a difficult opponent.”

“Ugh, I can agree to that.”

“I know you two were just in a major battle and are probably tired,” Heather interrupted, “but I think we should get moving. There’s been a lot of property damage done to this place, and I don’t think any of us want to be here when the news reporters come rushing in.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Kiara agreed. “We should definitely leave.”

“I would love to leave. However, there is a problem with that.”

Heather and Kiara both looked at Kotohime.

“What’s that?” asked Kiara.

“I tore my muscles, and I’m mostly out of youki, so I can’t heal them. I am incapable of moving right now,” Kotohime admitted, her cheeks flushing just a bit.

“Oh.” Kiara’s eyes widened. “Well, that’s not good.”

The sound of air being cut caused them to look up. Kotohime blinked several times to help focus her vision. Several helicopters could be seen in the distance, all of them traveling toward their location.

“No, it isn’t,” Kotohime said, her tone quite dry.

***

Kevin felt as if the entire world had suddenly come to a screeching halt.

Standing before him was a young man that he would have recognized anywhere. Scraggly black hair similar to a bird’s nest fell about a face that he’d not seen in several months. Steel gray eyes that used to hold a perpetually bored appearance now looked at him in amusement, soaking in his flabbergasted expression like a fine wine.

The young man before him wore an outfit reminiscent to what Kevin had last seen him in. Black spandex covered by armor—a Kevlar vest that looked more like a chest plate, matte black shoulder pauldrons, and bracers over his forearms and shins. Strapped across his back was a rifle of some type, and two handguns were holstered to his thighs. Kevin also noticed the knife strapped to the small of his back for easy access.

“Justin,” Kevin breathed out in shock.

Justin looked genuinely pleased. “It’s good to see you again, Kevin, though I wish our circumstances were different.” He paused to observe the kitsune who crawled out of the car behind Kevin. “I see you’ve been enjoying life with your mate and her family.”

“What…?”

“Is everything all right?” Justin raised an eyebrow, his lips quirking into a smirk. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“A ghost,” Kevin whispered as something inside of him snapped. “You…”

“Hm?”

“Where the hell have you been?!” Kevin exploded.

“P-pardon?” Justin actually seemed taken aback.

“Do you know how worried I was about you?!” Kevin scowled, his teeth grit in a fierce expression. “I was worried sick! I worried myself for months, wondering what happened to you, wondering why your parents didn’t seem to remember you, wondering if you were dead! And now you show up, out of the blue, like it’s nothing! What the hell is wrong with you?!”

Kevin was breathing heavily by the time he finished shouting. He glared at Justin, a baleful expression that showed his displeasure. In return, Justin seemed rather shocked.

“Woah…” Iris muttered. “It’s pretty rare for the stud to get angry like that. He normally only gets angry when you’re involved.”

“I would be too, if I were him,” Lilian whispered. “Take a look at the person in front of us.”

“The person in…” Iris looked past Kevin to see Justin standing several yards away. “Hey! Isn’t that the retard?”

“Don’t call him that,” Lilian whispered harshly. “He’s one of Kevin’s friends, remember? Besides, you’re not looking closely enough. Something is wrong about the situation here.”

Justin’s shocked gaze lasted a few more seconds before, without warning, he began to laugh. He laughed long and hard, throwing his head back, laughter bellowing forth like a drunken lumberjack after twenty shots of moonshine.

Kevin growled. “What’s so funny?”

“N-nothing.” Justin wiped a tear from his left eye, chortling a bit more. “Nothing is funny. I’m just… relieved, I guess. And happy. Out of all the people I’ve hung out with, you were probably the only one who ever considered me a friend.”

Kevin studied Justin for a long moment, taking in his appearance. His outfit was more suited to a special agent than a teenager in high school. His posture, no longer slouched or slumped, was erect and proud. Confident. Just like his bearing. The boy not even a year his senior exuded a confidence that the Justin he knew never had.

Blue eyes flickered away from his old friend, instead turning to look at the other aspects of their situation that he, in his shock, had missed. They were surrounded. There must have been at least two dozen people surrounding them. Two military vehicles hung behind a group of familiar spandex-wearing soldiers, all of whom carried guns, which were pointed at him and his family.

He looked back at Justin.

“I see,” his soft utterance was the verbalization of the ache in his chest. “So that’s how it is. That day at the comic convention in California, you were never killed or kidnapped or anything of the sort. You were extracted, weren’t you?”

“I’m impressed.” Justin’s mocking clap was accompanied by a wide grin. “You always were a smart guy, but it seems your ability to determine the truth from simple observation has exponentially improved.”

“A lot has happened since you left,” Kevin replied calmly, even though he wanted to scream. “I’ve learned that the world isn’t a nice place. That sometimes the people you thought you knew are nothing like you believed them to be. I suppose you could say I’ve had to grow up.”

“Man, this is getting deep,” Iris said, only to grunt when Lilian elbowed her.

“I can see that,” Justin admitted. “You might not know it, but I know a lot about some of your more recent exploits. While we don’t know the whole story, The Sons and Daughters of Humanity learned of your infiltration of China and the Citadel of Light, home of the Bodhisattva. I was very impressed when I learned that, you know? That’s why I wanted to offer you a position within our ranks.” Justin held out his hand in invitation. “So, what do you say?”

No one spoke for the longest time. Even Iris, who almost always had something to say, remained unnaturally silent. Everyone could feel this moment weigh down on them, like a sudden increase in the Earth’s gravity. They knew something monumental was about to happen and were afraid that even breathing too deeply might destroy the fragile moment.

Kevin broke the moment with a deep breath. “Are you telling me to join an organization whose sole purpose for existing is killing yōkai?”

“Yes,” Justin said simply, as if there was nothing wrong with that.

“You want me to join an organization that wants to kill Lilian. You want me to join a group who would like nothing better than to see my mate and her family dead.” Kevin struggled to put a lid on his emotions. “Is… is that what you’re telling me?”

“Well, when you put it like that…”

Clenching and unclenching his hands as if it would help him retain a grip on his sanity, Kevin stared at his friend with uncomprehending eyes.

“Why would you even ask me that?”

Justin spread his arms wide, an encompassing gesture meant to draw attention to the people with him, to the war machines behind him. “It is better than dying, is it not?”

Kevin knew he was fighting a losing battle. He could already feel tears stinging his eyes as he came to realize that he never truly knew his friend. How much of the real Justin had Kevin really known? How much of the Justin he knew had been a lie? Had all of it been a lie? He didn’t know, and that thought, the knowledge that he knew so little about his friend, and that this same friend wanted him to join an organization that wanted to kill his girlfriend and her family, caused emotions to bubble within him like a boiling pot.

“Beloved,” Lilian whispered, the sound caressing Kevin’s ears like a gentle wind chime. He turned his head, looking at Lilian, his mate, the girl he’d decided to give his entire being to. She stared back at him. There was no uncertainty in her eyes, only loyalty. No fear, only sadness that he’d been forced into this position.

Kevin smiled at her before turning back to Justin.

“I do not know who you think I am,” he started, the resolve bubbling in his veins hardening to steel, “but you clearly never knew me as well as you thought you did. If you had, then you would know that I’m not the type of person who would agree to join a group that wants to kill the people I love.”

“Was that a no?” asked Justin.

Kevin raised his head and straightened his shoulders. “Yes, that was a no.”
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“To be honest, I never really expected you to accept my offer. I know what kind of person you are. I never forgot how we first met. How you wailed on some bullies that were picking on me because of my… speech impediment. Despite how that impediment and everything else about me was false, I still appreciated the gesture.” Justin tossed him a sad smile. “I’m sorry it has come to this.”

“So am I,” Kevin said as he pulled out a small spherical device from a holster on his thigh. “Everyone, get down!”

Lilian and Iris ducked immediately. Kirihime grabbed Camellia and pulled her to the ground.

Kevin tossed the object in the air, then pulled out one of two guns he’d been carrying in a holster behind his back. He shot the object when it was right in front of Justin, which caused the entire thing to ignite like a solar flare going off at midnight.

Screams were heard. The screams of people who hadn’t realized what he was doing. Kevin ignored those screams. There was work to be done.

“Lilian!”

“Celestial Art: Heaven’s Prison.”

Circles of light appeared overhead. From within those circles, chains shot forth. Dozens of chains. They wrapped around the many soldiers standing at the ready, circling them like a cobra constricting its prey. One after another all of the men who Justin brought with him were ensnared within Lilian’s many chains.

“Iris!”

“Yeah, yeah. Keep your pants on.” Iris grit her teeth as she channeled her youki. “Void Art: Mind of Dis—ugh!”

“I-Iris!” Kevin shouted in shock when Iris fell to a knee, a hand covering her mouth as she coughed up blood. “Iris, what’s wrong?!”

“S-sorry, Stud,” Iris smiled at him through bloodstained teeth, “but I…” She could say nothing else as more blood poured from her mouth.

“Dang it!” Kevin thought fast. “Kirihime! Cover me!”

“Eh? Um, yes! Water Art: Water Spikes!”

Dozens of spikes jutted from the ground, their liquid composition constantly shifting. The soldiers were speared, the spikes impaling them, tearing through their Kevlar vests with ease, stabbing them in the heart or through the throat. They died instantly, their blood mixing into the water.

Kevin darted forward, his two hand guns blazing. Bullets of light and bullets of darkness emitted from their barrels, the gun in his left hand firing void shots while the right shot celestial bullets. He fired both guns at the same time, aiming them precisely so they would strike each other just before they hit one of the two military vehicles in the vicinity. Because of the volatile nature of void and celestial powers when used in conjunction with each other, the bullets detonated with excessive violence when they connected.

A series of intense explosions went off right next to the hood, trunk, and weapons of each vehicle, blowing off large chunks of metal, which rained upon the ground like shrapnel from a frag grenade. The intense sparks of power also had the side effect of igniting the oil inside of the engines. Heat from detonating vehicles seared Kevin’s skin, despite him not being close to the blast. It washed over him like a hot breeze during an Arizona heat wave.

“Quick, men!” Justin ordered. “Form a defensive perimeter and take them down! Shoot to kill!”

Kevin felt a stab of pain as he realized that his friend had never really been his friend. However, he squashed those feelings, stuffing them into the deepest reaches of his soul. If he wanted to protect his family, then he couldn’t afford to hesitate.

“Celestial Art: Illusory Sleep.”

Feathers descended from the sky. Golden feathers. They appeared from the ether, falling on the soldiers who, like the professionals they were, lined up and prepared to take aim.

Nothing happened. The soldiers remained alert, their guns poised and ready to fire.

“What the—?!” Lilian cried out in shock.

“Fire!”

“Water Art: Water Barrier.”

The multitude of bright flashes and loud bangs! was a prelude to the hailstorm of bullets fired at them. A shield sprang up around the kitsune and Kevin, protecting them from the gunfire.

“Regular bullets won’t work on that,” Justin shouted. “Use the liquid nitrogen bullets!”

The men unloaded their weapons, cartridges of ammo dropping to the ground, and reached behind their backs for another cartridge that looked no different from the other one. Yet Kevin knew that the bullets contained within these ammo clips were deadlier.

“Kirihime,” Kevin commanded, “drop the barrier.”

Kirihime looked at him in shock. “B-but, Lord Kevin—”

“Do it!”

“Ah! Yes!”

The barrier dropped as the soldiers took aim.

“Lilian!”

“Celestial Art: Divine Light.”

Half a dozen spheres appeared around them, bright orbs that struck the ground and emitted blinding rays of light. Kevin closed his eyes and listened as the soldiers, blinded by the light, screamed in surprise.

Without his eyesight to guide him, Kevin took aim and began firing at where the screams were coming from. Some missed, but most seemed to hit. He could hear the screams and the clatter of weapons as people went down.

He kept firing, bending on one knee and unleashing his entire clip of youki bullets into the soldiers. Considering each ammo clip contained enough youki for 100 bullets, that was a lot of firepower. When the bright light faded to black, Kevin opened his eyes.

Most of the soldiers were on the ground, moaning in a pain. A few lay in pools of blood, body parts missing as they were consumed by flames blacker than midnight. The only one unharmed was Justin, who had the foresight to take shelter behind a burning vehicle.

“Those aren’t regular weapons, are they?” his former friend asked.

“No, they’re not.” Kevin did not elaborate, and Justin was apparently smart enough to know that he wouldn’t answer any questions asked.

“So, what now?” Kevin asked, standing to his feet.

“Now?”

“Your men are defeated. You’re alone. What are you going to do?”

“Kevin…” The tone was a mix of condescension and exasperation. “Just because you have defeated my men does not mean I have no options left to me. YK-6, take out the one with the most tails first.”

“Kevin!” Lilian’s screamed. “Above you!”

He didn’t respond with words, or by stupidly looking up. Kevin rushed away from the spot he’d been standing, rolling along the ground as something heavy crashed into the road. He could feel the vibrations underneath his feet, could hear the blacktop cracking from whatever had stomped on it.

Kevin reloaded his guns in a single fluid motion, spun around, then opened fire—

—only to hit air, as whatever had landed there moved before he could so much as blink.

“Kirihime!”

Kevin twisted around as a scream pierced his eardrums. His heart froze when he saw Kirihime, her throat gripped by a clawed silver hand, feet dangling off the ground, and blood dribbling from her mouth as something long, silver, and sharp impaled her through the chest and jutted out of her back.

For one second, Kevin didn’t know what to do.

For one moment, Kevin felt the fear of indecision.

For one instant, Kevin’s heart felt like it was about to shatter.

The moment ended, and Kevin’s body moved before his mind could tell it to. His guns were back up, reloaded and ready, and he put them to use. Nearly two dozen bullets made from youki slammed into the metallic body, which rippled and pulsed as it was struck. Kevin ran toward it while he fired.

The machine swung around to face him, Kirihime still in its grip. Kevin stopped firing, resheathed his guns, and slid across the ground on his knees, moving underneath the maid, whose feet dangled limply above him. As he swept past the machine, he grabbed onto its feet and pulled it as he came back up, yanking the thing off its feet.

Two red tails shot out and pulled Kirihime out of the machine’s grasp as it fell onto the ground. Kevin jumped back to his feet, pulled his guns from their holsters, and unloaded another barrage of bullets into the machine—until it unleashed a powerful kick that slammed into his face.

Pain overloaded his senses. He barely even felt his back hitting the ground, for the pain in his nose overwhelmed him. It was obviously broken, but it was more than that. His entire face felt like it had been caved in.

He blinked the tears out of his eyes and saw a clawed metal foot descending towards his head. He rolled and the foot slammed into the blacktop, crushing it and causing abrasions to spread from the center of impact. Kevin scrambled to his feet, only for the machine to try taking his head off when its hand transformed into a blade. He ducked to avoid the attack, then rolled along the ground to keep from having his ribs broken when a knee was launched at his torso.

“Celestial Art: Divine Healing.”

A little ways away, Lilian knelt by Kirihime, trying to heal the maid who lay on the ground, her life bleeding out of her. The young two-tails had both of her tails pointed at Kirihime, their tips glowing with a brilliant golden light. Next to Lilian, Camellia stared at Kirihime with the forlorn helplessness of a child.

Kevin was given no more time to focus on his companions as the machine attacked him again. Falling back into the fighting style he’d painstakingly created from sweat, blood, tears, and watching way too much anime, Kevin battled the machine before him with a single-minded determination.

Deftly sidestepping to the left, Kevin avoided the spear that threatened to impale him through the heart. Sweat stung his eyes as he twisted his body around, dodging the machine’s other hand, which had transformed into a blade.

Kevin fell into the haze of battle, of blurring weapons and body parts. His mind blanked as his body moved on instinct, dodging thrusts, avoiding swipes, allowing himself to fall back onto his preferred method of fighting. This machine may not have been a yōkai, but it was still more powerful than him. Only the suicidal method he’d devised, which allowed him to control the flow of battle by purposely presenting openings, kept him from becoming impaled upon this thing’s weapons.

However, while his style of fighting allowed him to avoid instant death, Kevin was still human, and he had a human’s stamina.

His breathing came out in ragged gasps as he swerved around a lunge, the tip of the machine’s spear slicing into his shirt. Sweat flew off his body when he fell onto his back, his hands and guns pressed against the concrete by his head. The machine rushed in, and he pushed himself into the air, kicking the machine in the chest, forcing it back.

With his chest burning from exertion, Kevin launched himself back onto his feet and brought his guns to bear, firing point-blank at the machine. Bullets of celestial and spirit energy slammed into the machine, causing it to stumble backwards. Its silver chest rippled as the youki bullets, tiny spheres of incandescent energy, tore through it. Yet the bullets barely seemed to do any damage. And what damage they did do was healed near instantly.

Kevin felt desperation cloud his mind, but he brutally beat it back. He needed to protect his family. He couldn’t afford to fall here!

“Void Art: Void Fire!”

Kevin felt the hunger before he saw the all-consuming black flames. He leapt backwards, firing his guns to keep the machine from following him. It was a good thing he had done so, or he may have very well been consumed as well. Kevin watched as the void fire latched onto the machine with a sentient hunger and began to consume it.

“Ha… ha… how do you… like that?”

Iris’s body twitched and shuddered as she stood several feet away, her figure hunched. Hair like raven’s feathers acted as a curtain that covered her face. He could see nothing—nothing but the twisted grin that stretched her lips from ear to ear and showed her pearly white teeth. As he continued to observe her, Kevin noticed something that worried him.

Darkness. The entire left side of her body had turned an inky black. It crept along her arms and legs, covered her torso, and was beginning to spread up her neck.

“Shameful,” Iris growled. “To let some measly humans get the best of me. Do not dare to presume that I’ll allow myself to be defeated by any of you!”

“I-Iris?” Lilian gazed upon her sister with frightened, trembling eyes.

Iris raised her left hand and black flames leapt from her fingers like Sith lightning. She could have given Palpatine a run for his money in the freaky department.

“Let the Void consume you!”

The machine became covered in even more black fire. Despite this, it still continued trying to fight and, having apparently designated her as a greater threat than Kevin, it leapt at Iris to try and finish her off.

Kevin wouldn’t let it. He fired off round after round into the machine’s back. It stumbled forward, losing its balance, clawed feet gouging out chunks of the road. He couldn’t get too close due to the void fire, which would consume him as surely as it did the machine. Kevin made sure to keep his distance as he continued to unleash a barrage of youki bullets into it.

Iris didn’t even bother moving as the machine rushed at her. She stood there, her hand extended, flames darker than midnight pouring from her palm and fingers, laughing maniacally.

Kevin grit his teeth. “Lilian!”

“Celestial Art: The Barrier that Protects the Princess.”

A shield of celestial energy sprang into existence between Iris and the machine. The void fire tried annihilating the celestial creation with its flames, but the divine energy was not a force that the Void could consume without repercussions. It was like trying to mix water and oil, or maybe even oil and nitroglycerin. Cracks appeared along the barrier. Lines of light and darkness spread across its entire surface. With a sound similar to shattering glass, the celestial barrier exploded, sending a spray of golden energy and black flames everywhere.

Kevin darted past the flames. Slamming into Iris and lifting her over his shoulder, he put several feet of distance between him and the sentient flames threatening to consume everything around them.

“Put me down.” The order came from a familiar source, though the voice sounded nothing like the one he remembered. “Put me down now.”

While Kevin didn’t really understand what was happening, he did as he was told, setting Iris on her feet as Lilian walked up to them.

“Iris.” The redhead took a tentative step forward. “Sis…?”

“Don’t,” the growl caused Lilian to take a step back, but only for a moment before she pressed on.

“Iris, please, don’t… don’t let this consume you,” Lilian pleaded with her sister, tears in her eyes.

Kevin didn’t understand what was going on, but he made a mental note to ask about it when he had the chance.

Iris shuddered and twitched, her body moving like a puppet whose strings were being controlled by a mad puppeteer. The raven-haired girl closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Slowly, ever so slowly, the blackness receded. It crawled back up her legs, disappeared from her arms, and evaporated from her neck and torso with a slow hiss, the dark matter wafting off her frame like steam before dispersing into the atmosphere.

“There,” Iris breathed, sweat forming along her brow as her body slumped, exhausted as if she’d just run from Arizona to New York in seven days. “That’s better.”

“Iris… sis, are you… you’re not…” Lilian sounded like a frightened child, though Kevin knew the fear constricting her heart wasn’t for her, but the two-tailed vixen with raven locks.

Iris’s smile was surprisingly gentle. “I am fine.”

“I see. I am glad you’re okay.” Lilian’s lips twitched, but tears stung her eyes.

They both knew that Iris was not fine. Lilian could see the way her sister’s legs shook, the sweat accumulating on her forehead, and the ashen pallor of her skin as surely as Kevin could. She was simply trying to be strong for her sister.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kirihime back on her feet. She was grimacing and rubbing where she’d been stabbed, the wound no longer present save for the crimson smeared across her skin. A worried Camellia stood beside her, fretting over her like a mother hen—or more like a child who’d just realized their parent had been hurt.

Kevin turned to look at one of the burning vehicles, the same one that Justin had been hiding behind. It had been tipped over by the battle. Lying on its side, the vehicle looked like it had been turned into Swiss cheese. Covered in holes, melted steel sloughing off its chassis, the military vehicle had definitely seen better days.

He pointed his guns at it. “I know you’re still there. It would be best if you surrendered.”

Justin walked out from behind the military vehicle, hands above his head, his demeanor calm and unharried, as if he wasn’t worried about what might happen to him. He grinned at Kevin. That smile made his lips thin into a tight line.

“While our organization normally has a no surrender policy, I suppose, given the circumstances, I have no choice but to surrender. I am at your mercy.”

Justin’s mocking smile made Kevin wonder if he’d ever truly known the young man standing before him.

“Lilian,” he said calmly.

“On it.” Lilian turned toward Justin. “Celestial Art: Heaven’s Chain.”

A massive chain at least fifteen feet long wrapped around Justin, binding him. Kevin nodded, satisfied that his former friend wouldn’t be able to escape from that. He turned his attention to the people with him. Lilian. Iris. Camellia. Kirihime. They were looking at him. Even Camellia seemed to be expecting him to take charge of the situation.

“We’ll take him with us to the distribution center. I’m sure Monstrang would like to know more about The Sons and Daughters of Humanity, and Justin can probably provide him with that information.”

“Whatever you say, Stud,” Iris sounded sick, but she tried to act strong for her sister by presenting a fearless smile. “You won’t hear me complaining.”

“I would rather we skin him alive,” Kirihime admitted, “but it is your call, Lord Kevin.”

Kevin looked at Lilian, who shrugged and smiled at him. “You already know what I’m going to say.”

Kevin smiled back. “In that case, let’s get moving. This battle cost us a lot of time, so we can’t afford to spend any more of it here.”

“Good idea,” Iris started before frowning. “I just have one question.”

“What’s that?” Kevin asked.

“How are we going to get to the distribution center?”

Kevin blinked. Then he looked at his car—his totaled car, which looked more like scrap metal than a car. He looked back at everyone else, who watched the emotions flickering across his face in rapid succession.

In a situation like this, Kevin could only think of one thing to say.

“Hawa.”

***

It took a lot longer to arrive at the Newspaper Distribution Center than Kevin had originally anticipated—mostly because they had to hoof it on foot, but also because they couldn’t allow themselves to be seen by humans. It was difficult enough to walk several miles after exhausting oneself in combat. Add in carrying a prisoner with them and having to avoid humans, and you had a recipe for potential disaster. Kevin thanked the gods that he knew this area like the back of his hand, which allowed them to avoid busy intersections by using side streets and alleys.

The large, square building, built with gray bricks and containing very few windows, looked boring as always. It was almost reassuring to see, in a way. The sheer dullness of the building presented a soothing contrast to the last half hour of his life.

Kevin led Lilian and the others into the distribution center. The door was unlocked. Bound together and being dragged along, Justin walked resolutely behind them, seemingly unbothered by the golden chain wrapped around him like a boa constrictor.

Monstrang was waiting for them when they entered. He stood before them, his massive frame looming over them. He didn’t look any different than he usually did. His body was still the size of a sumo wrestler, and his many chins jiggled as he spoke. Beady black eyes peered out from underneath a thick brow ridge as the giant of a man uncrossed his arms. His Hawaiian T-shirt creased over his thick gut.

“I knew you’d be coming,” the man said in his gruff voice. He didn’t give them a chance to reply. “Follow me.”

The man turned on his heel and walked away. Kevin shared a glance with his mate and Iris, wondering if the man already knew about what had happened to them, before quickly hurrying to catch up.

Monstrang led them into a room on the opposite side of his office. It looked like a basic storage space. There were a lot of odds and ends inside. Boxes and appliances sat against the walls, gathering dust. Monstrang knelt down, his frame creaking as he grasped a handle and pulled, revealing a small passage with a well-lit staircase.

“Come on,” Monstrang grunted as he descended the stairs.

“Not much of a conversationalist, is he?” Iris asked as she leaned against Lilian for support. Her skin was pallid and white. Sweat drenched her skin as her belabored breathing echoed around the room. She looked like death warmed over.

“L-Lady Iris,” Kirihime murmured softly, “you shouldn’t say such things about someone of Lord Monstrang’s stature.”

“Hawa.” Camellia seemed to agree, though Kevin was almost certain she had no clue what they were talking about.

“Monstrang has always been gruff,” Kevin said before Iris could come up with a snappy reply. “Well, let’s not keep the man waiting.”

They followed after Davin, walking down the stairs. They had to move slowly, though, as one of them was injured and another bound. When they reached the bottom, it was to see Monstrang standing impatiently next to a set of large steel doors at the end of a wide hallway. He saw them wandering up to him, grunted again, then slid a card through a small slot on the side. A series of beeps echoed out from the slider before, with ponderous slowness, the massive doors slid apart to reveal a sight that made Kevin gawk.

The interior space looked like a combination of well-loved home and command post. They walked in, their feet lightly tapping against white tiles. To their left sat a lounge, built within the chamber, slightly submerged. What parts that weren’t covered by furniture were covered in white carpet. It even had a TV. A little to their right were doors, several of them.

It was the area in front of them that garnered most of their attention, however. Arrayed around the walls were several computers and sitting stations—command consoles, Kevin realized. Situated in the very center of the room was a large island table that gleamed with the shine of freshly polished steel.

“Woah,” Lilian muttered, clearly impressed as well. “This place is pretty cool.”

“It’s kinda boring, though,” Iris muttered. “Just look at the awful decor.”

Lilian looked confused. “But there are no decorations.”

“Exactly.”

“Hawa,” Camellia muttered as she glanced at their new surroundings—and then tried to go exploring.

“Please don’t go wandering off right now, My Lady.” Kirihime gently grabbed her mistress’s arm and kept her from wandering off.

Several other people were already present. They sat at their consoles, typing on keyboards or talking into headsets. Kevin didn’t know any of them, but he knew they were not human. A multitude of tails swayed and animal ears twitched. One of the people present even had blue skin, gills, and webbed hands and feet.

“Mack!” Monstrang bellowed, and a young man with pinkish red hair and bunny ears turned to the large man.

“You need something, boss?” Mack asked.

Monstrang grunted and gestured to Justin. “Take this prisoner to our holding cell.”

Mack looked at the group behind Monstrang. Kevin noticed the way his eyes lingered on Lilian and Iris a little longer than the others and clenched his hands into fists.

“Sure thing, boss.”

Mack stood up from his console and walked over to them, grabbed Justin by the shoulder, and began leading the young man away. Kevin watched them go for a moment. Then he looked at one of his companions.

“Kirihime,” Kevin stole her attention, “please go with them. We don’t know what kind of tricks Justin might have up his sleeves, and I would rather have someone I trust watching him.”

Kirihime looked pleased to know that she would be doing something useful. “Of course, Lord Kevin.” She curtsied before hurrying to follow Mack and Justin through a sliding door that closed behind them.

“Hawa. Kiri-Kiri.”

Camellia made to follow Kirihime, but Kevin grabbed her hand.

“Please stay with me, Camellia. I would rather you not go wandering off right now.”

“Um!” Camellia gave him a joyful smile before gripping his hand tightly. “Camellia stay with Kevin-kyun.”

“Thank you.”

“Go sit down over there, you four,” Monstrang told them, gesturing to the lounge. “I’ll be with you in just a moment. There’s a lot that I need to take care of right now.”

The beefy man walked off. Kevin watched his boss wander over to a console and begin talking to one of the yōkai, which he recognized as a tanuki, then he looked at Lilian and Iris. The raven-haired beauty was now practically hanging off her sister, who had been forced to reinforce her limbs to accommodate for the additional weight. Even then, Kevin could see the strain being put on Lilian’s bunched muscles.

Kevin slid an arm around Iris’s waist. She looked at him, her eyes showing surprise, but he ignored that.

“Put your arm around my shoulder, please,” he instructed, and Iris did as told, straining a bit to raise her arm and place it around his shoulder. However, once she had done so, Kevin was able to take more of her weight onto himself, thereby relieving Lilian from some of the burden.

His mate tossed him a smile, and through their eyes, he and she held a silent conversation.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Come on,” he continued out loud. “Let’s get Iris over to the lounge where she can rest.”

“That sounds like a grand idea,” Iris agreed. “The sooner I get off my feet, the better.”

While he and Lilian helped Iris onto a large, red couch near the back of the lounge—Camellia following next to him—Kevin paid close attention to what was happening with his boss.

Monstrang appeared disgruntled, maybe even disquieted. His pensive expression had stretched his face into something of a frown. Even the way his several chins jiggled seemed to reflect the worry he felt.

Once Iris was comfortably sprawled on the couch, her head resting on Lilian’s lap, the redhead tenderly stroking her hair, Kevin allowed himself to relax. He leaned his head back against the couch and closed his eyes for a moment. A weight on his left let him know that Camellia had fallen asleep and was using his shoulder as a pillow. If that wasn’t enough to tell him who was leaning on him, then the snores were.

“Zzzz… hawa-hawa-hawa-hawa… zzz… hawa-hawa-hawa-hawa…”

Kevin didn’t think he would ever get used to Camellia’s snores.

“Kevin?”

“Hm?”

“Do you think Kotohime is okay?”

Opening his eyes, Kevin glanced at Lilian, who worried her lower lip between her teeth, green eyes radiating uncertainty. She didn’t stop stroking Iris’s hair; however, the look she gave him made his chest ache.

Kevin placed his free hand on Lilian’s knee and reassuringly squeezed it. “I’m sure she’s fine. This is Kotohime we’re talking about. She’s not the kind of vixen who would go down easily.”

“Yes, I’m sure you’re right.” Lilian nodded several times.

“Try not to worry too much, okay?” Kevin kissed her cheek. “We need to have faith in Kotohime. She’s the strongest person out of all of us. If anyone can defeat that machine and come back alive, it will be her.”

This time, when he said those words, Lilian relaxed more fully. She cast him a grateful smile, her vibrant irises filled with her gratitude and love.

“Thank you, Kevin.”

Lilian leaned in, but rather than simply brushing him on the cheek, she captured his lips. Kevin welcomed the kiss, tilting his head down while hers tilted up. He captured her lower lip between his teeth and gently suckled on it. Lilian sighed pleasantly into his mouth and returned his gesture.

On some unspoken mutual agreement, they slowly broke away. Lilian leaned her head on his shoulder, her fingers still idly stroking her sister’s hair. Kevin kissed her temple and leaned his head against hers, while also shifting Camellia so she was sleeping with her head on his lap. It was more comfortable than having her squashing her breasts into his arm.

Kevin must have drifted off at some point because the next thing he knew, someone was calling his name. It was a gruff, yet familiar voice.

He opened his eyes a crack and, upon seeing Monstrang standing before him, realized that he might finally get answers to the many questions bouncing around in his brain.

Shifting from half-asleep to fully alert, Kevin moved to a more comfortable position, absentmindedly noticing that Lilian had also fallen asleep. He shook her awake. The redhead lifted her head from his shoulder and yawned as she stretched her arms above her head.

Kevin turned back to Monstrang. “I’m not sure there’s any polite way to ask, but can you please tell me what the heck is going on?”

Monstrang grunted and crossed his thick arms over his equally massive chest. “I suppose I should tell you about what’s happening. Considering what just happened with you and your… family, you’re pretty much knee-deep in our current crisis.”

“Crisis?” Kevin narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean by that?”

Was there more to this than a simple assassination? Kevin had assumed that he, Lilian and her family, and Kiara and Heather had been the only ones who were in danger. Was that not the case?

Before Monstrang could answer, the door leading up to the distribution center opened and three figures walked in. Lilian’s eyes widened.

“Kotohime!”

Standing side by side, looking like they’d been through a war, Kotohime and Kiara strode over to the group. Heather trailed behind them, looking the best out of the trio. That said, Heather was wearing a pair of dirty pajamas, so that didn’t mean much.

“Lilian-sama.” Kotohime graced her charge with a gentle arcing of her lips. “I am pleased to see that you have arrived here unharmed.”

“Never mind me!” Lilian gawked at her maid-slash-bodyguard. “What about you? Are you okay? You’re injured!”

Indeed, Kevin noticed that Kotohime looked like she’d been seriously wounded. She walked with a pronounced limp, and her normally porcelain skin held an ashen shade. Blood smeared across her arms and legs revealed where she had been injured, though all of the cuts that must have marred her skin at one point were healed by now. He could see the regenerated skin within the slashed and ripped parts of her kimono. Kiara didn’t look much better, though considering she only had one arm, perhaps that wasn’t saying much.

“Paltry injuries that are even now healing are nothing for you to worry about, Lilian-sama,” Kotohime assured her charge.

“I found her nearly unconscious in a crater,” Kiara added, as if to burst the woman’s bubble of self-assurance.

“U-unconscious in a crater!” Lilian squawked.

“Hmph!” Kotohime demurely narrowed her eyes and hid her frown behind the sleeve of her kimono. “There is no need to inform everyone about the culmination of my battle, Kiara-san.” She turned back to her charge. “Like I said, Lilian-sama, there is nothing to worry about. While the battle against that machine was a hard-fought one, I still came out victorious.”

“Sit down you two.” Having never been one for pleasantries, as Kevin could attest to, Monstrang ordered the two yōkai females to have a seat. He seemed impatient to get started.

“Of course, Monstrang-dono,” Kotohime replied with a respectful bow of her head. Kiara just clicked her tongue and sat down on the couch closest to where Kevin and the others were sitting.

“You’re looking mighty comfortable, boya,” Kiara commented upon seeing the sea of feminine flesh surrounding him.

“It’s not as comfortable as you might think,” Kevin was quick to reply.

Kiara’s fangs reflected the light as she grinned. “So you say, but you seem to be enjoying yourself.”

“I never said I wasn’t.”

“Enough bantering,” Monstrang cut in before someone else could comment. “There is a lot that we need to discuss, and I would like to get this out of the way as soon as possible.”

“Of course, Monstrang-dono,” Kotohime, ever the pragmatist, said from where she sat in seiza on the floor. “I can only assume you wish to discuss what happened to us.”

“Not quite.”

As Kirihime reentered the room, Davin grunted and began to inform them about their current situation. Kevin listened as Kirihime stood behind the couch on Camellia’s side, and as he did, he slowly realized that their life, that everyone’s life, would never be the same again.

***

Justin sat handcuffed to a chair.

His surroundings were bland—gray floor, gray walls, and a gray ceiling. The only light in the room came from the overhead lamp that hung from the ceiling like a cheap chandelier. A glass window was situated to his left, spanning much of the wall, but he couldn’t see through it. This was an interrogation room.

By this point, Justin imagined that Kevin was beginning to learn that there was a lot more involved in this debacle than just him and his family.

I wonder if Kevin has realized that the problem these yōkai face isn’t something that can be solved with a gun?

With nothing to do, Justin resolved to wait until an opportunity to escape presented itself.

***

Monstrang spoke for nearly an hour, informing Kevin and his companions about the situation they were facing.

Unfortunately, even Monstrang did not seem to know what, exactly, they were dealing with. Communications around the United States, possibly even worldwide, had been cut off. Something was apparently jamming their transmissions and blocking the airwaves. No signals of any kind could be sent or received. Even the internet had been temporarily shut down.

However, just because they knew nothing of national or international events did not mean they were ignorant.

The citizens of Phoenix were panicking. Without being able to send and receive so much as a text message, the population of the large city had been sent into a state of unmitigated fear. According to the reports Monstrang received from his agents, many people believed it was some kind of terrorist attack.

And they’re right, in a way.

It was a terrorist attack, just not the kind most people assumed. This wasn’t an attack on the United States, or even on the world. It was an attack on yōkai, an attack perpetrated by The Sons and Daughters of Humanity. Kevin and his family were not the only ones who’d been attacked that night. Several others had been hit as well—and unlike with them, those other groups had been successful.

But why attack so brazenly? And why now?

The Sons and Daughters of Humanity had always worked from the shadows before. What could have changed the status quo like this? There had to be a reason, but unfortunately, that reason eluded Kevin. Without any idea on how the organization operated, he couldn’t even begin to take a guess.

Which was why he’d decided to speak with Justin.

He’d come alone. While Lilian had wanted to be with him, to support him, he’d convinced her that Iris needed someone to look after her. She’d been reluctant, but he assured her that once he finished talking to Justin, he would come back. That had been enough to placate her.

His former friend was being held in a standard holding cell, the kind often used for interrogation. It had two rooms connected by a door and a one-way window. When he entered the first room, it was to see the one called Mack standing guard by the door. The pink-haired man noticed him and blinked.

“Well now, ain’t you the human who came in with those four vixens?”

“That’s right.” Kevin stepped up to the man. “I’m here to speak with Just—I mean, I’m here to see the prisoner. I have Monstrang’s permission, but if you don’t believe me, then you can go and ask him yourself.”

“No need.” Mack raised his hands and gave an easygoing grin. “If you want to talk to the guy, be my guest. We haven’t begun interrogating him yet, but maybe you can get something out of him before we do anything.”

Kevin grimaced at the word “interrogation.” He wasn’t well versed in military matters, but he knew what an interrogation was. Torture. Suffering. Breaking a person’s spirit bit by bit until they revealed all the secrets locked within their mind. It didn’t sound pleasant, and though he felt betrayed by Justin’s actions, he would rather his former friend not have to suffer through an interrogation.

Entering the room and closing the door behind him, Kevin sat down at the table on the opposite side of Justin. The messy black-haired youth was sitting in a chair as well, his hands bound behind his back and his legs cuffed to the chair. Despite his situation, he still greeted Kevin with a smile.

“I see you’ve come to greet the prisoner,” Justin greeted, his tone sardonic and dry. “Or have you come to say hi to an old friend?”

Kevin grimaced at the lackadaisical tone. “Why did you decide to join The Sons and Daughters of Humanity? What did they offer you that was so valuable you would betray your friends for it?”

“You seem to be under a misimpression of me.” Justin shifted in his seat, his shoulders twitching as if he was trying to get comfortable. “I have always been a part of The Sons and Daughters of Humanity. Long before I met you, I was a soldier furthering their cause.”

“W-what?”

Kevin had been halfway to his seat when Justin said that. He paused, a jolt traveling from his spine to his brain. It felt like he’d shoved his finger into an electric socket.

“Perhaps a bit of an explanation will help you understand where I’m coming from.” Justin sighed and shifted some more. “I was a baby born for the sole purpose of being an agent of humanity’s cause, a protector against yōkai. Born in a test tube and raised in a lab, I was injected with a variety of drugs and enhancements from the time I was born to the time I turned six. After that, I was trained in the use of various weapons and hand-to-hand combat until I was thirteen. Then I was sent on missions to find and eliminate yōkai who threatened the safety of humans throughout the world. My whole life has been built around that purpose.”

The look Justin gave Kevin, half-bitter and half-amused, made him grit his teeth.

“So you see, I never betrayed you or anyone else. This is how it has always been, right from the very beginning.”

Kevin felt so many mixed emotions. They swirled around inside of him, a tornado threatening to tear him from the inside out. Anger. Sadness. Hurt. Compassion. Confusion. A deluge of feelings flooded him and he didn’t know how to deal with them.

“I can see that you are conflicted,” Justin observed. “If it makes you feel any better, I did enjoy the time I spent with you and the others. It was a lot of fun. I never enjoyed myself until I became friends with you.”

Kevin took a deep breath, held it for two seconds, then slowly let it out, calming his mind.

“Tell me,” Kevin started, his voice calm, composed, leaving no hint as to the emotions raging inside of him, “do you agree with The Sons and Daughters of Humanity? Do you think yōkai are a threat to humans everywhere? That they should be exterminated before they exterminate humans?”

“Not particularly,” Justin answered honestly—at least, Kevin thought he was being honest. “Yōkai are no more a danger to humanity than humans are to themselves.”

“Then why are you doing this?” Kevin forced himself not to shout. “If you don’t agree with their ideals, why are you still fighting for them?”

Justin appeared honestly confused. “What do you mean? I just told you. My entire life has been nothing but training for this very purpose. It is the only reason I exist; to eliminate yōkai regardless of the threat they may or may not pose.”

“But you don’t even agree with what The Sons and Daughters of Humanity are doing! You just said so!”

Justin sighed and hung his head, as if he was disappointed in Kevin. “Being a regular human who only recently became involved with this world, I suppose I can understand why you would think this way, but you fail to grasp what I have been telling you. I am a person who was born and bred for this reason, this purpose.” He gazed at Kevin with a calm expression hardened by steel. “What would a man be without his purpose? He would be nothing. A man’s purpose is his strength and his reason to continue living. I am sure that you also have a purpose, one that has given you the strength to keep moving despite the hardships you’ve faced. This is my purpose, and without it, I am nothing. I might as well not even exist.”

Kevin sat back, trying to come to terms with what his friend—former friend—had just said, but he kept drawing a blank. He stared at the other boy, whose expression was so calm and mature. Justin wasn’t speaking like a child right now. He wasn’t talking with that fake speech impediment. He was speaking like an adult, one who’d seen horrors that Kevin could scarcely fathom.

“Justin…”

“I believe we have spoken enough now,” Justin continued. “While this conversation has been pleasant, and it was nice to see a friendly face again, I can’t let myself remain in captivity.”

“What?”

Just then, several explosions rocked the base. Kevin stood up, startled. Justin used his distracted state, muscles straining against the handcuffs binding him. The cuffs shattered and Justin stood to his feet. The table between them was destroyed by a well-placed kick from the young man, whose strength was enough to tear straight through the metal.

Kevin leapt back to avoid the jagged metal shard that nearly hit him, but he was so surprised that he could not avoid the foot that planted itself into his gut. He doubled over, spittle and blood flying from his mouth. He didn’t get a chance to recover as, a mere second later, an elbow slammed into his nose, shattering it.

Pained, disoriented, and unable to breath, Kevin was unprepared to defend himself from the next attack—a solid kick to his temple. However, despite the pain overriding his senses, he still had enough sense of mind to launch a kick that caught Justin in the solar plexus before he was blown back.

As darkness descended upon him, Kevin heard a scream.

“BELOVED!”

He heard nothing after that.

 

 


CHAPTER 3

RISING TENSION

Having been trained since birth, Justin wasn’t the kind of person who got injured during a fight very often, or at all—until now, that is.

Justin stood in the bathroom of his house, in front of the mirror, staring at the bandages covering his torso. He hadn’t broken anything, thank God, but his ribs had been bruised during his escape.

Justin was an elite soldier, a human created by scientists to kill yōkai. His body was stronger than a regular human’s, his senses were sharper, and his physical attributes were higher. He might have been a failed experiment, but the enhancements done to him ensured that, failure or not, he was still the greatest human weapon conceived by man.

Which was why he was so surprised that Kevin had been able to defeat him. Sure, it had been with the help of several kitsune, but his friend had been the one leading them. And in the end, it was Kevin who’d ultimately defeated him.

Who’d have thought that Kevin could grow that much in such a short period of time.

While the Sons and Daughters of Humanity had done their best to track Kevin’s movements, they obviously hadn’t noticed how much the boy had grown. It had only been a year since Kevin discovered the existence of yōkai, and only about eight months since Kevin started to receive training from Kiara F. Kuyo. There were plenty of grown men, professional soldiers, who’d been training for ten years and still didn’t have the prowess that Kevin did. It was astonishing, really.

Then again, Kevin is sort of like my predecessor, so perhaps I shouldn’t be too surprised.

“Justin,” a voice called from behind the bathroom door. “Justin, are you in there?”

Putting on his shirt, Justin opened the door to reveal his mother.

Thanks to the drugs and brainwashing techniques the Sons and Daughters of Humanity had done to them, Justin’s mom and dad had accepted him back into their house with open arms, despite how he’d been gone for nearly six months. A simple key phrase had been spoken and they’d gone right back to being his parents. It was almost as if he’d never left in the first place.

“Is something wrong, Mother?”

“No, no. There is nothing wrong.” His mother smiled brightly. “I was simply checking in to see if you were okay. I know you and your friends were roughhousing last night, and I wanted to make sure you weren’t hurt.”

It was a testament to how powerful their brainwashing was that this woman didn’t even react to how her son was speaking like a regular person instead of having a speech impediment.

Justin ignored the guilt he felt. “Thank you for your concern, but there’s no need to worry. As you can see, the injuries weren’t that bad.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” His mother sighed in relief. “Well, when you are ready, come downstairs. I’ve got breakfast on the table.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Justin returned to his room after his mother went downstairs. After locking the door, he picked up his cellphone and made a call to Commander Paine.

“Good morning, Commander,” Justin greeted in a faux cheerful voice. “I hope you slept well last night.”

“…”

“Why, whatever do you mean? Is it not the early bird who always gets the worm?”

“…”

“I’m hurt that you would think that. Of course I’m calling to give you my report. Why else would I call you?”

“…!!”

Clearing his throat, Justin spoke in a semi-serious voice. “Things are progressing smoothly on my end. The communications blackout is still in effect, and we’ll be ready to begin Operation Yōkai Reveal within the next two days. The only issue we have now is that we lack the numbers needed to complete the operation.”

The Sons and Daughters of Humanity was a small organization, relatively speaking. While they had operatives located all over the world, they were mostly small cells consisting of, at most, thirty-five to forty members. The now debunked cell that had once been under the command of Heather Grant here in Arizona had been one of the largest with forty-five members total.

“…”

Justin whistled. “So, the US government is willing to lend us their forces? Provided they bring their military armaments with them, we shouldn’t have too many problems dealing with any yōkai threats.”

“…”

“Very good, then. I’ll be ready for when they arrive.”

“…”

“Right. By the way, you know that idea of yours to use the news and spread dissent toward yōkai? It’s very cliche. Have you been reading 1984 recently?”

“…”

Justin blinked as he heard the phone click dead.

“Huh, he hung up on me. Oh well.”

Pocketing his phone, Justin finished getting dressed, and then went downstairs to have breakfast with his family.

***

Two days.

It had been two days since Lindsay last saw Kevin, Lilian, and Iris. Two days since rumors of explosions near their condominium complex reached her ears. Two days since they, along with Heather Grant, had vanished.

Two days had never felt like such a long time.

Lindsay sat in class as the teacher took roll call, absentmindedly responding when her name was called. Dr. Allan Spencer had skipped over Lilian, Kevin, and Iris while calling out names, which she found odd as most teachers would call out the names of missing students anyway, but she guessed he just didn’t see the point. After he finished taking roll, he did not get right into their lesson that day, as he usually did.

“Class, I doubt you are aware of it, but a special announcement is being made on TV today. The principal has informed us that we are to let all of our students watch it, so we won’t be getting right into today’s lesson.”

A round of cheers went up. Lindsay was not one of them. A communications blackout in Arizona had made it so not even cable companies could show televised content, but now there was an announcement on the news? Something seemed fishy about that.

“Yes, yes. I can tell that you are all so disappointed,” Dr. Spencer’s voice was rank with sarcasm. “Now then, I’d like all of you to quiet down so we can watch the announcement—unless you’d like me start on my lecture instead.” When he received a unified “No!” from everyone present, he nodded. “In that case, try to be quiet, okay?”

Dr. Spencer turned on the television, which was already set to the news station. The anchor, a woman with black hair styled in a long braid, sat behind a podium-like table, her expression grim.

“Ghosts. Apparitions. Phantoms. Demons. Everybody in the world has heard these words. The world is filled with stories about vampires and werewolves, of creatures that go bump in the night. They used to be a story to tell children at bedtime, something to scare them into being good. Within the past thirty years, stories about supernatural creatures have become some of the most popular around. But, what if I were to tell you that these supernatural creatures aren’t just a myth.”

“Yōkai.”

That single word made Lindsay freeze as ice seeped into her veins. She glanced around. The other students were paying attention. Most seemed confused, but there were a few who, to her surprise, looked shocked.

“That is the term these creatures go by. They are monsters whose sole purpose is nothing more or less than the complete annihilation of all mankind. Don’t believe me? That is fine. An image is worth a thousand words, and we have more than just one image to reveal the truth about these creatures.”

The screen cut out to be immediately replaced by an aerial view of what appeared to be a Chinese temple of some sort. Beautiful structures of varying colors dotted the land and numerous people walked to and from these buildings.

As Lindsay continued watching, a shadow fell over the world. The camera shook as its holder looked up.

At first glance, Lindsay couldn’t make heads or tails of what she was seeing. Something hovered in the sky, something massive. As she continued staring at it, she realized that what she was looking at was some kind of island—a gargantuan floating island.

“What you see here is a floating island that appeared above the Ta'er Monastery located in China. It appeared without warning. Several minutes after its appearance, strange creatures who looked like humans with animal parts came out of the monastery and started attacking people. I’d advise anyone with young children watching this to convince their child to leave the room. What you are about to see is live footage of the attack. It is of an extremely graphic nature and not fit for children.”

The scene changed again, this time to a moving image that appeared somewhat shaky. It was pointed at the object floating in the sky. To Lindsay, it almost looked like someone had taken a mountain, plucked it from the earth, inverted it, and then made it float in the sky. The image swiveled suddenly when shouting was heard. It focused on one of the temples, from which several people in Shaolin monk robes emerged.

Several people in Shaolin monk robes with multiple tails and fox-like ears.

Kitsune!

Lindsay held a hand to her mouth and watched as the monks began attacking people. It didn’t matter who they were. Men. Women. Children. The elderly. Everyone there came under attack. The kitsune, their tails glowing with an ethereal white light, sent out beams of energy that struck the people around them. One by one those who were hit went down in a flail of limbs, crumpling to the floor like puppets without strings. Several kitsune pointed at the camera, and the owner apparently decided to run for it. They turned around. There was a bright flash of light. And then there was nothing. The screen went black.

Murmurs erupted from the students, but they were quickly silenced by Dr. Spencer.

The screen went back, but this time, it showed a battle being fought between two kitsune. Lindsay stifled her gasp. The battle was indiscriminately destroying everything around them. Even as she watched, several people—humans—were flung away from the fight, crashing into walls, hitting the ground. One person even became buried under a temple as it collapsed. After nearly ten agonizing minutes of watching nothing but increasing carnage, the screen went black again.

Then it switched back to the newswoman.

“What you saw was an unprovoked attack from a group of yōkai known as kitsune, fox-like humanoids with the power to wield elements and enslave a human’s mind. None of the people who were at the Ta’er Monastery that day survived, and it was only because of the monastery's unprecedented devastation that relief forces were sent and managed to recover this video, which miraculously survived the destruction.”

By now, the murmurs of the students had grown, and Dr. Spencer yelled at the group to keep quiet.

“These yōkai have infiltrated our world. They live within our countries, our states, our cities, and our neighborhoods. They are everywhere, hidden amongst us. You might be living next to one and never know it. This insidiousness is something that the yōkai have been working toward for a long time. According to our sources, the yōkai incursion has been a plan several hundred years in the making, a plan to enslave all of humanity.”

The murmurs had now become shouts. Not even Dr. Spencer’s yelling could make the students quiet down. Lindsay silently stared at the television screen, her eyes wide and her heart constricted with fear, not for herself, but for her yōkai friends and the human who was no doubt with them.

Kevin, Lilian, Iris… Christine, wherever you guys are, I hope you’re safe.

***

Kevin felt surprisingly refreshed when he woke up, though he did have the strange sense that something was wrong.

Ignoring the feeling of wrongness, he opened his eyes to see a gray ceiling staring back at him. There was something cool on his forehead, which Kevin soon realized was a slightly damp cloth. The shuffling of fabric to his left alerted him to the fact that he wasn’t the only person in the room.

Looking down revealed the person to be Lilian. She was sitting on a chair, her upper body lying on the bed, her head in her arms. Red hair splayed out before him like an extra silk sheet.

Kevin reached out and placed his hands on her head. He slowly ran his fingers through her hair, enjoying the feel of her soft locks. Lilian shifted and mumbled in her sleep, but remained otherwise inert. Kevin smiled as her triangle-shaped ears twitched when his fingers caressed them.

What happened to me? How did I get here?

A frown came unbidden to his face as he tried to recall what happened before he’d ended up in a bed. He remembered the assassination attempt, driving to Monstrang’s distribution center, being attacked by Justin…

Justin!!

That’s right! After battling and defeating Justin’s troops, they had taken him to Monstrang’s newspaper distribution center, where he’d been placed in confinement. Kevin had gone to speak with his friend—former friend—but their conversation had been cut short when Justin broke his bindings and attacked him. He couldn’t remember anything after that.

Amnesia? he wondered, then shook his head. No, if I had amnesia, I wouldn’t remember anything else either. Maybe I was knocked unconscious or something…

“Mmm.”

Kevin looked down as Lilian stirred. Crimson hair shifted as the beautiful vixen lifted her head. Her bright green orbs, which reminded him of an expansive viridian forest, blinked cutely several times, as if trying to get the sleep out of them.

“Good morning, Lilian.”

“Good morning, Kevin.” Lilian yawned and raised a hand to her mouth—and then promptly dropped the hand, her eyes widening when she realized that Kevin was awake. “Beloved!”

Kevin was prepared for Lilian’s pounce and therefore wasn’t surprised to feel her soft, moist lips pressing against his in an almost feverish kiss.

He responded admirably, returning the kiss with a passion that equaled Lilian’s. When she crawled onto the bed and straddled his hips, he placed his hands on the small of her back and pulled her close. When her small tongue darted out of her mouth, he met it halfway, granting her entrance into his mouth and caressing her tongue with his own. His mouth was soon filled with Lilian’s tongue and saliva, which they stirred up between them. Her hands went into his hair, delicate fingers threading through each strand and making a mess out of them. Kevin responded by letting his fingers roam her back, relishing in the soft contours of her skin. He wished this moment would last forever.

Unfortunately, they both needed oxygen to live, and they were running out.

With a loud gasp and an almost lewd smacking sound, Lilian pulled her mouth away from his. Before she could pull it far, Kevin placed his left hand behind her head and pulled her back down, dipping his tongue into her mouth and cutting the liquid connection between them.

They lay there for a moment, basking in the afterglow of what they had just done. Lilian pressed her forehead against his, her breathing deep and heavy. Something wet fell onto his face, and it was with startling swiftness that Kevin realized she was crying.

“Lilian?”

“I’m so glad you’re okay.” Her tears continued to caress her cheeks like liquid crystals. Since it didn’t seem like she planned on wiping them away, Kevin designated the task for himself, his thumbs tenderly brushing away her tears. “I was so worried.”

“What happened?”

“You don’t remember?” Kevin shook his head and Lilian’s eyes darkened. “We were attacked.”

“A-attacked?” A jolt traveled through his body, causing his eyes to widen until it felt like they were the size of dinner plates.

“Hm.” Lilian nodded. “About fifteen minutes after you went to talk to Justin, several explosions rocked the newspaper center and the ceiling collapsed on us. A number of soldiers swarmed the place and shot at everything in sight. We fought them off. Your boss was really incredible. He took on a whole company by himself and sent them packing.”

Kevin knew that Monstrang was a yōkai, though he didn’t know which kind. Still, hearing Lilian talk about how strong the large man was surprised him. He hadn’t realized his boss was that powerful.

“After the attackers retreated, we went to check up on you, and found you lying unconscious on the ground. Justin wasn’t there.”

Kevin nodded several times as Lilian finished her tale. He’d learned a lot from what she had said, and also what she didn’t say, like the fact that those troops had only been a distraction to provide Justin with a chance to escape. It made him wonder something, however. Just how high up in rank was his former friend?

“How long have I been out?”

“Two days. You had a few busted ribs and a minor concussion. I healed all of the physical damage, but I can’t heal a concussion. We had to let that heal naturally.”

Placing a hand on Lilian’s cheek, Kevin enjoyed the silky-smooth feel of her skin. “Thank you. I don’t know where I’d be without you in my life.”

“You probably wouldn’t be in danger if I wasn’t in your life.”

“Maybe, but I would also be very lonely without you in my life.”

“Kevin…”

Lilian slowly leaned in while Kevin raised his head. Her eyes fluttered closed and his slid shut. Their lips made contact in a soft kiss.

Kevin took her lower lip between his and gently suckled on it, then switched to her upper lip. He followed an irregular pattern, up until the point where Lilian’s tongue once more worked its way into his mouth. Kevin stifled a groan as her tongue gently rubbed against his. He pushed back, but he mostly let her do what she wanted. His hands went from her head down to her backside, where he cupped her cheeks in both hands and molded them against his palms.

“Hnn!”

A moan, muffled by his mouth, escaped Lilian’s throat. With little prompting from Kevin, she slowly ground her crotch against his, sending small electric jolts that traveled straight to his brain.

Their movements became more frenetic. Their kiss became more intense. The feel of Lilian’s tight little ass in his hands was like heaven, and he took great pleasure in massaging her firm cheeks, which his fingers sank into like they were marshmallows. Lilian’s butt clenched as he worked them over.

Perhaps in response to his actions, Lilian’s grinding grew more frantic, the motions faster, the actions more powerful. Her thighs quivered against his while something massive built up inside of him. He could feel it coiling around him, a knot waiting to be undone. Just a little bit further and—

“Ara, ara. It seems we are interrupting something.”

—like twelve gallons of ice water being dumped on top of him, Kevin’s body grew cold. The passion fizzled out. The heat became a deep freeze that chilled him to the bone.

He and Lilian slowly turned their heads to look at the now open door, through which several people could be seen.

“You two just love torturing me, don’t you?” Iris’s baleful stare was a clear sign of her displeasure, as was the biting tone in her voice. “Seriously, must you always do this when I’m not around? How come I’m not allowed to join in?”
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“H-hawa!” Camellia’s cheeks flushed a bright red, and she squirmed in place like a young child who’d caught her parents “naked hugging.” “Lilian and Kevin-kyun are… they are… kyun!”

“Oh, my.” Kirihime held her hands to her cheeks and wiggled in place. “How passionate.”

Kevin wasn’t really sure what to feel, and, from the gobsmacked look on her face, neither was Lilian. He looked at the group of kitsune, trying to ignore the heat spreading across his face.

“I take it there’s a reason you guys are here?” he asked, hoping against all hope that the pitiful squeak in his voice was just his imagination.

“Course there is, boya,” Kiara said, a knowing glint in her eyes, lips peeling back in a grin. Kevin ignored it. “We came to check up on you and Lilian. You’ve been unconscious for a while now, and Lilian hasn’t left your side except to eat and shower. We wanted to make sure you two were all right.”

“Ah.” Kevin nodded, feeling a little grateful that they cared about him enough to check on him—even though the rest of him was quite embarrassed. “I guess that makes sense.”

“Now that you’ve confirmed that Kevin is okay, you five can leave,” Lilian said coldly. Kevin could feel her radiating annoyance like a cracked sieve leaking water. She clearly did not appreciate being interrupted.

“No can do.” Kiara grinned as she placed her only remaining hand on her hip. “You see, the boss man said he wanted to see Kevin the moment he woke up, so that means you two need to stop trying to suck each other’s faces off and get up.”

Kevin ignored the heat in his cheeks at Kiara’s blunt assessment of what he and Lilian had been doing, and instead focused on the rest of what she had said. Namely, the part about Monstrang wanting to see him. He assumed the man wanted to get him up-to-date on any new developments that happened while he was unconscious.

“Lilian…”

“Yeah, I know.” Lilian sighed and slowly climbed off him. “It’s not like we can do anymore anyway. Mou.” Her shoulders slumped. “I can’t believe those idiots totally ruined the moment.”

“I-I am very sorry, Lady Lilian.” Kirihime bowed in apology.

Lilian just waved the apology off. “Whatever. It’s fine. I can always work on stealing Kevin’s virginity later.”

“What?”

“Nothing, Beloved.”

“I’m pretty sure that wasn’t nothing.”

“Heh,” Iris snickered, “so you two still haven’t gone all the way, eh? That’s kinda pathetic, don’t you think?”

“Pipe down, Iris,” Kevin grumbled as he sat up in bed. “Unlike you, I actually believe that sex is too important to have on a whim.”

“Is that why you’re still a virgin?”

“Stop talking about that!”

“Stop teasing Kevin, Iris.” Lilian decided to protect her mate. “Humans see sex differently than we do—well, some of them do. Kevin does, and that’s what matters. I’m willing to wait until he’s ready.”

Warmth suffused Kevin’s chest. Lilian’s willingness to hold back and not force him into having sex until he was ready meant the world to him.

He knew she wanted to. Kitsune were very physical creatures. They revelled in acts of passion. However, Lilian was willing to fight against her very nature for him, because she loved him and wanted to wait until he was comfortable enough to take that final step.

That’s why he would initiate acts of intimacy between them. Even though they never went beyond foreplay, he wanted her to know that he wasn’t refusing to have sex because he didn’t love her, but because he felt uncomfortable having sex at his age. He wasn’t even all that comfortable with foreplay, though he would admit that he enjoyed it.

That said, Kevin felt like he was missing something. Perhaps it was just his imagination, but something about the way Lilian and Iris were staring at each other as they bantered back and forth bothered him. A chill was running down his spine. He just couldn’t figure out why.

Shaking his head to dispel those errant thoughts, Kevin climbed out from underneath the covers. His bare feet touched the carpet, and for a moment he just stood there, wondering why everything suddenly felt really drafty.

“Whoo! Way to show the goods, Stud!”

Kevin wondered what Iris was talking about, but then he looked down and realized something he hadn’t noticed while he’d been lying in bed.

He wasn’t wearing any clothes.

“Iyahn!!”

Kevin’s pathetic cry echoed throughout the base.

***

The place they were in was clearly different from the base they had been at previously. When Kevin asked about that, Kotohime informed him that they had to relocate because their former base’s location had been compromised. According to her, Monstrang had many such strongholds located throughout Arizona. The newspaper distribution center was simply where he spent the most time since it was also where he worked.

Kevin studied the concrete walls and tiled floor. Pipes ran along the ceiling, some going parallel and some perpendicular. They passed by a number of doors and lateral passages on their way to… wherever they were going. This base seemed much larger than their previous one underneath the distribution center.

Kotohime and the others led him to a large set of steel double doors, which could only be opened by the two guards on either side, who slid keycards through two slots simultaneously. Knowing about most yōkai’s disdain for technology, Kevin was somewhat surprised that Monstrang was willing to install such high-tech equipment. Then again, most yōkai in the United States had become fully integrated into human society. He supposed it made sense.

The room beyond looked like something out of Call of Duty. Spaced around the cement floor were more computer consoles than Kevin knew what to do with. Many yōkai were sitting at those consoles, though they weren’t doing anything. Kevin assumed this meant the blackout was still in effect.

Monstrang’s monstrous form stood by a large board, which Kevin recognized as a map of the United States.

“Monstrang-dono,” Kotohime greeted as they stopped next to the massive man. “I thought you would like to know that Kevin-sama is awake.”

Monstrang grunted. “Is he? Then I guess it’s time to let him know what’s going on.”

Kevin could tell from the somber mood within the room that something had happened. His boss’s cryptic words were merely the icing on the cake. The man turned to them. His grave expression caused the hair on Kevin’s arm to prickle.

“As of this morning, the government made a statement on national television exposing the existence of yōkai.” Kevin felt like a several-ton elephant had been dropped on top of him. “They have claimed that ‘dangerous and violent creatures’ have invaded and hidden amongst their society, waiting for the right moment to destroy the human race.”

“But that’s preposterous!” Kevin exploded the moment Monstrang stopped talking. “Yōkai have been living alongside humans for centuries! If you guys were really ‘dangerous and violent creatures,’ then you would have attacked us long before now! This is stupid! What is the government thinking?”

“We do not believe they are thinking, Kevin-sama,” Kotohime gently told him. “It is our belief that the government is being controlled. That they are merely puppets who are being used to advance someone else’s agenda.”

Kevin didn’t even need a second to realize who that “someone” was. “The Sons and Daughters of Humanity,” he growled.

“Got it in one, boya.” Kiara’s canines glinted as she grinned at him, though the expression left as quickly as it came. “We’re pretty sure The Sons and Daughters of Humanity are responsible for the government’s statement, especially since this appears to be happening globally and not just within the United States.”

“This is happening all around the world?” Kevin didn’t think he could be any more surprised.

“More or less,” Monstrang grunted. “We managed to send out a few short communications when the blackout temporarily shut down for the announcement revealing our existence. There are a few nations that we haven’t heard from. Japan, China, and Russia have completely closed off their borders. Israel and a few other middle eastern also seem to be more concerned about their own wars than war with a group of supernatural creatures. But, aside from those few countries, pretty much every nation is now panicking.”

“That’s why the blackout is still in effect, isn’t it?” Kevin suddenly realized. “Because yōkai are such a widespread group, they still have to use human methods of communication. With the blackout in effect, they have effectively cut off our ability to plan any wide-scale actions against them.”

“That’s it exactly.” Kiara nodded. “They want us kept in the dark until they’re ready to make their move.”

“Their move?”

The adults all looked at each other. Something about their expressions had him on edge.

“We believe they are planning to start a war on yōkai. A war to exterminate all yōkai,” Kotohime answered.

All of Kevin’s breath let him. Only shock remained. Humanity planned on starting a war against yōkai? The idea, the very thought, seemed ludicrous. It was so ridiculous that even though the possibility of a war breaking out had existed before now, he’d never contemplated it happening. Now there was a good chance that it would happen, and all he could think about was what this would mean for him and Lilian.

How… how are we going to live when our entire species are at war with each other?

Kevin’s hands were encased in a sudden warmth, two sets of fingers entwining with his. He looked down to see two different hands holding each of his—one very pale and the other quite fair, both delicate and feminine.

“Try not to worry about this, Kevin,” Lilian assured him. “I know things seem bad right now, but this won’t change anything between us. No matter what happens, you are and always will be my mate.”

“That’s right, Stud,” Iris added. “You shouldn’t let yourself become overwhelmed by crap you can’t change. We’re in this together.”

Kevin relaxed as the worry faded. Of course this wouldn’t change anything between them. What had he been thinking?

“Thanks, you two.”

“Heh, you’re welcome. Now how about a kiss?” Iris puckered her lips.

“How about no.”

“Tch. Spoilsport.”

“Can I get a kiss, Beloved?”

“Eh? Sure.”

“Oh, come on! How come Lily-pad gets a kiss, but I don’t?”

Kevin stopped kissing Lilian to answer Iris’s question. “How about because she’s my mate and you’re not?”

“That… is a good point,” Iris conceded, though it became clear that she would not admit defeat. “However, while I may not be your mate, I am your fuck buddy.”

Had Kevin been drinking, he was sure this would have been a perfect spit take moment.

“Like hell you are! I don’t have a… a… a, uh, uuu…”

“A fuck buddy?” Iris offered.

“Right, I don’t have one of those.”

“Sure you do. You’re looking at her.”

“K-ku.” Kevin covered his face with his hands. “Lilian, your sister’s being an idiot and needs to have some sense knocked into her.”

“Gomu Gomu no Extension!”

One of Lilian’s tails shot from behind her back to smack Iris, who had clearly been expecting them because she avoided them with several leaps backward.

“Ha! I knew you would do something like that! I’ve caught onto your guys’—eh?” Iris looked down when something long and furry latched onto her leg. “Well, that’s not good.”

***

“I can’t believe you two,” a grumpy Iris complained as she rubbed the giant lump on her forehead. “I should sue you for marital abuse.”

“We’re not married, so nothing you say would hold up to a court of law,” Kevin replied absently as he stirred his food with a spoon.

“Besides, you kinda deserved it,” Lilian added, taking a bite of her salad, swallowing, then speaking again. “Now’s not really the time to talk about stuff like that. We’re in a serious situation right now, and I don’t think the other people there really appreciated how carefree we were acting.”

“Tch. Since when were you the voice of reason?”

“Since I realized that acting goofy in situations like this never helped anyone.”

“Whatever.”

The three of them were sitting in a cafeteria. White tiles, cement walls, and a cement ceiling surrounded them. It was a large space, about half the size of a football field, Kevin would wager. Several televisions hung on the walls, though they were shut off currently—the blackout had been put back into effect immediately after the news report exposing the existence of yōkai. Tables were spread haphazardly around the room. There was a buffet-style setup near the back. Quite a few people besides them were also present, and every one of them was a yōkai.

Monstrang had warned Kevin about outing himself as a human. With the government all but declaring war on the various yōkai races, tensions were high. If the people here learned that he was a human, there would be trouble.

Kevin wondered if his friends were okay. Were they aware of what was happening? Stupid question. Of course they were. They had to be. The announcement had been made on national television. Chances were good that every single person in the United States (barring people without television), maybe even the world, knew what was happening.

I wonder if Mom is okay. Wasn’t she in France? I wonder if I should call her… though I’m not sure I can call anyone with the communications blackout in effect.

Still, even if he couldn’t call his mom and friends right now, he would feel better having his cell phone on him.

“Lilian, do you know what happened to my cell phone?” he asked after checking his pockets and realizing it wasn’t there.

“Um.” Lilian’s face scrunched up in an adorably thoughtful manner. “I’m pretty sure Kotohime has it.”

“Why would she have it?”

“I think she tried calling your mom to let her know what’s happening.”

That’s right. My mom knows about yōkai…

When he and the others arrived back home after rescuing Lilian from Shinkuro, the Bodhisattva, his mom had revealed that she’d known about yōkai all along. She’d then forced Kevin to tell her about everything that he had been up to. Nothing changed after that. His mom still traveled a lot for her job, but it felt like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

She’ll want to know what’s happening. She probably doesn’t even know that I’m okay.

“Kevin?” Lilian asked after several minutes of silence.

“I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it,” Kevin decided out loud. “My bigger concern right now is Lindsay and the others. They know that yōkai exist. That could put them in danger, especially if The Sons and Daughters of Humanity discover that they’ve been cavorting with yōkai.”

While Lilian seemed to agree, Iris had a different opinion. “I’m sure they’ll be fine. The Sons and Daughters of Humanity won’t do anything to jeopardize their image as humanity’s saviors. It’s Villain Antics 101.”

“Right.” Kevin felt sweat roll down the back of his neck.

Lilian placed one of her hands over his. “But if you’re still worried about them, we could always try to give them a call, or maybe we could try texting them to let them know that they need to keep their heads down. It would also be a good idea to let them know we’re all right—once the communication blackout ends, I mean,” she added.

“Those were my thoughts exactly,” Kevin agreed.

Iris looked between Kevin and Lilian like she didn’t know what to make of them, her facial expression seeming to denote how disgruntled she felt. She shoved some food into her mouth. Chewing with a baleful stare, she glared at the pair as she swallowed her food.

“You know, I really hate it when you two are so in sync like that. It always makes me feel left out.” When Kevin and Lilian both turned to stare at her with matching looks of confusion, she sighed. “Never mind.”

After they finished eating, Kevin, Lilian, and Iris went in search of Kotohime. It took a while to find her. They first checked the command room. When they discovered that she wasn’t there, Iris and Lilian led them to the room that all of them were staying in. She wasn’t there either.

After asking around, they were directed to the parking garage-slash-storage facility. They walked by dozens of vehicles lined up in rows. Most of them were basic cars—sedans, vans, trucks, jeeps, and such, but he saw a few sports cars and even a large Hummer as well. They found Kotohime near a door that probably led outside. Three other people were with her: Kiara, Phoebe, and Polydora.

“Kotohime,” Kevin called out to garner the woman’s attention, “listen, I was—eh?”

Kevin stopped talking and ceased walking when Phoebe suddenly knelt before him. Her movements were so swift that he almost stumbled back in shock. What’s more, her prostrated position was very… off-putting.

“Master Kevin,” she began in a most serious voice, “please forgive me.”

“W-what? Forgive you?”

“I heard about what happened to you and the others. I should have been there to protect you.”

“Huh? What are you—oh, that.”

She must have been talking about how she wasn’t present when he and the others were attacked. He’d actually assumed she and the yuma uba who’d come with her had also been attacked.

Kevin was about to tell the girl not to worry about it, but Phoebe spoke before he could reassure her. “I understand that something as simple as an apology would never suffice for my heinous lack of action.”

“Uh, no. It’s perfectly fine—”

“Which is why I would like you to punish me.”

“W-what?” Kevin must have heard wrong. “What did you say?”

“I said please punish me.”

“P-punish you?!”

Phoebe’s head was still bowed. “It is only fitting that I be punished. As your bodyguard and mistress, I deserve nothing but your harshest punishment for not being able to protect you. Please do not hesitate to give me a harsh reprimand. I promise you that I am strong enough to take it.”

“I like this girl’s style,” Iris snickered.

“Hush, you,” Kevin snapped before turning back to Phoebe. “Look, I’m not sure that—”

“Of course, I understand,” Phoebe interrupted.

Kevin breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad you—”

“Simple punishment is clearly not enough to make up for my gross negligence of your well-being.”

“Uh, no. That wasn’t what I—”

Phoebe continued to ignore Kevin. “That is why I have determined a suitable punishment for me.” She finally raised her head and stared into his eyes, her own stern and unwavering. “Please spank me.”

The silence was nearly deafening.

Lilian leaned over to whisper into Polydora’s ear. “Is Phoebe a masochist?”

“Wh-w-w-WHAT?!” Polydora shrieked, her face redder than a fire truck. “O-o-of course not! What could possibly make you think Lady Phoebe possesses any kind of masochistic tendencies?!”

“If you would find it suitable, I do not mind having my bottom spanked with a whip,” Phoebe suggested to a flabbergasted Kevin. “Back in my village, those who committed a crime were often tied naked to a post and had their bottoms whipped with a stick.”

Lilian looked at the yuma uba kneeling on the floor, asking Kevin to spank her, and then turned to Polydora. “Are you really asking me why I think Phoebe’s a masochist?”

Polydora’s face flushed even more, going from bright red to scarlet. “She is merely trying to come up with a suitable punishment because she feels like she has failed. In our village, such failures were always met with punishment.”

“Uh-huh…” Lilian paused for a moment to think about that. “I think I’m just gonna stick with my idea that she’s a masochist.”

“She’s not a masochist!”

“What?” Kevin asked, his brain finally rebooting.

“I said please spank me.”

“I heard you the first time!”

Phoebe frowned. “If you heard me the first time, then why did you sound so confused?”

“Never mind that.” Kevin waved his hand in the air like he was waving a paper fan. “I’m not going to spank you.”

The frown on Phoebe’s face deepened. “I must insist, Master Kevin. I have wronged you greatly and deserve to be punished. Stripping me naked, tying me to your bed, and whipping my sweaty and naked body until your anger has been adequately sated is the most proper punishment I could receive for failing to protect you.”

“Don’t say things that can be completely taken out of context like that!”

“Uhuhuhu, I take back what I said before. I REALLY like this girl’s style.”

“Be quiet, Iris,” Kevin barked out before returning his attention to Phoebe. He pointed at the woman with a quivering finger. “And you, stop talking about punishments! I’m not going to punish you, or spank you, or whatever!”

“And I told you that you must. How can anyone be expected to learn if they are not punished for their failures?”

“You are taking that completely out of context! Punishing someone for something beyond their control isn’t the same as punishing someone for eating sweets before dinner!”

Still watching the proceedings, Lilian crossed her arms and nodded several times. “Yep. Phoebe is definitely a masochist.”

Polydora’s face became a bright neon. Whether that was anger or embarrassment, no one could tell.

“Shut up! No, she isn’t!”

“Is too.”

“Is not!”

“Yes, she is.”

“No, she is not!”

“No, she’s not.”

“Yes, she is—wait! That wasn’t what I—damn you kitsune and your tricky ways!”

“Tee-hee-hee.”

As Kevin argued with Phoebe, Polydora argued with Lilian, and Iris threw oil onto the fire for her own amusement, Kiara and Kotohime stood back, observing the group.

“Kids these days, eh?” Kiara chuckled as she wiped tears of mirth from her face. “They grow up so fast.”

Kotohime’s eyes glimmered like black diamonds, and her lips curved into a most glorious smile. “Indeed, they do.”

***

It took nearly fifteen minutes to convince Phoebe that she didn’t need to be punished. Afterward, the group traveled through the base. Phoebe told them that she needed to report to Monstrang, and so they’d gone off to see the man in charge.

The base was magnitudes larger than the previous one. It was an underground complex that spanned about two miles in length and had five levels. Each level consisted mostly of homes that were similar to apartments, which Kevin learned had been built for yōkai to live in if war ever broke out between them and humans. The first level acted as a garage and storage facility, while the fifth held the command center, a cafeteria, a hospital, and a training facility.

They traveled down to the fifth level—the command center, to be precise.

Monstrang was there, just like the last time they’d seen him. He was speaking with a yōkai, a male nekomata wearing jeans and a Superman T-shirt.

“… and that’s nyall I have to report, nya.” Kevin caught what sounded like the tail end of their conversation.

“No cat puns, please,” Lilian reprimanded.

“I didn’t say anything,” Kevin said, startled.

“Not you, Beloved. I was talking to the author.”

“Ugh, right.” Kevin decided to pretend he hadn’t heard that.

“Uhuhuhu,” Iris laughed.

“Stop laughing,” Kevin snapped.

“Ufufufu.”

His shoulders slumped. “E tu, Lilian?”

He ignored Kiara’s and Kotohime’s chuckling as the group stopped several feet from Monstrang, allowing him to finish his conversation with the nekomata.

“I see,” Monstrang grunted. “Thanks for the report. You’re dismissed.”

The nekomata left and Phoebe stepped in front of the massive man. “I have done as you requested and scouted the surrounding area.”

“And?” asked Monstrang. “How’s it looking up there?”

“Tense.” The single word answer was further elaborated on. “The announcement made on the news has caused widespread paranoia. Everyone is suspicious of everybody else. The people are filled with anxiety. While Polydora and I were walking through the streets, we received many looks of suspicion.”

“Did you ever think that maybe you received suspicious looks because of your outfits?” Kevin asked.

Phoebe looked down at her outfit. The black bodice fit snugly against her body and pushed up her breasts, while the white undershirt was frilly and had a dip in the front that revealed her cleavage. She also wore a short skirt, garters, and heeled shoes.

In other words, she was wearing a skimpy maid outfit.

“Is there something wrong with my clothing?” Phoebe asked with a frown.

“Not at all, unless you take the fact that most people don’t wear maid outfits into consideration.” Kevin tried keeping the sarcasm out of his voice but wasn’t sure if he succeeded.

“Hmm. So, you are saying that I should get another outfit to wear?”

“Yes.”

“But, if I wear another outfit, how will I be able to properly serve you?”

Must. Not. Facepalm.

“Just why are you so dead set on serving me?”

“Because I have been told that maids often become mistresses,” Phoebe said, her tone completely serious. “And if I become your mistress, then it means you will take me to your bed. And if you take me to your bed, it means I’ll be able to sire your child.”

Kevin facepalmed.

“I should’ve seen this coming,” he muttered, his words muffled by his hand.

***

The group strolled through a hallway, traveling towards their temporary residence. Kevin didn’t know how long they would be staying here, but he hoped it wouldn’t be long. He didn’t want to spend years in an underground base surrounded by cement walls.

Apartments were divided by wings. East. South. North. West. They were then further divided by floor and number. The apartment belonging to him and the Pnév̱ma clan was on the fourth floor, in the east wing, and was the 22nd apartment—E422.

“You’re looking a little stressed, Stud.”

Kevin didn’t even glance at Iris. He just kept his eyes straight ahead.

“Whatever gave you that idea?”

Grinning, Iris leaned into his left side and wrapped her arms around his, pulling until it rested firmly between her breasts. “It’s just cuz I know you so well.”

“Whatever,” Kevin sighed as his arm was squashed between her soft pillows.

“Kevin?” Lilian garnered his attention. “Weren’t you looking for Kotohime to get something from her?”

It took him a moment to remember the original reason he’d gone in search of Kotohime. “Oh! That’s right! Kotohime, do you have my cell phone?”

“Ara? Cell phone?” Walking several paces behind them, Kotohime tilted her head curiously. “Ah, yes. I do have your cell phone.” She reached into her cleavage, pulled out his phone, and held it out to Kevin. “Karen-sama called several times while you were unconscious. I had been trying to call her back, but your phone stopped working at some point.”

Kevin shook his left arm out of Iris’s grip. The raven-haired girl pouted, but he ignored it and took the phone from Kotohime. He tried turning it on and sighed when the screen remained blank.

“It doesn’t work because it’s out of battery. I’ll have to charge it tonight.” He resisted the urge to rub his eyes. “Not like it matters. With the blackout in place, I can’t call anyone anyway.”

Mom called… He frowned at his cellphone. How could she get a phone call through during the communication blackout? Or did she call before the blackout?

Ever since he found out that his mom had known about yōkai all along, and that he was living with a family of kitsune, he’d realized his mom was an enigma. However, Kevin was beginning to realize that his mom might be even more mysterious than he’d assumed.

“I apologize, Kevin-sama.” Kotohime bowed her head.

“It’s fine.” He waved her apology off with a smile. “I know that you’re still not used to using some of the new technology. This is my fault. I should have bought you guys a couple cell phones to use in case of emergencies.”

“You are too kind.”

“Of course he is,” Phoebe stated, puffing her chest out proudly. “My master is the kindest and strongest person ever.”

“Aren’t you going to start screaming about how the love of your life is calling the stud ‘master’?’” a curious Iris asked Polydora, who looked stoically ahead.

“I have given up on trying to convince Lady Phoebe that she shouldn’t be with that ape.” Polydora then cast Iris an irritated glare. “And Lady Phoebe is not the love of my life. She is the person that I have chosen to serve because I admire her more than anyone else in the world.”

“So you say.” Iris grinned. “But I see yuri in your future.”

Polydora looked bemused. “What is yuri?”

“It’s when…” Iris leaned over and whispered into Polydora’s ear. Those present watched as the girl’s face became redder and redder, until her cheeks looked like they would explode.

The girl reared her head back and gawked at Iris. “H-h-how shameless!”

“Uhuhuhu, that’s what she said.”

Kevin ignored the byplay between the two and sent Phoebe an aggrieved look, as if her words caused him physical pain. “Would you stop it with the ‘master’ thing? Seriously, Phoebe, it’s just so…”

“So what?”

“It’s embarrassing,” Lilian answered for Kevin. “He actually likes it, but he’s too embarrassed to admit it.”

Kevin shot his mate a betrayed look. “Traitor.”

“Sorry, Beloved.” She smiled at him. “You know I’m just teasing you.”

“You don’t sound very sorry…”

“Would a kiss make it better?”

“It might,” Kevin said, trying to act nonchalant.

Lilian giggled and kissed him on the cheek. “Better?”

“A little.”

Iris frowned at the two. “I seriously wish you two would stop doing that, or at the very least include me.”

Kevin opened his mouth to tell the girl what he thought of her idea, but then Lilian placed a kiss on her sister’s cheek.

“Better?” the redhead asked.

Kevin didn’t think he would ever forget the look on Iris’s face. Her eyes had gone wide, impossibly so. They looked like giant dishpans. Her cheeks were stained a dark crimson. She opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it again. Kevin thought she looked like a Magikarp out of water.

“Ah…” Iris’s eyes darted away from Lilian. She looked around the hallway they were walking down, then glanced at the floor. “Ah, um… yes. A little.”

Kevin and Lilian stared at Iris for several seconds, then shared a grin.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen Iris look so flustered before.”

“If I had known that all it takes to fluster my sister is a kiss on the cheek, I would have done this much sooner. It’s pretty amusing.”

They shared a chuckle. Iris pouted, but she was still too embarrassed to say anything.

Phoebe and Polydora split ways with them upon reaching their own room. Phoebe promised Kevin that she would be around early that morning to clean his underwear. He didn’t know where she got the idea that he would let her clean his underwear, but he told her exactly what he thought of her desire—by shoving her into her room and slamming the door shut.

Their room was several doors down from Phoebe and Polydora’s. Upon opening the door, Kevin was greeted to a sight that, in all honesty, he should have seen coming.

“Tee-hee-hee! Catch me if you can!”

“L-Lady Camellia, please put some clothes on!”

Kirihime was chasing Camellia across the room. The mother of Lilian and Iris ran about, stark naked, laughing joyously, like a child who’d just finished taking a bath and didn’t want to get dressed yet.

“Ah! Kevin-kyun!”

Kevin felt resignation as Camellia realized he was present, then suddenly changed direction to charge at him like a, well, like a naked woman with the mind of an overly excited five-year-old.

“Somehow, I feel like I should have seen this coming,” he said seconds before Camellia pounced.

“HAWA!”

Lilian and Iris stood silently as their mom jumped on top of Kevin, sending them both to the floor. The woman laughed some more, wrapping her arms around Kevin’s head and shoving it into her cleavage, smothering him. For his part, Kevin flailed his arms wildly as his ability to breath became hampered by the mother’s superlative bosoms.

“That Kevin is becoming more genre savvy with each novel,” Iris claimed, crossing her arms and nodding several times.

“Of course he is!” Lilian puffed up her chest in pride. “He’s my mate, after all.”

“… Right.”

***

Lilian sat down in front of her desk. Technically, it was her and Kevin’s desk… and Iris’s too, she supposed, but since Kevin had been unconscious until today, she’d been the one using it the most. Iris hadn’t used it at all.

Kevin was in the shower. He’d asked if she wanted to join him, but while she was tempted to do just that, Lilian had reluctantly declined. A lot had happened in the past two days, and she had spent all that time with Kevin, tending to him while he’d been unconscious. While she didn’t really feel like being alone and wanted to be with him, she also wanted to do some drawing for the manga she’d been working on.

It was still a work in progress. She hadn’t started to truly work on her manga until after Kevin had rescued her from the Citadel of Light. Before that, she’d mostly just practiced her drawing techniques.

Drawing manga was a lot harder than Lilian had first imagined it to be, and not just because drawing was difficult and required her to constantly hone her craft. There was so much that went into creating a manga. You couldn’t just throw together a bunch of random drawings and hope for the best. Each drawing had to flow into the next and tell the story you wanted it to. Panels had to be planned out. A seamless flow of illustrated scenes that told a story through chapters.

Lilian was only halfway through chapter one. She had the chapter planned out, but drawing was an art that required patience. Grabbing her lightest graphite pencil, the first thing she did was draw manga panels in an approximation of where she felt they should be placed. After that, she grabbed a slightly harder pencil and made very light sketches without adding any details.

“Hawa…” she muttered in concentration as she looked at her panels… and then erased them and began again.

She soon lost herself to a world of lines. Her hand moved without conscious thought, flowing from one line to the next. Time elapsed. She had no concept of its passage, such was her concentration. Perhaps it was because she was so lost that Lilian didn’t hear their bedroom door open and close.

“It looks like your sketches have been getting a lot better,” a voice said behind her.

“KYA!”

Lilian was so startled that she jumped out of her seat. Unfortunately, the person who’d crept up behind her had been standing directly over her, and thus, when she leapt from her chair, her head slammed into his with a loud crack!

“OOF!”

Lilian stumbled back into the chair, which tipped over. She hit the ground, the chair clattering to the carpeted floor with her. Her hands automatically went to her head, rubbing the large lump forming on it, which felt like it was the size of a baseball.

“Owch,” a voice said near her. Lilian shook her head, then turned to the source of the voice.

Kevin lay on his back, appearing more than just a little dazed. He stared up at the ceiling, his eyes sightless and glazed over. A rather prominent bruise on his chin showed where her head had hit him.

“Beloved!” Lilian hurried to Kevin’s side and helped him sit up. The poor boy stared around at everything in a daze, his eyes unable to focus on anything for too long.

“Ugh, w-what hit me?”

“I-I am so sorry,” Lilian apologized. Kevin’s legs were spread out in front of him, so she crawled onto his legs, straddling them as she leaned over and began kissing his chin where she’d accidentally headbutted him.

“L-Lilian…”

“I am sorry,” Lilian muttered more apologies as she continued kissing his chin. “I didn’t mean to hit you like that.” More kissing. “You just startled me so much.”

“It’s okay.” Kevin’s hands landed on her back, lightly rubbing her skin as she continued planting kisses on him. “I’m sorry for sneaking up on you.” He groaned when Lilian stopped kissing his chin and instead kissed his neck. “Though if this is the kind of treatment I get for being headbutted by you, maybe I should get headbutted more often.”

Lilian smiled as she placed her hands on Kevin’s cheeks and pulled him into a kiss. She resisted the temptation to deepen it, instead enjoying the sweet moment before helping the still somewhat dazed Kevin to his feet.

“I noticed that you’re working on your manga,” he said after regaining full control of his mental faculties.

“Ah, yes.” Lilian blushed. She was still somewhat embarrassed about showing her manga drawings to others. She didn’t think they were that good. “Do you… do you want to see them?”

“Of course I do.” Kevin’s grin was like the brightest light she’d ever seen. It practically glowed in the dark. “I always love seeing what new drawings you come up with.”

Kevin put the chair back up and held it out for her. Lilian thanked him as she sat down, and tentatively flipped her sketchpad back to the first page.

“So… this is what I have so far,” Lilian murmured. “What, um, what do you think?”

She knew that she had no reason to be nervous, but she always felt like an art student displaying their work to a professional for evaluation whenever she showed Kevin her drawings.

Kevin flipped to the next page, not speaking as he gazed at her work with a contemplative expression. Lilian placed her hands on her lap and waited in anxious silence.

As the seconds ticked by, Lilian became more and more nervous. Did he not like them? Would he say he thought they were horrible? A part of her knew he would never say such things, but the other part worried. She wanted him to like her drawings, to praise her and tell her that she was an amazing artist. But, at the same time, she didn’t think her art was good enough to deserve praise.

“I think…”

Lilian stiffened in her seat.

A pair of arms slid under her armpits and wrapped around her torso, resting just under her breasts.

“… that my mate is one of the most amazing people in the world.”

Lilian would have normally let out a relieved breath that she didn’t know she’d been holding, but Kevin chose that moment to place a kiss at the junction between her neck and shoulder.

Her breathing hitched.

“Truly…”

Another kiss. Lilian moaned and tilted her head.

“My mate…”

More kisses. Lilian’s breath caught when Kevin lightly suckled on a spot just below where her ears would be in human form.

“Is blessed with a most enviable talent…”

Lilian nearly turned into a puddle when Kevin began rubbing one of her ears. Like most kitsune, her ears were very sensitive. His fingers traced an outline along their edge, before he grabbed it between his index finger and thumb and slowly rubbed it along its length. At the same time, his mouth continued working on her neck, trailing kisses and teasing all of the spots that he knew drove her wild. By this point, Lilian’s shoulders and chest were heaving as she sucked in deep breaths. Her face had become flushed, and a light sheen of sweat glistened on her healthily glowing skin.

A warm hand rubbed her taut stomach, which twitched with little jolts as fingers danced along her skin. It rose up, past her belly button, and then moved higher until it was just below her breasts. Lilian’s breathing hitched seconds before her body caught fire when the hand slipped under her shirt and fondled her directly.

“K-Kevin,” Lilian moaned out her mate’s name, unconsciously thrusting her chest out to get more of this delectable feeling.

Smiling, Kevin slipped his hand out of her shirt. Lilian moaned in complaint, then squeaked when Kevin scooped her up, one hand going under her legs and the other around her shoulders.

He carried her over to the bed. It wasn’t as large as their queen-sized bed back home, which they’d bought because a full couldn’t comfortably fit three people, but it would do for now.

Kevin set Lilian on the bed, then climbed on himself. He straddled her thighs while his mouth attacked hers. The passion in his kiss alone made Lilian feel like she had become a live wire. Her body felt more sensitive than usual. The hand slipping under her shirt and cupping her breast caused her body to become unbearably hot.

A tongue probed her mouth, dancing across her own—an act which sent delicious tingles down her spine all the way to her tailbone. Lilian lost herself in the feel of Kevin, of his hand caressing her breast, of the tenderness he displayed as he worshiped her body. If she were a videogame, then Kevin would have been a professional gamer who was playing to win.

Lilian gasped for air when Kevin pulled back. She shuddered from the aftermath of his actions. Her breasts now felt extremely sensitive, so much so that she felt quasi-tremors race through her every time her shirt rubbed against her hardened nipples. Her lips, too, felt like even the lightest of touches would leave her a quivering pile of overly sensitive nerves.

A heat was pooling in her loins, a desire that she only felt when her mate got like this.

“Lilian.” Her ears twitched. Kevin was giving her such a gentle, loving look that she melted on the spot. “I want to thank you.”

“Thank me? For what?”

“For being you. For not giving up on me even when I pushed you away. For making me into the person that I am today. For everything, really. I’m very grateful that you came into my life.”

Lilian’s whole body flushed with pleasure. Her mate really was the best. He said the sweetest things.

“If you really want to thank me, there are ways of showing me how grateful you are.” Lilian gave him the most suggestive look she could muster. She didn’t have Iris’s blatant sexuality, but she didn’t really need it with Kevin. He knew what she wanted, and his smile suddenly grew impossibly wide.

“Hmm, actions do speak louder than words, or so I’ve been told.”

Kevin slowly, almost teasingly, lifted her shirt over her chest. Lilian didn’t wear bras. They were annoying and, as a kitsune, she didn’t need them. With her breasts now exposed, the air, colder than her burning hot body, caused her already stiff nipples to harden even more. Kevin leaned down, his eyes never leaving hers, and slowly sucked one of her nipples into his mouth.

Lilian could see no more. She closed her eyes and threw her head back as electricity coursed up and down her body.

Kevin switched from one breast to the other, his tongue swirling around her nipples, sending pleasurable jolts and shivers through her. She reached out to grasp his head and pull it down further, but Kevin batted her hands away. A whimper of complaint escaped her throat, though that stopped when Kevin reached up and teased the breast that his tongue wasn’t playing with.

“K-Kevin!”
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He moved down further, his lips and tongue blazing a trail across her stomach. Lilian cracked an eye open to watch him. His hand eventually left her breasts when he was too far down for it to reach. Even so, the way his fingers lightly glided across her skin felt pleasant in its own way. His tongue dipped into her belly button. Lilian gasped at the strange surge of heat that burst from her body.

Kevin reached her jean shorts and used his teeth to undo the button and then unzip it. He grabbed her shorts at the same time that she lifted her hips, and slowly slid them off. He tossed them aside and came back in. She thought he was going to take off her panties, too, and kept her hips lifted, but she ended up bucking wildly when he kissed her through the fabric.

“Oh!” Lilian’s eyes widened in surprise as her back arced. “K-Kevin! That… Ngg! That feels—oh!”

She calmed down when Kevin stopped, but by that point, she didn’t really want to be calm. Her body craved Kevin’s touch. She wanted his lips back on her. She wanted him to continue pleasing her.

“Kevin…” she breathed, “don’t stop… please don’t stop…”

“I had no intention to,” Kevin said, right before he grabbed her panties between his teeth.

He slowly began to pull them off, sliding them down inch by agonizing inch. He had just moved them low enough that she could see the beginning traces of red hair. Just a little more. Just a little more and then—

“HELLO, MY TWO FAVORITE PEOPLE!”

Iris burst through the door, wearing the largest grin known to man. She wasn’t dressed in her usual outfit of skintight shorts and even skimpier tube top, and had instead elected to don a slutty maid costume—the same one she’d worn for Halloween when Lilian had been kidnapped by the Bodhisattva’s youngest son.

Kevin and Lilian yelped in surprise as they both tumbled off the bed. Iris blinked several times as the young couple fell to the floor and ended up in a very awkward, yet sexy position—Kevin lying on his back with Lilian’s panty-covered crotch shoved into his face while Lilian’s face was mere inches from the bulge in Kevin’s pants.

“Am I interrupting something?” Iris asked suddenly, and for once, she actually seemed surprised. “Because it looks like I am, though if you guys are trying to do the sixty-nine position, then you’re going about it all wrong. For one thing, the stud’s got way too many clothes on. Way too many clothes. You both need to be naked for that.” Her eyes lit up with a sudden glee. “If you want, I can show you two how it’s done.”

Lilian stood to her feet, her head tilted toward the ground, red bangs covering her face, casting it in darkness. Kevin thought he saw ominous waves of dark energy pouring from her body, but he knew that was impossible. Lilian was a Celestial Kitsune. She didn’t have dark energy…

Right?

“Iris…” Lilian’s tone sounded dark.

Iris didn’t bat an eyelash. “Yes, my darling sister?”

“You’re dead!”

Lilian surged forward, pouncing on her sister who, rather than run away, opened her arms wide to receive her. She smashed into the raven-haired vixen who’d interrupted her time with Kevin. Iris fell onto her back while Lilian landed on top. Her hands quickly found the succubus flower’s throat.

“Uhuhuhu.” Even though she was being choked, Iris still managed to laugh. “I didn’t know you liked it rough, Lily-pad.”

“Shut up! I’m going to make sure you can never interrupt my mate and me again!”

“If you’d just invite me to join you, we wouldn’t be having this problem.”

“I still haven’t spoken with Kevin about that yet!”

“Then maybe you should. It’s been over a month since you told me you would.”

“I’ll talk to him when I feel he’s ready and not a second sooner!”

“Well, you’d better talk to him soon, otherwise I’m going to keep interrupting you two.”

While Lilian wrestled with Iris, Kevin lay on the ground, staring up at the ceiling, suffering the worst case of blue balls he’d had in a while.

Next time, I’m locking the door, he silently decided.

***

School had ended, and Lindsay rode the bus home, gazing out the window to watch the scenery zoom past in a blur of colors.

After the announcement that revealed the existence of yōkai, there had been a tense mixture of excitement, anxiety, and fear in the air. Some people thought it was cool that these supernatural creatures existed. Others were afraid. For Lindsay, who had known about yōkai for a while now, she understood something that a lot of her peers hadn’t seemed to grasp yet.

It was the fact that the world was never going to be the same again. Everything had changed. Lindsay wasn’t sure that change was for the better. Indeed, she was almost positive that things were about to become worse. She could feel it in her bones.

That afternoon at lunch, she had sat with Kevin’s friends, who’d also been shocked by the announcement made on the morning news:

 

“I can’t believe they would just come out and say something like that so easily,” Alex said as he sat beside his brother and a strangely silent Eric. Lindsay didn’t know what the perverted boy was doing, but he appeared to be playing with something. A game on his phone, maybe?

Andrew nodded. “You’d think they’d have more sense than to just come out and say, ‘Oh, by the way, there are supernatural creatures living alongside of you. Just thought we’d let you know.’ It’s enough to make a guy wonder what crazy ass person decided to give them that scoop.”

Lindsay toyed with her salad, not eating, just pushing the leaves around with her fork. “Do you think Kevin and the others knew what was going to happen? Maybe that’s why they disappeared.”

“I really doubt that,” Andrew answered. “How could they have possibly known what was going to happen? They don’t have any connections to NBC.”

“But isn’t Kevin’s boss in the newspaper industry?” asked Lindsay.

“Yeah, but newspaper and TV news are two completely different things,” Alex said. “That’s like saying someone should know what games Microsoft is coming out with even though the person they’re asking is a Sony fan.”

Lindsay didn’t really get the reference, though she understood the analogy. She also agreed with them. She didn’t see how they could have known this was going to happen.

She looked down at her garden salad and struggled to contain her emotions. “I’m worried about them.”

“You’re not the only one,” Andrew told her. “We’re all worried about them.”

“Kevin doesn’t really tell us anything, but we know that he’s been getting into a lot of dangerous situations,” Alex added. “A few days ago, after PE, I saw several scars lining his back and chest, and I know he didn’t have those before.”

“He’s also gotten a lot more ripped,” Andrew muttered in a sudden bout of jealousy. “Seriously, he’s got a fucking six-pack! How unfair is that?!”

Lindsay flushed just a bit at the mention of Kevin’s body. She was 99% positive that she liked girls, but even she would not deny that Kevin had filled out really nicely—though that did make her wonder if she might be bisexual instead of just a lesbian. She used to have a crush on Kevin back in the day, after all.

“Tch. I bet you anything he’s undergoing some kind of super anime-style training regimen like Yusuke Urameshi to get really strong,” Alex said.

His brother laughed. “Ha! Yusuke’s nothing. If anything, Kevin’s training is probably more like Hiei’s.”

“You clearly lost some brain cells when we were younger. Otherwise you wouldn’t say something so stupid.”

“Are you calling me stupid?!”

“Damn right I am!”

Lindsay almost facepalmed when Alex and Andrew started fighting in the middle of the cafeteria. She instead looked at Eric, who was giggling at whatever he was playing with. It was completely hidden, so she couldn’t actually see what he had in his hands, but she assumed he was playing one of his perverted games.

“What do you think about all this?” she asked, causing Eric to look up from his game.

“I don’t think we need to worry,” he spoke so softly that Lindsay needed to lean over to hear him. “I got a text message from my master yesterday during the announcement.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone, tapping the touch screen a few times before showing it to her. There was a message on the screen.

“Gone underground. Okay. Keep head down.”

It was very brief, but Lindsay understood its meaning well enough.

Eric put the phone back in his pocket. “My master lives in the same complex as the Harem Lord, the Sex Bomb, and the Tit Maiden.”

“Do you really have to call them by those nicknames?” asked a deadpanned Lindsay.

“It’s safe to assume that they’re with my master, so I wouldn’t worry too much.” Eric flashed her a confident grin. “Besides, while I don’t know exactly what the Harem Lord has been doing, I have faith in his ability. He wouldn’t be the Harem Lord if he couldn’t handle stuff like this.”

Lindsay did her best to ignore the nicknames Eric used. She hoped he was right and that Kevin, Iris, and Lilian had all just gone underground and were now in hiding. She needed to have faith.

As she thought about all this, another thought occurred to her.

“Eric?”

“Yes?”

“If your phone was in your pocket, then what’s that in your hand?”

A short, yet awkward silence ensued—

“There he is! That’s the pervert who stole my underwear!”

—At least, it did until a horde of girls ran up and one of them pointed at Eric before shouting.

“Uh-oh.” Eric leapt from his seat. “Here, hold these.” He shoved what he’d been holding into Lindsay’s hands and then bolted.

“GET BACK HERE, YOU DAMN PERVERT!”

“YOU’LL NEVER TAKE ME ALIVE!” Eric shouted back at the girls. Unfortunately, because he had turned his head to do so, he wasn’t watching where he was going and tripped over a chair. The girls used that opportunity to swarm him like hungry piranhas. Soon, the perverted young man’s screams filled the air.

Throughout it all, Lindsay sat there, blinking as she looked down at the item in her hands. It was an article of clothing. To be more precise, it was a pair of panties. She stared at the white lace garment in her hands, trying to resist the temptation.

Don’t do it, Lindsay. You’re better than this. You’re better than Eric. You don’t want to do this.

But she did. She did want to do this.

After discreetly looking around to make sure no one was watching her, Lindsay held the panties up to her face and took several deep whiffs.

“These… these smell really good,” she mumbled before noticing her audience. Alex and Andrew were gawking at her, their jaws wide enough that a fist could have passed through them, and their eyes the size of hockey pucks. Lindsay blushed and went back to her salad.

The rest of lunch was very awkward.

 

She didn’t really know what to think, both about the announcement and Eric’s words. She wanted to believe that Kevin, Lilian, and Iris were safely tucked away somewhere, but she was afraid of allowing herself to believe his words. Heather was alive and well. That much she knew. However, that didn’t mean her friends were, too.

The bus slowed to a halt and Lindsay stood up. This was her stop. She vacated the bus with several other students, none of whom she knew beyond what little she had garnered from riding the bus with them. As some of them bid each other farewell, she walked home.

It wasn’t until she got closer to home that she realized something was wrong.

Her house was surrounded by vehicles. She didn’t recognize any of them, not by name, but they were large and each one had several weapons built onto them. At the very least, she recognized the giant machine guns sitting on top for what they were. Military vehicles. She remembered seeing similar vehicles, back when Kevin had been kidnapped what felt like a lifetime ago.

Several people were stationed around her house. She counted a dozen in total. All of them wore black bodysuits and Kevlar vests. Weapons hung from their bodies; pistols were strapped to their thighs, machine guns and rifles were gripped in their hands. Bandoliers had been slung across their shoulders. Even she recognized the small, oblong objects attached to them. Helmets like those found in the army did not gleam brightly in the sunlight, for they were painted a dull matte black, much like their vests and bodysuits.

Lindsay froze, her mind stalling as she tried to figure out what these people were doing at her house. Several heads swiveled in her direction, and the urge to run away nearly overpowered her.

“You there,” one of the men shouted. “Are you Lindsay Diane?”

“Uh…” Lindsay fought for a reply. She swallowed. Her tongue felt heavy. “I… y-yes, I am.”

“Good, we’ve been waiting for you,” the man said before speaking into a communication unit attached to his vest. “She’s here, sir. Yes. Yes. Roger that.” The soldier stopped talking into the unit. “Go inside please, and don’t worry.” He winked at her. “We’re the good guys.”

Lindsay didn’t know what to make of that statement, but she did as she was told. What else could she do?

Her feet moved of their own accord, without any command from her. If she had been in control of her own body right now, she was sure she’d be running away from her house instead of walking toward it.

Upon entering the kitchen, Lindsay received the shock of her life. Her mother and father were both sitting at the table. Judging from the way her mom’s shoulders were moving, she was wringing her hands in her lap. Her dad had placed his hands on the table, but his left knee was thumping up and down at an accelerated pace, like the beating of a hummingbird's wings. Several people stood around them, men wearing the same military style suits and carrying the same weapons as those outside.

Someone sat at the table with her parents.

Lindsay knew him.

“Justin…”

“Lindsay.” Justin greeted her as if she was a long-lost friend. Something about his casual manner of speech bothered her, but she couldn’t figure out what. She was pretty sure the reason for that was because she was in shock. “It’s been awhile since we last saw each other. Please sit down.” He gestured to the only remaining chair, a smile on his face. “We have a lot to discuss.”


CHAPTER 4

A NO LONGER FAMILIAR FACE

Lindsay was frightened out of her mind, even though she couldn’t understand the reason why.

Sitting before her was Justin, Kevin’s friend who disappeared last year when they all went to California. What was he doing here? Why now? And just why was he wearing a military uniform?

“I bet you’re wondering what happened to me,” Justin said, speaking without his strange speech impediment. Lindsay said nothing, not because she didn’t want to, but because she was too afraid to speak. “It’s nothing you really need to concern yourself about, so please try not to worry. As you can see, I have been perfectly safe.”

Lindsay swallowed the lump in her throat.

“A lot has happened since I left,” Justin continued, heedless of her growing fear, “and a lot more is going to happen still. Times are changing. The announcement made several days ago was just the first step to affect that change.”

“The announcement…” Lindsay finally found her voice. She closed her eyes and fought against the growing tide that twisted her gut. “You… you work for The Sons and Daughters of Humanity, don’t you?”

“So, you know the name of my organization.” Justin smiled mirthlessly. “I thought you might. Kevin never could keep a secret very well, especially where his friends were concerned. He would have told you.”

Lindsay’s throat caught at the mention of Kevin. She wanted to ask Justin if he’d seen her friends, if they were safe, but she was too afraid to ask. Considering what she had just been told, it might have been for the best that she didn’t speak.

“If you know about the organization I belong to, then does that mean you know about yōkai as well?”

Justin’s face held a strange smile, one that Lindsay couldn’t identify but was petrified by nonetheless.

“Well, I suppose not,” Justin said after a moment of interminable and tense silence. “In either case, I’m not here to talk to you about that. What I really wanted to ask was if you’ve heard anything from Kevin and his… family.”

Lindsay could only assume that “family” actually meant the kitsune living with Kevin. Her throat became dry and her tongue swollen. What should she say? Should she even speak at all? Lindsay didn’t know what to do.

At the mention of Kevin, Lindsay’s mom suddenly snapped out of her stupor. “Is something wrong with Kevin? Did something happen to him?” Her eyes widened. “Is he all right? He hasn’t been injured, has he?”

“We don’t know,” Justin admitted with a helpless shrug. “Kevin disappeared a few days ago, along with the group of kitsune he was with. We haven’t heard from any of them since.”

“Kitsune…” The gears in her mom’s head slowly turned… and it was in the completely wrong direction. “You mean those… those women that intruded upon Kevin’s personal space were those yoki creatures that the news was talking about the other day?”

“Yōkai,” Justin corrected. “And yes, they were.”

“I knew there was something suspicious about those people!” Lindsay almost sighed when her mom stood up and slammed a hand on the table. “All this time… all this time those creatures were corrupting my Kevin!”

“He’s not your Kevin,” Lindsay muttered, “and don’t talk about corruption! The only person who ever tried corrupting Kevin is you!”

“Do not worry, Ms. Diane,” Justin reassured her mom. “We are doing everything possible to track down those kitsune and locate Kevin.”

“Then you and your group are going to rescue Kevin?” Her mom suddenly looked hopeful. Lindsay was very disturbed when sparkles started appearing in her mom’s eyes.

“That is the plan, yes.”

“Oh, thank you! Thank you so much, young man!” Justin’s eyes widened when Lindsay’s mom surged around the table, lifted him from his chair, and liberally squeezed the life out of him—and also suffocated him with her breasts. Lindsay’s mom was a big woman, so her boobage was particularly massive.

“MMMPHH!”

“I truly appreciate what you are doing for Kevin!”

“MMRG BUFF MMRRGGLE!”

“Please be sure to rescue him from those horrible creatures!”

“HUF FFFMMM MUPHUUU!”

“If you need any help, please do not hesitate to ask! I’ll do anything I can if it means rescuing Kevin from those vile creatures!”

“MMMMRRRRRrrrrrrr…”

Justin, suffocating from her mother’s bosoms, kicked and flailed and screamed to no effect. The many soldiers with Justin stood there in indecision, watching their commander slowly being asphyxiated by a pair of massive mammaries. They appeared unsure of what to do. Lindsay couldn’t blame them. As the seconds ticked by and her mom continued smothering the poor boy, Justin’s struggles slowly grew weaker. Rather than flailing erratically, his legs and arms only twitched occasionally. Eventually, even that stopped.

“Um, Mom,” Lindsay said unsurely, “you may want to stop hugging him.”

“Why is that, dear? Can you not see that I am expressing my gratitude?”

“Uh, yeah, I can see that… but Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Justin is unconscious.”

There was a moment of silence. Lindsay thought she heard several crickets chirping in the distance. Her mom looked at her. Then she looked down at Justin. Back to her. Back to Justin.

“Oh,” she said, sounding surprised. “I apologize, Justin dear. It seems I let my enthusiasm get the better of me.”

The sound of Lindsay slamming her face against the table echoed throughout the house.

***

Justin still looked a little pale as he stood by the door, ready to leave. He had just woken up from his boob-induced coma. After he had woken up, Lindsay’s mom had apologized to the boy and asked if he was all right. He assured her mom that he was fine, though Lindsay could see from the way sweat rolled down his face that he was certainly not fine. Oddly enough, she didn’t have much sympathy for the boy.

It’s probably because he’s with that anti-yōkai group. The Sons and Daughters of Humanity…

“Well, it looks like this is it,” Justin said.

Lindsay grabbed her arm and looked away. “I guess so.”

Justin’s lips twitched into a smirk, as if he knew what she was thinking. Lindsay clenched her hands until her knuckles turned white, trying not to let his knowing look disconcert her.

“Before I go, I have something I wanted to tell you. A piece of advice, if you will.”

“What sort of advice?” Lindsay asked warily.

“Don’t show up at school tomorrow,” Justin said seriously. “Before you ask, no, I can’t tell you why. All I can say is that you shouldn’t show up at school tomorrow. Call in sick if you have to, but stay here.”

Lindsay wasn’t sure what to make of his words, though a part of her realized what it meant. Something was going to happen tomorrow at school, something big, possibly something dangerous and violent.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because despite what you might think, you are still my friend. I don’t want to see you get hurt.” Lindsay must not have managed to hide her surprise very well because Justin’s lips twitched. “I plan on visiting the rest of the gang before the day is out and telling them the same thing. I told you first because you are the one who’s closest to Kevin among his friends, and also because you’re the one who’s most involved with the dealings of yōkai.”

Lindsay froze. Does he know about my feelings for Christine? Impossible!

“In any event, please heed my advice and stay home tomorrow.”

Lindsay couldn’t say anything as Justin left. She watched from the window as he and the soldiers with him entered their vehicles and took off down the road. When she could no longer see them, Lindsay lumbered to her bedroom and threw herself on the bed, her body shaking as the culmination of the day’s events finally caught up to her.

Iris, Lilian, Kevin… Christine…

That night, Lindsay fell into a restless sleep.

***

“One hundred and ninety-one… one hundred and ninety-two… one hundred an… and ninety… three…”

Sweat dripped off Kevin’s arms as he continued doing push-ups. It accumulated on his face and threatened to fall into his eyes. His triceps and chest burned and air whistled between his gritted teeth.

“Keep going, Beloved,” Lilian urged. “It’s just seven more.”

Kevin was grateful for Lilian’s presence. While other people might have found her acting as his own personal cheer squad annoying, he appreciated her encouragements.

She also acted as a great additional weight. She didn’t weigh enough that he couldn’t do push-ups with her sitting on his back, but adding her extra 90 pounds to his 135 gave him a much greater challenge.

“Two… two…”

“Come on, Beloved! You can do this! Just one more!”

Kevin could practically feel all of the blood rushing to his face as he struggled to finish his last push-up. His muscles felt like they were being ripped at the seams. His chest ached. His arms shook. His breathing had become stifled.

“Come on!”

“Two… hundred!”

Kevin collapsed face-first onto the floor as he finished doing push-ups. All of the adrenaline that kept him going quickly left his bloodstream. Exhaustion seeped into his bones—nay, his very soul. The temptation to close his eyes and pass out on the floor was nearly overwhelming.

“You can’t go to sleep yet, Beloved.” Lilian poked him on the cheek. “You’ve still got several more exercises to do.”

Kevin groaned as Lilian’s weight vanished from his back. He rolled over to stare at the ceiling. A gridwork of pipes, cables, lights, and fans greeted him. It looked nothing like the ceiling from Mad Dawg Fitness, but then, what should he have expected from a training facility located inside of an underground base?

I have to hand it to Monstrang, though. He certainly knew how to plan ahead. It might not look like much, but this place comes with everything someone could ask for.

Kevin had learned a bit more about this base from Kiara who, perhaps not so surprisingly, was sort of under the employ of his boss—though perhaps not in the most literal sense. Kiara didn’t “work for” Monstrang, per se, but she did lend him a hand from time to time.

This training facility had actually been built by her. Monstrang had foreseen the possibility of hostilities eventually breaking out between humans and yōkai. To that end, he’d ordered the construction of numerous bases around the United States, where yōkai could travel to if they ever needed refuge. These bases also acted as a training facility for the yōkai under Monstrang’s direct employ. Their job was to either hide the existence of their kind, or to defend innocent yōkai should the worst happen and war break out.

Lilian suddenly appeared above him, her head blocking out the light. Kevin blinked as gorgeous eyes that shone like viridescent jade stones looked down at him.

“Lilian…”

“Here you go.” She held a water bottle out for him as he sat up.

“Thank you,” Kevin said softly as he grabbed the bottle from her and chugged half the water in one go.

“You’re welcome.” Lilian shifted behind him, sitting on her backside and using a towel to wipe sweat off his back and neck. Kevin closed his eyes and hummed softly.

“Have I ever told you that you’re the best mate a guy could ask for?”

“Tee-hee. Of course I am!” While Kevin couldn’t see her, he could imagine her chest swelling with pride. “No mate could ever be better than me!”

“Don’t get a big head now,” Kevin mumbled.

“So, you ready to start your next exercise?”

Kevin groaned as he realized that his torture would continue.

Maybe I shouldn’t have devised this training routine for myself…

***

Lilian knew that she was odd for a kitsune. Most kitsune disliked fighting. While she wouldn’t say she enjoyed fighting, she couldn’t say she hated it either. Besides, fighting made her feel a lot like those shōnen heroes that she loved reading about and watching so much.

“Extension.”

Her tails curved around her, extending to incredible lengths as she sought to grab Kevin with them, though he proved to be a slippery foe. He ducked and cut underneath her first tail. In retaliation, she sent the second tail in a powerful sweep to knock him off his feet, but Kevin seemed to have anticipated that and somehow managed to get airborne despite his crouched position. His body parallel with the ground, the tail swept by underneath him. Kevin then twisted his body around, launching himself into a shoulder roll before getting back on his feet.

“Celestial Art: Chameleon Masquerade.”

Channeling youki through her tails, Lilian bent the light around herself. Her form vanished from Kevin’s vision—or it would have, had he not grabbed her tail.

“Eek!”

Lilian’s squeal bounced along the walls. Kevin used the moment she was distracted to close the distance between them.

Realizing what was about to happen, Lilian attacked him from behind. One of her tails tried smacking him in the back of the head, but he must have sensed the shift of displaced air, or something, because he ducked before she could hit him. While the attack didn’t hit Kevin, it did give her enough time to leap away from him.

“Celestial Art: Distortion.”

Like the name suggested, Distortion was designed to change the way a kitsune’s victim perceived light. Humans perceived light within a certain wavelength. Distortion worked by rewiring the brain into making someone think they were perceiving light on a different wavelength. This could cause everything from standard dizziness and nausea to full-on panic attacks.

Kevin didn’t even bat an eyelash. He closed his eyes, then bit his lip hard enough to draw blood. The pain dispelled the enchantment, and Kevin opened his eyes again to continue running.

Unfortunately for him, being forced to close his eyes in a battle, even a simple spar like this, could mean the difference between victory and defeat.

Lilian used the split second between the time Kevin closed his eyes to the time he opened them to launch a surprise attack. She extended her tails at him in a pincer maneuver.

It was no use. Kevin had already predicted what she would do. He leapt into the air, his legs swinging forward like a pendulum. Her tails shot underneath him, and Kevin continued moving, his legs swinging all the way around, into a flip before he landed on his feet. His knees bent, absorbing the shock and building up kinetic energy, which he used to burst forward and close the gap between them.

The next few seconds were filled with the harsh sounds of melee combat. Lilian enhanced her body as much as she could to keep up with Kevin. Yet even then, and despite the addition of her tails, Lilian was at a distinct disadvantage.

Like most kitsune, Lilian specialized in illusions and elemental techniques. They were her race’s greatest abilities. The ability to deceive and the ability to wield the elements. She wasn’t a front-line fighter—not really. She had been trained in a bit of self-defense, but she’d not spent much time honing her hand-to-hand skills, certainly nowhere near as much as Kevin.

Knowing this, Lilian did what she could to put some distance between them.

“Celestial Art: Flare.”

A bright light flashed from her tails. Lilian knew that Kevin wouldn’t let himself be blinded by this, but he still had to close his eyes, which meant she could disengage and put some distance between—

“WAH!”

Lilian screamed as her feet were swept out from underneath her. She hit the mat back first. Before she could register how she’d suddenly ended up on her back, Kevin straddled her waist and pinned her arms above her head.

“You didn’t really think that would work, did you?” Kevin’s smile suggested bemusement. “Don’t you remember trying to do this to me before? I’ve already figured out how to counter this attack pattern of yours.”

Rather than pout at him, Lilian’s eyes gleamed in triumph. “Have you now?”

“Eh?”

Before Kevin could blink, the Lilian underneath him vanished. Rather than simply sit on the ground like an idiot, Kevin rolled across the ground. The dull thudding of tails slapping the mat alerted him to the attack he’d just dodged. Skipping back to his feet, he spun around to see Lilian standing several feet away, her lips curved into a delightfully fetching smirk.

“Celestial Art: Displaced Matter.”

“Is that a new technique?”

“Yep!” Lilian grinned proudly. “It’s a combination of light bending and illusions. I bend the light so it looks like I’m right in front of you, while the illusion part affects your sense of smell and touch.”

“I guess that’s why I didn’t realize I was caught in an illusion. You’ve been getting better at those.”

“Ufufu, of course I have. I’ve been practicing!”

“I should have figured that.”

Kevin and Lilian stared at each other. Kevin slid his feet until they were shoulder width apart. Lilian’s tails writhed behind her, their movements agitated, as if anticipating a renewal to the battle. A trickle of sweat rolled down Kevin’s face as Lilian narrowed her eyes. The two were waiting to begin their spar again, waiting on some unspoken signal that would tell them to renew their battle, waiting for—

“Ara, ara. I should have guessed you two would be here.”

“Kotohime,” Lilian sighed as all of the tension in her shoulder blades eased. “Was there something you needed?”

Kotohime bowed to them. “I am guessing you lost track of time while you two were training. It is nearly nine o’clock now. Iris-sama asked me to drag you two down to the cafeteria for breakfast.”

Just then, Kevin’s and Lilian’s stomachs rumbled. The two looked at each other, their cheeks flushing red, and then they looked back at Kotohime.

“W-well, I guess I am a little hungry,” Lilian admitted.

“Ugh.” Kevin held a hand to his stomach, trying futilely to quell the beast growling within.

Kotohime giggled demurely into the sleeve of her kimono. “Ufufufu, you two are so cute when you act in sync like that. In either event, you two should most definitely take a shower before heading down for breakfast.”

In response to her words, Kevin raised his left arm and sniffed his armpit, wincing when the acrid scent of B.O. hit him. “Ugh, you’re right. We’ve worked up a really good sweat, so we should get clean before heading down for breakfast.”

“Right!” Lilian grabbed Kevin’s hand and dragged him out the door. “Come along, Beloved! To the shower!”

Kotohime watched the pair go. When they vanished, she giggled some more.

“Ufufufu, you two have become quite the interesting couple,” she murmured to the now empty room.

***

Lindsay had not slept well last night. She had tossed and turned all night long, suffered from nightmares, and woken up several times. When she’d woken up that morning, her body had become completely tangled in her bed sheets.

That morning hadn’t been much better. She’d stubbed her toe after getting out of bed, slipped on a bar of soap in the shower, and had to skip breakfast because she’d been running late for school.

School.

She’d gone to school despite Justin’s warning—no, she’d gone because of his warning, because something was going to happen, and she felt like she needed to be there when it did.

“Lindsay.”

Every time something supernatural happened, it was always Kevin and Lilian who saved the day.

“Earth to Lindsay. Come in, Lindsay.”

“Think she’s ignoring us?”

“Could be.”

“She does seem pretty distracted.”

Well, Kevin and Lilian weren’t there now, and while she didn’t know what she could do, Lindsay knew that she just had to be there. Whatever was going to happen would affect her friends, wherever they were. She couldn’t miss this.

“Don’t worry, girls. I got this. Hey! Lindsay!”

“Iyah!” Lindsay shrieked as someone yelled directly into her ear. She then promptly fell off the chair when she lost her balance, landing on her backside. Rubbing her now sore bottom, Lindsay heard snickers coming from above her, and she looked up to glare at her friends. “You guys are horrible.”

“Sorry,” Jessica said with a gentle smile. “It’s just that you weren’t listening to us. We were beginning to feel neglected.”

Lindsay huffed as she stood up and sat back down. “Whatever,” she mumbled for lack of having a better rebuttal.

“So, what’s got you so down in the dumps?” Amber asked. When Lindsay opened her mouth, her friend cut her off. “And don’t give us that garbage about you feeling just fine. We might not have known each other since middle school or anything, but you’re not that hard to figure out. So, come on, tell us what’s wrong. We’re your friends, right?”

Lindsay worried her lower lip. She really did want to tell them what her problem was, wanted to unload her worries on someone. But she couldn’t. She didn’t know what was going to happen today, so telling them about her worries wouldn’t help her. It would just cause them to feel the same anxiety she did.

“I’m just having some family issues,” she said. “You know how my mom is. Ever since Kevin disappeared, she’s been freaking out.”

The group of girls all shuddered in unison.

“Yeah,” Jessica mumbled, “we know how your mom gets.”

“No offense Linds, but your mom is freaky,” Amber added.

Lindsay’s shoulders slumped. “You don’t need to tell me twice.”

“Still, I am kinda curious to know what happened to Kevin and Lilian,” Amber continued. “I mean, don’t you think the timing is just too coincidental? Those two disappear and not even two days later that news broadcast starts talking about those strange creatures…”

“Yōkai,” Jessica said softly.

“Right, right. Yōkai.” Amber pointed her salad fork at the other girls. “Anyway, don’t you think it’s weird?”

“It is kind of strange,” Monica, a girl with curly brown hair, admitted. “Though I’m not sure what it could mean.”

“You don’t think they’re yōkai, do you?”

“I don’t know.”

“It would be freaky if they were, though. I mean, suddenly finding out that the people you went to school with aren’t even human. That would freak anyone out!”

“…”

“Is something wrong, Jessica?”

Lindsay looked up from her meal to see Jessica staring forlornly into her soup, her dirty blond bangs covering much of her upper face. Amber sat beside her, trying to get the girl to speak, but all Jessica would do was shake her head.

“Would it matter?” Lindsay asked, causing everyone to look at her. She tucked a strand of hair behind her left ear and plowed on. “Being a yōkai wouldn’t really change who they are. They’re still the same person as before. Would it make a difference if they were a yōkai?”

The girls all looked at each other. Lindsay could see it on their faces—the anxiety, the worry, the fear. None of them had even known about yōkai until yesterday, but they were already afraid. They feared what yōkai could do.

Lindsay didn’t necessarily blame them. She had seen the footage of what happened in China, the destruction those yōkai had caused, but she was still disappointed in her friends.

“Lindsay…” Monica started, “do you…?”

That was about as far as she got before the overhead speakers chimed on and the voice of their principal was heard.

“Will all of the teachers and students please stop what you are doing and head to the amphitheater? I repeat, all teachers and students, please stop what you are doing and head to the amphitheater.”

Murmurs erupted from the students. The sound of chairs sliding rang out as people stood up, all of them chattering away, wondering what was going on.

“What do you think the principal wants?” asked Amber as she and the other girls stood up.

“I don’t know,” Monica said, “I hope it isn’t something perverted, though.”

Erina, a girl with braided black hair, slammed her right fist into the palm of her left hand. “If it is, then we’ll just do what we always do to perverts.”

Lindsay didn’t say anything as the other girls cheered in agreement. Her mind had grown numb and it felt like a python had constricted around her heart.

“Don’t show up at school tomorrow. Before you ask, no, I can’t tell you why. All I can say is that you shouldn’t show up at school tomorrow. Call in sick if you have to, but stay here.”

Justin’s words from last night echoed within her mind. She had a really bad feeling about this.

With an uneasy heart, Lindsay followed the others outside to the quad.

I wish Christine was here.

***

“ACHOO!”

Christine sniffled and wiped her nose. It was red and runny and she really hated this.

“Did you know that when you sneeze it means someone is talking about you?” her teacher commented lightly, their voice more soothing than a fresh spring breeze. “Is there a special someone waiting for you back home?”

Christine’s mind instantly thought of Kevin, the boy she continued to love, even though she knew she shouldn’t. Then, as if to keep her from becoming depressed, her mind presented her with an image of what happened between her and Lindsay the day she left. Even now the phantom feeling of her friend’s lips caused an unpleasant shudder to rush through her. That kiss had been… it was…

Steam poured from her ears like twin geysers.

“W-w-w-w-what the hell are you saying?! I-I-I don’t have anyone like that! Idiot! Bastard! Lecher!”

“My, my, such harsh language. It looks like I’m going to need to retrain you again. How delightful.”

“Urk!”

***

The amphitheater was a gigantic room located within the same building as the gymnasium. Nearly three times larger than the gym, the amphitheater could hold the entire student body plus faculty.

Lindsay filed in with her friends and the hundreds of other students who’d been having lunch. The amphitheater was already quite crowded. Students stood in large clusters while teachers did their best to direct the flow of bodies. As she and her friends found their own place to stand, Lindsay saw Kevin’s friends out of the corner of her eyes.

So, they showed up, too.

“This is really odd, isn’t it?” Amber asked as she twirled a strand of hair between her fingers. “Stopping school to have all of the students show up at the same time. I don’t think this has ever happened before.”

“It hasn’t happened before,” Monica said. “Not to the best of my knowledge at least.”

Lindsay glanced around the room. Everyone seemed to be wondering the same thing as her friends. Confusion was written on all of their faces. They didn’t know what to make of the principal's announcement either, though Lindsay did notice the stage had been pulled out and a microphone stood on it. Did that mean someone was going to make an announcement of some kind?

Is Justin going to show up?

Even as she thought this, someone appeared on the stage. It wasn’t Justin, but the principal.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” the principal spoke into the microphone, his voice surprisingly serious. Everyone quieted down. It was rare to see Eric’s fat, bald, and very perverted father with an expression like that. “I apologize for interrupting your daily schedules, however, the US military has asked us for a chance to speak with all of you, to better inform you of the crisis we now face. That’s right, I’m speaking about the yōkai who have hidden themselves among our communities.”

Murmurs erupted from the students. They were silenced when the principal spoke again.

“To that end, we have a… special guest speaker who would like to have a word with all of you.”

The sound of marching feet reached her ears—dozens of feet. The doors swung open and in walked a large group of soldiers. They weren’t just any soldiers either. While Lindsay knew almost nothing about the military, even she recognized their outfits—green camo pants and shirts underneath bullet proof vests, tan combat boots, and thigh holsters with pistols flagrantly visible. Gripped in their hands were black rifles of some kind, machine guns most likely. These were members of the US army.

And leading this large procession was none other than Justin, who was decked out in the same black uniform he’d worn last night.

Whispers broke out.

“Oh, man. What the hell are all of these soldiers doing here?”

“Hey, who’s that kid at the front?”

“Don’t know. He looks familiar, though.”

“Holy shit! Isn’t that Justin?!”

Lindsay perked up when she heard Alex’s familiar shout.

“It is! What the hell is he doing with the US Army?!”

Lindsay looked at Justin as he marched through the sea of students, which split before him like the Red Sea. He ignored the whispers and murmurs about him, his face harder than she’d ever seen it before. This wasn’t the Justin she remembered, or even the Justin she had seen last night. This one was cold, hard, with the look of someone who was on a mission and wouldn’t stand for people who got in his way.

A shiver ran down her spine.

Justin walked up to the stage, climbing the steps. The soldiers moved into a single line before the stage, about facing and snapping to attention. The act intimidated the students near them into taking a step back. Meanwhile, Justin stopped in front of the microphone and cleared his throat.

“Greetings,” he said, his voice booming out of the speakers loud and clear. “My name is Justin Verräter. Some of you may know me as I was a fellow classmate at your school here, until circumstances dictated that I take an extended leave of absence.”

Justin needed to pause and wait for the students to settle down.

“Since ancient times, yōkai have been a danger to mankind. Before the creation of firearms, yōkai used, abused, and manipulated humans, enslaving us or murdering us on a whim. We were at their mercy. That changed when we entered the industrial age. Suddenly, we became a threat, and the yōkai went into hiding. We thought that would be the end of it, but we were wrong.”

More mutters rose around the crowd. Some students shifted nervously. Others spoke excitedly. Lindsay clenched her hands into fists as fear warred with anger.

“You must understand that yōkai are cunning. There have been many yōkai throughout the ages who have disguised themselves as humans and infiltrated our highest echelons of government, seducing emperors and ministers alike. When our species’s technology rose to the point that we became a threat, the yōkai simply used their abilities to pass themselves off as humans. In doing so, they all but disappeared from our eyes, but that does not mean they vanished. They still exist, and we humans still suffer at their hands.”

“That is why we, The Sons and Daughters of Humanity, will be working with the US government to discover who among our populace are yōkai, for the protection of all humanity!”

***

This is not good.

Standing near the back of the crowd, observing the slow chaos unfolding, Juan, or actually Stephen Valsiener, tried to keep a calm facade, even when every part of him wanted to immediately run off and inform the big guy about this.

“My name is Juan Martinez Valuenza Cortes,” he muttered under his breath.

This is really not good.

He let his vision slowly pan across the entire gymnasium. Most of the soldiers were stationed at the front, but there were six that had spread toward the doors. The gym had three exit-slash-entrances, each of which was guarded by two soldiers.

What to do. What to do.

He knew what needed to be done. He couldn’t afford to stay there, not only because he was a yōkai, but also because the person up top, Monstrang, needed to know what was happening. He wouldn’t even charge this time—not when his entire species was being threatened. This went beyond mere money.

I never anticipated this…

“I know that some of you are worried,” Justin continued speaking. “However, you have nothing to fear. We of The Sons and Daughters of Humanity are not heartless. We do not kill unless provoked. This is merely a way to safeguard humans, to protect them from being manipulated and used.”

Juan listened with one ear while his mind worked out how to solve this problem. As a half-kitsune, he lacked many of the powers that pure kitsune had. He could cast a few basic illusions and use standard enchantments, but that was about it.

“To that end, we would appreciate it if all of you cooperated willingly and did not make this any more difficult than it needs to be.”

He could try enchanting one of the guards, but if these people had come prepared to outfox a kitsune, they would likely know the signs and be watching for people who were under an enchantment.

“We would like to run a check up on all of the students and faculty here to determine which among you are yōkai. Like I said, we are not an inhumane organization, and we will not kill or impound anyone here. This is merely a way of determining who among you is not human.”

“THIS IS A FUCKING OUTRAGE!”

Juan snapped out of his contemplations when a figure rushed towards the stage. He nearly slammed a palm into his face when he saw that it was Chris Fleischer.

He has just made this situation a whole lot worse.

“YOU FUCKING HUMANS SHOULD CONSIDER YOURSELVES LUCKY WE LET YOU WEAKLINGS LIVE!”

Several of the soldiers knelt down, took aim with their rifles, and opened fire. The students near the front panicked. Chris suddenly screamed and jerked backwards, his body undergoing a series of intense muscles spasms and foam frothing up from his mouth. When Juan enhanced his eyes with youki, he saw that the soldiers had actually fired some kind of electric dart.

The crowd was panicking. Many students were yelling. A threnody of frightened shouts rang out, a symphony of chaos. Some of the students ran for the door, but they were blocked by the soldiers, who trained their guns on those who tried to run.

“Everyone, please remain calm,” Justin said into the microphone. “As you can see, some yōkai are quite dangerous. Chris Fleischer is a dog yōkai, an inu, and he is well known for abusing others. It is monsters like him who we are protecting you from. Now then, I would again like to ask for everybody's cooperation.”

With some prodding from the army, the crowd calmed down, though that was a very relative statement in Juan’s opinion. The crowd was not calm at all. They were a boiling pot of fear. The place practically reeked of terror. Only the soldiers standing attention, guns lightly gripped in their hands and a steely look in their eyes, kept the students and faculty from panicking.

“Excellent. Now then, when your name is called, two of our soldiers will escort you to the nurse’s office. And again, please do not worry. We have no intention of harming anybody.”

No intention of harming anybody my foot.

Juan scowled as he realized that he didn’t have very many options for escape. He couldn’t enchant his way out of this, and while his illusions were actually quite good, none of them would work against so many. In short, he was up the creek without a paddle.

This… is not good.

***

Lindsay realized that something was wrong with Jessica once the announcement had been made. The poor girl looked ready to pass out. Her knees were shaking, her face was pale, and her heavy breathing made Lindsay worry that she might start hyperventilating.

“Jessica?”

The other girl looked up at her and Lindsay almost flinched. Jessica’s wide eyes stared at her in fear.

Lindsay placed her hand on Jessica’s shoulder. The other girl almost collapsed.

“Easy,” she leaned in and whispered into Jessica’s ear. “You need to calm down. No good will come from panicking like this.”

“I… I can’t,” Jessica said, “I… I…”

“It’s okay.” Lindsay placed an arm around the girl’s shoulder and pulled her close.






[image: ]






“Everything okay, you two?” asked Monica.

“Oh yeah, we’re fine,” Lindsay reassured them. “I think what just happened has frightened Jessica. Nothing to worry about.”

Their friends looked unsure but still turned back to the conversation they’d been having, which Lindsay noted was about Justin and the soldiers he’d brought with him.

She took several deep breaths to calm down, then leaned into Jessica once more. Her friend had always been a bit skittish. That was probably why the others had ignored it, but she knew better.

“You’re a yōkai, aren’t you?” she asked. It was the only logical explanation.

Jessica didn’t say anything. Her body tried to shrink in on itself as she gave the gentlest of nods.

“I thought so,” Lindsay sighed.

She knew, logically speaking, that some of the people she went to school with every day had to be yōkai. It was something she hadn’t really thought about before, but now that their existence had been exposed, it was finally sinking in. Surely, if Christine, Lilian, and Iris were yōkai, then it stood to reason there were others at her school. They couldn’t be the only ones.

“It’s going to be okay,” Lindsay assured Jessica, who looked at her with wide eyes as if unable to believe her ears. Lindsay offered the girl the most reassuring smile she could muster. “I can’t say the same about anyone else, but it doesn’t matter to me if you’re yōkai or human. That’s not going to change who you are.”

“Who… I am?” Jessica whispered.

“Yep. You, Jessica Springen, are my friend, and that won’t change just because I found out that you’re a yōkai.”

“R-really?”

“Of course.”

The shaking of Jessica’s legs slowly ceased and her breathing went back to normal. She sent Lindsay a tentative smile, one filled with gratitude. Lindsay smiled back, glad that she could help her friend. Things were going to be difficult, she knew, but Lindsay promised herself that she would protect her friends.

Just then, multiple gunshots went off.

And the gym once more descended into chaos.

***

Juan burst out of the amphitheater doors and down the hall. Shouts followed after him, but he paid them no mind. Enhancing his muscles with youki, he raced toward the nearest exit.

He’d cast an enchantment on several of his peers, humans, slowly manipulating the terror already instilled within their minds until it reached a boiling point. The humans had rushed to attack the soldiers, who’d opened fire and caused the students to panic. He felt bad about hurting those people. However, the guns fired non-lethal rounds. It wasn’t much of a consolation, but he kept telling himself that it was for the sake of his kind.

Juan had tried to escape during the chaos, but he had been spotted by one of the guards.

“There he is!”

“After him!”

“Don’t let him get away!”

Juan swore as gunfire echoed behind him. The pings! of near misses had him jumping in fright. He was an information broker, and while he’d been in some dangerous situations to gather intelligence, he’d never been shot at before. Being threatened by angry yōkai was nothing compared to having bullets zip past your face.

He turned down a corner and bolted down it. The shouts became a little more distant, and he thanked the gods that his half-kitsune blood gave him enough youki to use enhancements. As he burst out of the exit, his legs strengthened with youki, Juan had only a moment to catch his breath before he realized that he was surrounded.

“Juan Martinez Valuenza Cortes, or should I call you Stephen Valsiener?” Justin stood at the front, the black gun in his hand reflecting sunlight.

“I prefer going by the name of Juan Martinez Valuenza Cortes,” Juan said as nonchalantly as possible, “eef you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” Justin’s words sounded almost conversational.

“I appreciate that,” Juan replied with equal aplomb.

“You cast an enchantment on those people,” Justin said, his tone changing, shifting from light hearted and easygoing to dark within seconds.

Juan licked his dry lips and wondered if he possessed any tricks up his sleeve that could get him out of this situation. “You would do so as well, were you een my situation.”

Justin seemed to ponder that statement. “Perhaps, but then, perhaps not. Now.” Justin gestured at Juan with his gun. “Are you going to surrender quietly, or will I have to shoot you?”

A tense silence passed as Juan went over his options. He quickly determined that he had no options. He couldn’t enchant more than one person at a time, and if he did enchant someone, Justin would probably find out what was happening and shoot him. Likewise, none of his illusions would work here, not in a situation like this. Really, he only had one option left to him.

Juan raised his hands above his hand. “Eet seems you have me. I surrender.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Justin said. “Men! Cuff the kitsune and escort him off campus. Make sure you wrap his tail in jorōgumo threads.”

Juan clicked his tongue as he realized there would be no escape now. He had more youki than a good number of two-tailed kitsune, but he didn’t have enough to overload the threads of a jorōgumo.

Well, this situation has quickly gone down the drain.

As he was led off campus, Juan looked at the sky, where he thought he saw an ethereal, tube-shaped creature.

But of course, there was nothing there but blue skies.

It must have been his imagination.


CHAPTER 5

THE YŌKAI IDENTIFICATION ACT

Kevin would have never imagined that this base would also contain a shooting range—though thinking about it in hindsight, it only made sense that Monstrang would want the yōkai working under him to be familiar with human weapons.

This one was a little different than the shooting ranges he had gone to with Kiara. There were no individual alcoves to separate people. Likewise, the targets being used weren’t the same stationary targets that he was used to.

Kevin had come here early in the morning to get some practice in. Lilian was still asleep, having spent most of the night drawing her manga. The last he’d seen her, Iris had been using her boobs as a pillow.

He wasn’t alone. Another person was with him, standing by his side. Heather. While he was dual wielding his custom handguns, Heather was using a standard 9mm pistol.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Ready.”

Heather pushed a button on the wall and a timer hanging from the ceiling began to countdown from ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Kevin shifted into a stronger stance, knees spreading as he raised his handguns into a position that would allow him the most stability while firing. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Heather take a more traditional stance. He glanced back at the timer. Six. Five. Sweat trickled down his brow. Four. Three. He licked his lips, which felt abnormally dry for some reason. Two. One. Damn. He should have put on chapstick or something.

Zero.

On que, ten clay pigeons were launched through the air. He and Heather opened fire at the same time, their goal being to shoot as many of the pigeons as possible. Bullets were fired and energy projectiles lanced out of barrels in bright flashes of incandescence. Clay pigeons exploded as if they were made of glass, showering the ground with the fragments of their decimated bodies. All of the clay pigeons had been destroyed before they could hit the ground.

“Heh, looks like I win.” Heather grinned. “Better luck next time, kiddo.”

Kevin clicked his tongue. “I still don’t understand how you almost always beat me. I have a much higher firing rate since I’m using two guns.”

“Having two guns doesn’t mean you have better aim,” Heather lectured. “If anything, I’d say your aim is worse when you use two guns. You don’t get the same stability as you do when firing a single gun.”

“I guess.”

Kevin looked down at his handguns. The one in his left hand gleamed bright silver, while the right one shone with a dark luster, like a black hole absorbing all light. Both were shaped like Desert Eagles.

Desert Eagles are semi-automatic handguns notable for chambering the largest centerfire cartridge of any magazine-fed, self-loading pistol. These bad boys normally fired .50 caliber rounds, but the ones Kevin used were different. Loaded with youki-charged magazines, they fired projectiles made from youki instead of lead.

What she said made sense. Dual wielding offered a higher firing rate, but also took away one’s stability. These guns didn’t have as much recoil as a regular firing arm, because they fired energy projectiles instead of bullets, but that didn’t mean their recoil didn’t exist. It was also more difficult to use two guns the way he had. He supposed that was what happened when someone tried shooting two different targets at the same time—the fact that they were both moving targets notwithstanding.

I should work on being able to fire at multiple targets at once.

“Anyway, we’ve still got some time before anyone else wakes up,” Heather commented, tossing him a challenging grin. “Wanna go another round?”

“Of course I do,” Kevin answered, gesturing for her to start the timer. “I’m always up for a challenge.”

Despite his confident words, Kevin only managed to beat Heather once, and only by a single point. He was positive that his win was just an instance of him getting lucky. She had overextended herself during one of their spars, and he'd managed to capitalize on that by tripping her and shooting her in the back.

Heather had more experience than him, so it made sense that she would come out victorious more often than not. He accepted that and tried not to let it bother him, though he did make a promise to come back and practice some more. While he might have accepted Heather being better than him, it didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try and become better than her.

After parting ways, Kevin decided to make use of the shower. One wouldn’t think so, but firing guns for two hours actually worked up quite a sweat. The amount of concentration and stamina required to consistently fire one gun, never mind two, was a lot higher than most people would assume.

Perhaps it was due to how they were trying to conserve space, but showers in this base were communal. They were just a big, open space filled with tiles and shower heads. Because they were communal, it meant the men’s and women’s showers were separated. Lilian had been most disappointed when they discovered that fact the other day.

Kevin didn’t hesitate to strip out of his sticky clothes and put them in a locker. His bare feet padded along the white tiled floor as he stepped into the showers. Going to the nearest shower, he turned it onto his hottest setting then stood under the spray, enjoying the feel of hot water traveling down his back. It was only after standing there for nearly five minutes that he realized something.

“Crap, I forgot to grab soap and shampoo.”

He was just about to turn around and head back into the locker room for some soap—

“Do not worry, Master. I have soap and shampoo that you can use.”

—when a terrifyingly familiar female voice spoke up.

No. No, no, no, no. Please no. Please tell me that voice was just a figment of my imagination. Please tell that she didn’t really just walk into the men’s shower stalls.

The pitter-patter of feet made Kevin turn around. What he saw was a sight that was every bit as horrifying as it was arousing.

Her long hair, which was reminiscent to the color of honey, had been tied into a ponytail. Despite that, it was still long enough that it ran all the way down to her shapely derriere. Her slim waist was defined by a set of lovely hips, which ran down into a pair of thighs muscular enough to make him feel self-conscious. A few strands of her gleaming golden hair had been worked out of the ponytail. They framed the woman’s face, which could have passed off for royalty, such was the refined regality she possessed. A slender neck and slim yet defined shoulders worked down into a set of toned arms and a pair of breasts that were simply out of this world. She, like most yōkai he knew, seemed to define the term “drop dead gorgeous.”

“P-Phoebe.” Kevin tried to keep his eyes from straying down. He would not give into temptation! “W-what are you doing here?”

“I was on my way to the women’s bath house when I saw you walking to the showers. I noticed that you had none of the items necessary to take a shower, and so I decided to lend you my soap and shampoo,” she answered, licking her lips, her gaze traveling down.

Kevin squeaked and held his hands over his crotch. “J-just where the heck are you looking?! Stop staring at me like that!”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Phoebe said in a voice so bland that Kevin almost believed her. Almost.

“Yeah, right. Eyes up top, Phoebe.”

“In either event,” Phoebe continued, “please do not hesitate to make use of my bath care products.”

“You’re ignoring me, aren’t you?! Why do you girls always ignore me when I tell you not to do something that you don’t want to do?!”

Kevin’s question went unanswered. Phoebe walked further into the room, and his eyes nearly bulged from their sockets when the yuma uba’s breasts bounced with each step. They were jiggling like jello. And maybe it was just him, but he could have sworn he heard a very flamboyant boing! every time they bounced.

“W-what are you doing?” Kevin asked, his voice squeaking like a frightened rat trapped within the paws of a cat. Phoebe continued moving inexorably forward, closing the distance as his back pressed against the wall.

“What do you mean? I am bringing you my bathroom supplies, obviously.”

“You could just set them on the floor. There’s no need to stick around!”

“Of course there is. This is the perfect time for us to bond as master and mistress. Furthermore, I have been told that skinship is an important part of the bonding process.”

“Where did you get that idea?!”

“Iris lent me one of your picture books.”

“Damn that vixen,” Kevin muttered. “And it’s manga, not picture books.”

Kevin couldn’t believe this was happening… though maybe in hindsight, he should have. He’d been so certain that Phoebe would try to appeal to Lilian ever since his mate had told the yuma uba that she needed her permission to mate with Kevin. It looked like they had underestimated this chick’s resolve.

“Now then,” Phoebe stepped even closer into his personal space, “please allow me to wash your back.”

“Listen to me when I’m talking to you, dang it!”

Kevin’s heart hammered in his chest as Phoebe walked even closer. The sound of her feet padding along the wet tile made his heart race. He needed to do something. He needed to get away from her.

The hairs on his arms suddenly prickled. They warned him of danger.

Phoebe lunged at him, suddenly and without warning. Kevin squealed like a little girl as he ducked. There was a harsh thud above him—the sound of someone’s face slamming into a wall. Kevin ignored it and scrambled out of the way before Phoebe could fall on top of him. He raced out of the shower room and grabbed his clothes. He was just about to put them on—

“Master Kevin!”

—When Phoebe burst into the room. She raced toward him like a stampeding bull, her powerful thigh muscles flexing as she moved quicker than most humans could track.

In a fit of panic, Kevin tossed his sweaty clothes at Phoebe and bolted out of the locker room, rushing down the hallway. Barely a second after he left, Phoebe also rushed into the hallway and chased after him.

“Wait, Master Kevin! You still haven’t cleaned up properly! Please allow me to help you clean up!”

“Not a chance!”

“But why not? What’s a little skinship between master and mistress?”

“I don’t even know where you got the idea that we are master and mistress!”

“It’s because of this—”

“If you mention anything about having read this in a manga, I’m going to shun you!”

The chase continued. Kevin raced down the halls, his heart pounding in time to the sounds of his bare feet hitting the tiles. Several other people were also walking down the halls, and all of them stopped to gawk at him and the girl chasing him. Kevin ignored this and continued to run. If he could just get to his apartment, he would be safe. He came up on a corner and turned down it—

“Kya!”

—and then promptly crashed into someone who just happened to be turning the same corner at the exact same time. He and the person he crashed into tumbled to the floor, him landing on top and the person he’d run into landing on the bottom.

Kevin groaned as he pushed himself up. “W-what hit me?” he asked no one in particular.

“A-ahn!” a delicate moan sounded out underneath him.

He froze. Slowly, he panned his eyes down to look at the person he had landed on top of. Polydora lay on her back underneath him, her eyes closed and her skimpy yuma uba armor doing nothing to hide her impressive assets, which rose from her chest like two small mountains. His hands were cupping those same breasts, the chest piece having fallen away, the strings tying it together having loosened. Her nipples peaked out from between his fingers, which stiffened as he accidentally rubbed them.

“You… what… what is this?”

With the eyes of a frightened child, Kevin looked back up at Polydora’s face. She was staring at him, her eyes wide and her face red. He looked back down at his hands still cupping her breasts. Then he looked back up at her.

Polydora’s face grew steadily redder until it looked fit to explode.

“I don’t suppose an apology would suffice, would it?” asked Kevin in his most diplomatic voice.

Polydora’s face took on the color of a star going nova.

Then she exploded.

With rage.

***

“IIIYYYYAAAAA!”

Phoebe was just about to turn the corner that she had seen Kevin run down, when a loud, ear-piercing scream echoed across the entire hall. This was immediately followed by several shouts, which was then proceeded by objects suddenly flying out of the hallway.

Her wet feet slipped along the floor until she came to an inelegant stop. She was just in time, too, for not even a second after she stopped did Kevin come flying out of the hallway like a weak yōkai being chased by the Shinigami.

“You lecherous fiend!” a roar came from the hallway, along with several sharp and pointy objects.

“It was an accident!” Kevin shouted—then had to immediately duck to avoid getting his head bashed in by a crowbar that came flying out from the hallway.

“How dare you grope my chest like that!”

A large dresser drawer suddenly flew out from the hall. Kevin ducked, and the dresser smashed against the adjacent wall, shattering into thousands of wooden splinters.

“That’s what you’re bothered about? Do you not even care that I’m naked!”

“That just makes it worse!”

This time, it was a kitchen sink that flew through the air like a ballistic missile.

“What the heck is up with these kitchen sinks?!” Kevin barely avoided being flattened.

Phoebe finally came to her senses and realized that the key to her procreation was in danger.

She didn’t hesitate to move in.

“Do not worry, Master! I will protect you!”

She ran forward to save Kevin from his predicament. Unfortunately, she’d forgotten that her feet were wet. Thus, she slipped along the floor. With no means of gaining proper traction, she slid right into Kevin, knocking them both over.

Phoebe pushed Kevin to the floor. She moaned when her breasts rubbed against his chest, enjoying the feel of electricity that ran down her spine from the contact. She could feel his entire body against hers.

“Master,” she moaned, “do you see now why skinship is so important?”

“...”

“Master?”

When Kevin didn’t answer her, Phoebe looked down. Kevin’s eyes had rolled up into the back of his head. She could see nothing but their whites. Furthermore, his neck had been twisted at an awkward angle and his tongue was hanging out. Fortunately, he was still breathing.

Phoebe lifted Kevin by the shoulders and began shaking him back and forth, as if doing so would help him regain consciousness. When that didn’t work, she started slapping his face.

“Master? Master? Wake up, Master.”

During this time, Polydora rushed into the hallway to see a naked Phoebe smacking an equally naked Kevin silly. It took her several seconds to understand what she was seeing, but when she realized that there was a naked Phoebe in front of her, and that Phoebe was straddling an equally naked Kevin, she reacted the only way she knew how.

She fainted.

***

Kevin met up with Lilian and the others for breakfast. He was sitting beside his girlfriend-slash-mate and her sister. Phoebe and Polydora were sitting at the same table but on the opposite side. Lilian was staring at him.

“Kevin?”

“Yes, Lilian?”

“Why are your cheeks all red?”

Kevin didn’t answer as he tried to eat his breakfast without cringing. His cheeks, which were red enough to make fire trucks jealous, looked quite swollen, like someone had shoved two balloons into his cheeks.

“That is my fault,” Phoebe admitted, sounding ashamed. “Master had been knocked unconscious, and I tried waking him up.”

Lilian tilted her head. “I’m not sure how trying to wake someone up could make their face look like it was smacked around by a mallet.”

“I tried to wake him up by hitting him.”

“Ah,” she and Iris said at the same time.

The group was sitting at one of the many tables in the cafeteria, which was mostly empty. Kevin had learned from Kotohime that the base was working with a skeleton crew right now. According to her, only about fifty people were currently living in this facility. It made sense. This base was supposed to be an emergency retreat in the event of something catastrophic happening, not a resort for yōkai to stay at whenever they pleased.

Sitting with them was Camellia. The beautiful mother of two was giggling like a child as she played with her food.

“Look, Kiri-Kiri! Look at what I made?”

Breakfast that morning was bacon and eggs. Camellia had been playing with the food so it formed a smiley face. She’d used the bacon to create lips and eggs to create eyes and a nose. It was crude and looked like something a five-year-old would create.

Kevin glanced at Lilian. The redhead didn’t appear to be paying attention, but if he looked closely enough, he could see the way she gripped her fork more tightly than she needed to, and how her tails bristled in agitation. Most telling of her feelings, however, was the way her eyes welled up. She refused to cry, and indeed, Kevin suspected that she had already cried over this very matter more than enough, but he could see the hurt in her watery viridian gaze.

Feeling his own heart clench, Kevin knew that he needed to distract her from whatever tumultuous thoughts were boiling within her mind. Grabbing his own fork, he slid some eggs onto it and held it up.

“Lilian,” he grabbed her attention, “you’re not eating. Here, say ‘ah.’”

The two-tailed Celestial Kitsune didn’t seem to understand what he was doing at first. It took nearly five whole seconds, but then her eyes widened in understanding before, much like how the morning dew glistens with the first rays of sunlight, Lilian’s entire face seemed to gain a new luster.

“Ah.”

Lilian opened her mouth wide and allowed Kevin to place the fork in her mouth, which she slowly closed. Her lush lips formed a strangely erotic shape as they closed around the fork. Kevin slid his utensil out of her mouth, scooped up some more eggs, and continued feeding her.

Sitting next to her sister, Iris’s eyes took on a disturbing gleam. “Hey, Stud. I hope you plan on feeding me, too.”

“Nope,” Kevin said as he continued feeding an ecstatic Lilian.

Iris huffed. “How rude. What’s a girl gotta do to get a little love around here?”

“How about find herself a boyfriend?”

“I’ve read about this phenomenon before,” Phoebe mumbled as she stared at Kevin and Lilian, her expression more analytical than it probably should have been. “This is what they call spoon feeding, and it’s supposed to be something that people do when they’re in love.”

“Actually,” Iris corrected the yuma uba, “spoon feeding is when a parent feeds their child, and it’s not romantic at all.”

“I see.” Phoebe adopted a thinking pose, cupping her chin in her left hand, while drumming the index finger of her right hand against the table. “Then what do you call this?”

“I don’t think it actually has a name,” Iris confessed. “However, I like to call it ‘I want you to fuck me sign number twenty-five.’”

“Pardon?” Polydora, who’d been trying to quietly eat her breakfast, furrowed her brow. “What kind of name is that?”

Iris grinned lecherously. “An awesome name.”

“A stupid name.” Kevin glared at Iris as he set down his fork. “Seriously, what the heck kind of name is that?”

“The kind only Iris can come up with,” Lilian quipped, feeling much better, if the smile on her face was any indication.

“Hmph!” Iris crossed her arms. “You two just don’t understand my incredible capacity for coming up with suitably astounding names.”

“Whatever you say,” Lilian and Kevin said at the same time.

“Tch!” Iris clicked her tongue and looked away. “There it is again. So annoying.”

Breakfast continued and a few more people trickled in. Kevin made a game out of trying to name each yōkai species he saw. There were a pair of nekomata, a tengu whose pitch-black pinions flared from his back like the wings of a fallen angel, and a strangely feminine figure that he could not identify with a face that had hundreds of eyes on it.

“That’s a dodomeki,” Kotohime’s voice rang out behind him. “They’re also known as the Demons with Hundreds of Eyes. I did not expect to see one here in Arizona. Though considering their penchant for stealing, I suppose I should have.”

Everyone turned in their seats to see Kotohime giving them a grave look. Kevin would have wondered when she arrived, but that expression on her face made the question freeze in his throat.

“We have a problem,” she told them.

***

Kotohime brought them all to the command center. Stepping into the large room after the doors opened, Kevin was surprised to notice that the room was nearly empty—no, not empty. The command stations, which yōkai were normally always seated in at any given time were empty, but the room itself was not.

They sat around a large screen, which Kevin soon realized was a monitor playing the news. That meant the blackout must have ended, or maybe it was only temporary like last time. A news anchor was standing in front of the White House. The anchor was saying something, though he could not make it out until he walked closer.

“… The president has officially declared his intentions for all yōkai to receive wristbands, identifying them. When asked about his reasons for this decision, the president stated that it was ‘for the protection of all humanity’ and claimed that ‘having a way to identify who is and isn’t a yōkai will allow humans to better defend themselves from any supernatural manipulation.’ We’ll have more news on that later today. Back to you, Cheryl.”

The screen changed to a news station, which began talking about something far less monumental than what he’d just heard.

“This… how could they do this?” one of the yōkai asked, his chicken-like head and the fire he breathed from his mouth letting Kevin know that he was a basan: a fire breathing fowl yōkai whose legends originated from the Ehon Hyaku Monogatari, the Picture Book of a Hundred Stories.

“I don’t think the question is how they could do this, but why they would do it,” another said, and Kevin recognized him as Mack, the rabbit yōkai, which Kevin had learned was called a usagi. “By forcing yōkai to wear wristbands, it lets humans know that these people are different from them, that they are dangerous. It will breed fear in humans and resentment in yōkai.”

“But why would they want to do that?” asked the basan. “What purpose would they have for doing such a thing? Are they trying to start a war?”

“That is exactly what they are trying to do,” Kotohime intruded, bringing all attention to her. She ignored the looks from the other yōkai, appreciative and otherwise, and bowed her head to Monstrang. “My apologies for being so late, but I wanted my charge and her family here to learn of what has happened.”

“That’s fine,” Monstrang grunted. “Where’s Kiara?”

“On reconnaissance.”

Another grunt.

“So what was up with that announcement?” Iris asked, crossing her arms under her breasts, and thereby pushing them up. She wasn’t wearing a bra, so her nipples poked through her shirt.

Several of the men present started drooling while at least two were felled by a nosebleed. Kevin almost facepalmed when he saw one person go down in a geyser of blood, while the other was launched clear across the room.

“You people do know that Iris is under age, don’t you?” Kevin muttered harshly.

“Is that jealousy I hear?” asked a grinning Iris.

“Hardly.”

“I would appreciate it if you didn’t make my men pass out,” Monstrang rumbled in displeasure.

“Oops. My bad.” Iris poked her tongue out and tried to look coy. “Though, it’s not really my fault they can’t handle a weak attack like this. I guess not every man can be like the stud over here.” She slinked up to him and put his free arm between the valley of her breasts. Having gone through this song and dance before, Kevin didn’t react much, but he could still appreciate how soft and elastic her breasts were as his arm was smashed between them. “You just get so much practice, don’t you?”

“Please don’t turn this into a meeting of debauchery,” Kevin said tiredly, even as he pulled his arm from her chest. Iris pouted but didn’t say anything.

“My sister’s antics aside, she does bring up a good point,” Lilian said. “What was all that on the news about?”

“The president has just passed a law that states all yōkai must now wear a wristband signifying them as such,” Monstrang’s grunting tones filled the room. “It’s called the Yōkai Identification Act, and it’s purportedly been passed in order to help protect people from yōkai manipulations.”

“But that’s not the real reason, is it?” Lilian pressed. “Wearing a wristband or an armband or whatever doesn’t stop yōkai from manipulating humans. It just means that people can identify them as yōkai now.”

“That is correct, Lilian-sama.” Kotohime gave her charge a smile of pride. It was a look that Kevin recognized. His mother sometimes gave him that look when he had done well in school… well, back when she wasn’t traveling so much. “We believe the true intent of this act is to sow discord between humans and yōkai.”

“Do you think The Sons and Daughters of Humanity are behind this?” asked Kevin.

“Indeed, that is exactly what we think,” Kotohime answered. “They are the ones who stand to gain the most from this act being passed. We already know they harbor a deep hatred for yōkai, and we know their modus operandi is supposedly to protect humanity from us. There is no doubt in my mind that all of this was done by them.”

“But why would they want to do something like this?” asked Lilian.

Kotohime gave her charge a look so serious that Kevin’s spine tingled, and he wasn’t even the recipient of it.

“I thought that would be obvious, Lilian-sama,” Kotohime said. “This is clearly the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s first salvo in their war to exterminate all yōkai.”

***

Kotohime watched as the group of youngsters left the command center. Kevin led Lilian and Iris by the hand while Camellia and Kirihime trailed behind them. The young man had said something about going to train to “prepare for what was to come.” Despite the situation they were facing, his words brought a smile to her face.

“You didn’t tell them about Juan’s incarceration.”

Not knowing what else to do, Kotohime could only offer a shrug at Monstrang’s comment. “There isn’t much point. My kitsunetsuki lost the vehicle that contained him. Even if I were inclined to inform them of what happened to Valsiener-san, we couldn’t do anything about it.”

“Speaking of, we’ll need to find him soon.” Monstrang walked across the room, stopping in front of a large map posted across a board that hung from the wall. “We’re going to be in a much worse situation if we don’t have the information he can provide us with.”

Kotohime followed Monstrang. She stared at the map, which showed the city of Phoenix. It was highly detailed, revealing everything from freeways and major landmarks to side streets and small mom and pop shops.

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Kotohime assured Monstrang. “Kiara is currently tracking down Valsiener-san’s location. Apparently, her brother was also arrested and taken away in the same vehicle. If anyone can find their location, it’s her.”

“Let’s hope so,” Monstrang grunted.

***

“Ugh… I’m done.”

Iris slumped against the wall, her strength leaving her like dust in the wind. Her legs shook from the amount of energy she’d expended and her arms felt like someone had strapped lead weights to them. Her body was shaking, her chest was heaving, and her mind felt clouded over.

In short, she was done.

“How can they keep going like that?”

While Iris might have been finished, the two people who’d dragged her to the training facility weren’t. Kevin and Lilian continued sparring on the large blue mat in a blur of fists, feet, and illusions. Even as she continued watching, Kevin threw a punch at, if Iris had to guess, an illusory image of Lilian, because he stumbled forward a second later, his eyes widening in surprise as he passed through the redhead like she was a hologram.

It was a testament to how skilled he’d become to adapting to the unexpected that he didn’t stop moving. He tucked forward into a shoulder roll. Lilian struck the spot he’d been standing on with her tails. When the redhead saw that she had missed, she launched her tails at Kevin again. Unfortunately, Kevin must have already realized what she’d been going to do, as he ducked under the first tail, then wove around the second. He reached out just as the second tail passed, grabbed ahold of it with his left hand, and began caressing it with his finger.

Ho? Iris perked up. It looks like things are finally getting interesting.

Tails were one of a kitsune’s weak points. They were highly sensitive, especially when youki was being channeled through them like Lilian had done. Iris likened them to a giant erogenous zone.

“A-ahn!” Lilian moaned loudly and fell to her knees, her body quivering. Her cheeks became flushed and her breathing heavy. “N-no fair. You—ahn!—you know my tail is sensiti—oh!”

“I know,” Kevin admitted shamelessly as he continued stroking the underside of her tail. He was very gentle. It was more like a caress, but that probably made Lilian all the more hot and bothered. “But a warrior has to use every method of fighting available to him, especially since you’re using illusions.”

“B-but you said that—a-ahn!”

Lilian’s glistening thighs quivered and her butt cheeks clenched as Kevin continued playing with her tail. Her body became slick with sweat, which made her clothes cake to her skin. Lilian was lying on her stomach and chest—mostly her chest, which was so big they spilled out the sides—and her face was turned toward Iris, so she had a perfect view of the ecstasy on her sister’s face: The way Lilian’s cheeks had turned red, the vixen’s heavy breathing, and the small amount of drool leaking from her lips. Iris felt an incredible urge to plunge her tongue into Lilian’s mouth and ravage the redhead’s depths with her fingers.

Too bad she couldn’t even move.

Damn it. I bet the stud did this on purpose. He knows I’m watching and he’s doing this to torture me.

It was a stupid notion, certainly. Kevin wasn’t really the type to do that. Anytime he was intimate with Lilian, it was always behind locked doors. Chances were he’d simply forgotten about her in the heat of the moment. That still didn’t make this situation any better.

Iris sighed.

This sucks. I can’t even masturbate like this.

She stared at her arm, watching it intently as she tried lifting it up. Nope. That arm was not moving any time soon.

“You look awfully tired,” a male voice said to her left. “Having trouble keeping up with the two energetic lovers over there?”

Iris looked up to see the usagi from before. Looking at him more closely, she could see that he was probably what most people would consider handsome. His strong jaw lent him a masculine appearance, while the reddish pink hair framing his face gave him a slightly feminine quality. Ice blue eyes peeked out from behind slightly shaggy bangs. He was also quite muscular. The form-fitting sleeveless T-shirt conformed to his physique, which glistened lightly with sweat, showing that he’d just finished his own workout.

“Yeah, what’s it to you?” asked Iris before computing the second half of what he’d said. “Wait. What?”

She’d turned back to Lilian and Kevin to see that what had once been a sparring session had now turned into an extremely heavy make out session. Lilian was lying on top of Kevin, presumably from tackling him. She was giving the blond boy an open-mouthed kiss. Iris could see their tongues swirling around each other, hooking and pushing and pulling. The saliva was dripping down their chins. Neither of them seemed to care. Lilian’s hands were making a mess of Kevin’s hair, while Kevin’s were firmly grasping the redhead’s deliciously tight butt.

“Damn it,” Iris swore under her breath before shouting at the two. “HEY! GET A FUCKING ROOM YOU TWO! BETTER YET, IF YOU GUYS ARE GOING TO DO THAT WHILE I’M STILL HERE, THEN AT LEAST INVITE ME TO JOIN IN!”

The two lovebirds jerked apart, and Iris realized with some irritation that they really had forgotten where they were. Honestly, it was like they just completely forgot about everything else once they started going at it.

“Sounds like you’ve got some issues with them being together,” Mack commented lightly.

Iris’s already irritated expression gained several levels of annoyance. “I have no issue with the stud being mated to my sister.” Then, speaking a bit louder, she said, “My problem is that they won’t let me join in on the fun!”

Kevin and Lilian had clearly heard her. Kevin’s face turned cherry red, while Lilian looked apologetic.

Iris sighed. She knew why Lilian was taking so long to speak with Kevin. He was a human. To him, being in a relationship meant having only a single partner. The idea of having more than one lover felt wrong to him.

It’s all because of the stupid society he grew up in. Inari damn it. Why couldn’t we have been born during the shogun period where polyamorous relationships were practiced? Stupid Americans.

“Uh…” the usagi—Mark, she thought his name was—looked somewhat uncomfortable. “Not to be rude, but isn’t that girl your sister?”

Iris tossed him a deadpan stare complete with half-lidded, bored eyes. “Yeah. So?”

Mickie stared at her for a little more before looking away. “No. It’s nothing.”

At this point, Kevin and Lilian walked up to them, and the blond teen got a good look at the pinkish-haired man.

“Hey, aren’t you Mack?”

“Yep. That’s me.” Mack grinned. Huh, so that was his name. “Good to see you again, brat.”

Kevin clicked his tongue. “Why does everyone call me ‘brat’?”

“Cuz you are one,” Iris quipped. “If you weren’t, you and Lilian would have done the nasty by now, and I would already be joining you two in your sexcapades.”

“Stop mentioning sexcapades!” Kevin shouted.

“So, Mark,” Lilian said.

“It’s Mack.”

“Yeah, that.” Lilian didn’t really seem to care. “Are you undergoing shōnen-style training, too?”

“Huh?” Mack looked genuinely befuddled. “Shōnen what now?”

“You don’t know what shōnen-style training is?!”

Lilian looked suitably horrified. Acting with haste, she stuck a hand between her cleavage and pulled out a book called TV Tropes for Dummies. After flipping through several pages and mumbling to herself, she eventually found the page she was looking for.

She coughed into her hand and adopted a lecture post. Kevin often called it Lecture Pose Number Twenty-One. It was where she held the book in her right hand while she held her left hand near her face and pointed at the ceiling like a teacher trying to make a point.

“Otherwise known as Training from Hell. This training method goes by the ‘harsher is better’ idea, stating that the more likely your training is to kill you, the stronger you’ll become if you survive. All shōnen manga heroes will undergo similar methods of training, though sometimes they undergo the Next Tier Power-Up, which is what shōnen heroes do to gain a new power.” Lilian snapped the book shut and placed it back in her cleavage. “However, Kevin is a human. He doesn’t have any kind of special power, so Training from Hell it is.”

“Kiara calls it the ‘Making His Whole Life About Fighting Even if He Dies’ training method,” Kevin added helpfully.

“Does she really call it that?” asked a curious Lilian.

“Yep,” Kevin said with a completely straight face.

“Huh, you think she’s ever watched Kenichi: The Mightiest Disciple?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me. Some of her training regiments are downright murder.”

“Uh-huh…” Mack looked back and forth between the young couple. “Um, no offense, but that didn’t really seem like Training from Hell to me. It looked more like you two were just making out.”

Kevin blushed at the mention of his passionate moment with Lilian. Iris would admit it was almost cute the way he still blushed even after everything he and Lilian had done.

“That’s because it was nearing the end of our training,” Lilian defended herself and her mate. “Before that, we were doing super hard training.”

“Really?” Mack seemed skeptical.

“Yes, really,” Lilian insisted. “It was really, really hard training. Just ask Iris.”

Mack turned to her, and Iris sighed, but nodded nonetheless. “She’s being honest about that, at least. I don’t know what turned my sister into such a big training nut, but I was questioning her sanity when I saw some of the stuff she and Kevin called training.”

“Right. Well, I guess I’d better head off,” Mack started. “I’ve got work to do. Anyway, it was interesting talking to you.”

“We barely said more than a few sentences,” Iris shot back.

“See ya.”

The trio all watched the man leave, his bunny ears bouncing along his head. When the door closed behind him, Iris turned to Kevin and Lilian.

“Please tell me we’re done here,” she begged.

Kevin and Lilian held a silent conversation with their eyes, then turned to her.

“We’re done,” Lilian said.

“Thank Inari.” Iris’s sigh of relief came out several decibels louder than normal. “I don’t think I could have withstood another minute watching you two. Now help me up. Thanks to your ridiculous training, I can barely even move.”

***

Kevin finished getting dressed, taking careful note of how snugly his clothes were beginning to fit him. The shirt was stretched taut over his chest, shoulders, and arms, but it felt looser along the hem. His black jeans also felt too small around his thighs and calves. It wasn’t quite uncomfortable, but still…

I’ll have to get larger clothes soon…

He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

Exiting the locker room, Kevin bumped into Lilian and Iris. The raven-haired succubus was being half-carried by her fraternal twin. She looked haggard, more so than when he and Lilian had half-dragged, half-carried her to the locker rooms.

“Iris, are you feeling okay?” he asked.

Despite looking like someone whose soul had been half-severed by the Shinigami, Iris gave him a smile. “I’m fine. Just tired.” Her eyes, lacking luster and abnormally dull, gained a hint of mischief. “You wore me out, Stud. Congrats. Not many people can say that.”

Kevin stared at Iris for several seconds, his expression deadpan, then turned to Lilian. His girlfriend-slash-mate of one year smiled apologetically. “This is Iris’s problem to tell,” her smile seemed to say.

He sighed. “If you say so. Anyway, since it looks like you can’t even walk on your own. Let me help you.”

Iris fluttered her eyelashes. “You gonna carry me in your big, strong arms?”

“Yes.”

“Eh?”

Iris barely had time to squawk as Kevin lifted her into his arms, left arm under her knees, right arm around her back. Perhaps out of instinct, Iris wrapped her arms around his neck. Her wide eyes stared at him in shock for nearly a full five seconds. Then she chuckled.

“Uhuhuhu, falling for my charms, Stud? Careful now. You’ve got a mate, you know?”

“I am aware of that,” Kevin said, straight-faced. “And I have not fallen for your charms.”

“So you say, but your actions say otherwise.”

“Think whatever you want. I’m only trying to be—urk!”

Kevin stumbled forward as something leapt onto his back without warning. His legs, already somewhat exhausted by the exercising he’d done, buckled and threatened to collapse. Red hair cascaded down his shoulders, letting him know exactly who’d jumped onto his back.

“Lilian,” Kevin gasped, his voice strangled. “What… what are you doing?”

“Hmph. If you’re going to carry Iris, then you have to carry me, too,” Lilian declared impudently. “Dems da rules.”

“K-ku,” Kevin released a sound not unlike that of a man hanging from a noose. “What kind of rule is that? And don’t try to sound like a gangster!”

“Ufufufu,” Lilian giggled. Kevin shuddered, though whether from her warm breath hitting his ear or the creepy giggling, he didn’t know. “I’m just trying to sound like Worick.”

“You sound absolutely nothing like Worick!” Kevin argued. “He doesn’t have that weird Italian mafia way of speaking.”

“I’m gangsta.”

“You’re not gangsta, and that was a terrible anime reference.”

As he and Lilian continued to play “boke and tsukkomi,” Kevin found his lips threatening to curve upwards. Walking also became easier despite the added 180 pounds from the combined weight of Lilian and Iris. After taking the elevator to the fourth level, they made it to their wing, which was when they ran into Phoebe and Polydora as they were just about to enter their own room.

“Ah, Master,” Phoebe greeted in a hearty manner. Polydora just huffed and did her best to ignore them.

“I will never understand why you’ve taken to calling me ‘master,’” Kevin sighed.

“Because I want your babies, of course,” Phoebe said as if it should have been the most obvious answer in the world.

“I don’t think that’s how this works,” Kevin muttered.

“I will gladly wait for you to fill me with your sperm and impregnate me.”

“Don’t say things like that so readily!” Kevin tsukkomied. “In fact, don’t say things like that at all!”

“Yes, Master.”

Kevin’s right eyebrow twitched in annoyance.

“Uhuhuhu.”

“No laughing from you, Iris.”

“Tch.”

“Did you two just get back from reconnaissance?” Lilian asked, resting her chin on Kevin’s left shoulder.

“That is correct. We were scouting the city with Kiara to determine the general state of the city's populace,” Phoebe said.

“So how it is up there?” asked Kevin.

“It is… not good,” oddly enough, Polydora was the one who answered, shuddering while she did so. “There is a lot of tension up there. It’s everywhere. No matter where we went, everyone looked like they were waiting for someone to stab them in the back.”

Kevin could imagine why that would be the case. With the knowledge of yōkai existing, followed by the new act that had been put in place, everyone was now suspicious of everyone else. Watching. Waiting. Humans wanted to know who among them was a yōkai, and yōkai were afraid of being found out because it meant they would no longer be able to live normal lives. Fear. Paranoia. A sense of disparity had now engulfed the city—no, the world.

It was a tense situation.

“I guess things are getting pretty bad,” Lilian said, “but enough about that. You two should come back to our room.”

Phoebe and Polydora both blinked.

“Pardon?” Phoebe said.

“Ufufufu,” Lilian giggled some more, “I said you two should come back to our room. There is an important topic that I need to talk to everyone about, and since you two are secondary characters in all this, I think you have a right to be there.”

“And what is this important topic that you are speaking of?” asked Polydora.

Lilian’s grin stretched all the way across her face. “We need to decide on a theme song.”

… A moment of silence.

“Eh?”

There was no telling who that came from.

***

The stench of failure hung about Kiara like a plague. She moodily stomped through the underground base, her face set in a scowl that masked her abjection well. Yet inside her mind, turmoil boiled beneath the surface, a roiling sea of worry and defeat.

When she entered the command room, it was to find Kotohime and Monstrang talking about something. They stopped when she entered.

“Ara? Kiara-san, you look… not quite yourself.”

Kiara snorted. “That’s a very mild and inaccurate way of putting it. It’s okay to say I look like crap. I know I must right now.”

“I was going to say disheartened,” Kotohime replied mildly.

“I’m guessing you couldn’t find out where Juan was taken?” Monstrang asked.

Kiara shook her head. “No. I couldn’t. I was tracking them south down the I-10 towards Tucson when I lost their scent. They must have added scent killers or used some other means to confuse my nose.”

“That is disturbing news.” Kotohime hid her mouth demurely behind the sleeve of her kimono, dark eyes narrowed in pools of concentration. “I wonder… do you think they suspected you were on their trail?”

“Doubtful,” Kiara answered, shaking her head. “I think they were just being cautious. Perhaps they know Juan’s importance as an information broker and wanted to make sure no one followed them.”

“But they also kidnapped your brother, did they not?”

“Yeah, but Chris isn’t that important in the grand scheme of things.”

“That is a rather harsh thing to say about your own sibling.”

“Don’t fuck me with, Kotohime,” Kiara snarled before visibly shuddering. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to take my anger out on you, but I just—damn it!” She slammed her hand against the wall, denting it. Monstrang and Kotohime eyed the cracks spreading from where her fist had impacted against the surface.

Kotohime looked back at her friend’s face. “It is fine. I understand that you are upset. You may not like your brother as a person, but family is still family. It must rankle you to be unable to rescue him, especially now that he’s no stronger than a normal human.”

Kiara clicked her tongue and crossed her arms. “You can say that again. I still don’t know what your little ward did to my brother, but ever since she hurt him, he’s never been the same.”

“It’s a light-based technique called Divine Wave, Spiritual Sundering,” Monstrang grunted.

“Ara, ara. It seems you know celestial techniques quite well, Monstrang-dono. Ufufufu.”

“I know a few things.”

“So what is this Spiritual Sundering technique?” Kiara asked. “What does it do?”

“Celestial Art: Divine Wave, Spiritual Sundering is a technique that uses a Celestial Kitsune’s divine right to judge others and punish them. It reveals all the crimes someone has committed—how many people they have wronged, how those people were wronged in the first place—and then sentences that person. The level of damage done to them is dependent on the gravity of the wrongs they have committed.” Kotohime idly stroked the hilt of her katana. “I suppose you could say it is a technique with the sole purpose of making those who have committed crimes atone for their sins.”

As if gravity had suddenly increased around her, Kiara’s shoulders slumped. “I see. So that’s what happened. Chris has never been very benevolent, and I’m sure he’s picked on a lot of people and committed many wrongs.”

“Indeed. My guess is that the technique saw Chris’s many sins and decided to punish him by taking away the one thing he prides himself in above all else.”

“His strength as an inu,” Kiara said.

“Exactly.” Kotohime nodded, then giggled. “Though I must say, for Lilian-sama to have learned such a technique when I wasn’t looking, it is most admirable. That technique shouldn’t be possible for a kitsune with only two tails of power. As I recall, it requires at least four, maybe even five.”

“Your charge is fairly exceptional when it comes to using her abilities,” Kiara admitted. “She was quite talented when I fought her over a year ago, and it appears she’s only grown by leaps and bounds since then.”

“Lilian-sama has always been a determined kitsune. She wants to live her life without being confined by family obligations. I believe her impressive growth is also due to her desire to remain with Kevin-sama.”

“I’m just glad she’s finally started training in martial combat.” Kiara huffed. “If that girl hadn’t gotten off her butt and started getting better at physical fighting, I would've dragged her sorry ass onto the mat and kicked it around all over again.”

“Ufufufu, are you saying this because you would like Lilian-sama to be capable of fighting alongside Kevin-sama?”

Kiara gave Kotohime a look that all but said, “Duh.” This caused Kotohime to giggle some more.

“We’re getting off topic here,” Monstrang grunted. “We need to find out where the Sons and Daughters of Humanity are keeping Juan. Without him, we cannot gain accurate intelligence.”

“Ara? Do we really need that distasteful little cretin?”

Monstrang gave Kotohime a reproachful look. “Yes, we do.”

“Ha… very well. I shall take Phoebe-san and Polydora-san out tomorrow and begin investigating into his whereabouts. I’m sure the three of us can scrounge something up.”

“Good. By the way, are you sure you don’t want to inform Kevin and the others about Juan?”

“Yes,” Kotohime said. “Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama, and Iris-sama have enough on their plates right now. I do not wish to burden them any more than they already are, especially since you and I both know that things are going to get worse before they become better.”

Monstrang grunted but didn’t say anything. Neither did Kiara. What could she say? Kotohime was right. Kevin and his girlfriend were about to go through a tumultuous stage in their life.

Especially when Kevin learned about what was happening to his friends.

***

Kotohime arrived at her apartment space to hear a most unusual conversation taking place.

“No, no, no, no. We can’t have something like that. It’s too peppy and doesn’t have enough kick. I think we should have something that sounds more like rock music than pop music.”

“And I’m telling you that won’t work. Rock and metal only go well with the action genre. We’re a harem romantic comedy with a lot of fanservice. Something peppy and upbeat is definitely the way to go.”

“But that would make us sound more like an idol series than a harem romantic comedy series.”

Kevin and Lilian were having another one of their arguments. Of course, Kotohime and the others called them arguments, but the pair were grinning as they spoke, so she knew they were having fun. Iris, Phoebe, and Polydora sat off to the side, watching the pair argue about… something. Kotohime wasn’t sure what, but it apparently had to do with music and genres.

“Ara, ara. What is going on here?”

“Ah! Kotohime!” Lilian ran up to her and grabbed one of her voluminous sleeves. “Neh, neh, you agree with me, right?”

“I would have to know what you two are debating about to agree with you on anything.”

“We’re trying to come up with a theme song,” Lilian said with the utmost seriousness. “I think we should have something upbeat and peppy, but Kevin’s saying we need a rock or metal theme.”

Kotohime blinked. She blinked again. Then she looked at the three not involved in the conversation.

“Don’t look at me.” Iris held her hands up in a helpless gesture. “I have no clue where this came from.”

“I am not even sure why we are debating this,” Phoebe added. “Why would we need a theme song?”

Lilian looked bemused, as if she couldn’t understand why this woman would say such a thing. “Um, hello, because it’s important for us to have our own theme song. It makes us seem more authentic.”

“Authentic for what?” Polydora snarked. “How weird you people are?”

“Be polite, Polydora.”

“Yes, Lady Phoebe.”

“She does bring up a good point, however,” Phoebe admitted. “Do we really need a theme song?”

“Of course we do,” Kevin stated with the utmost certainty. “Every good anime has its own theme song.”

“But we’re not an anime,” Kotohime pointed out.

“But what if we become an anime?” asked Lilian. “Then we would need to come up with our own theme song. We’re planning ahead, Kotohime.”

“So I see…” Kotohime needed a moment to come up with a proper response. “In that case, I shall leave you all to it. However, I would like to speak with Phoebe-san and Polydora-san when they have a moment.”

“We can converse now.” Phoebe stood up. “I have no idea as to what’s going on here, but it doesn’t really seem to involve me.”

“How could you say that?” Kevin and Lilian asked at the same time.

“Would you two stop talking in sync already?!” Iris shouted.

“No, it does not,” Polydora said, following her mistress’s example. “I for one have no desire to partake in this debate. I can feel my brain cells dying just from listening to you two.”

“Muu, Polydora, you meanie.” Kevin and Lilian pouted at Polydora.

“Ga! The eyes! Not the puppy dog eyes!”

Kotohime sighed as she watched Polydora roll around on the floor, covering her eyes as if she’d been blinded.

“If you two would please follow me. What I wish to speak to you about is of the utmost importance.”

“Very well,” Phoebe said. “Come, Polydora.”

“Yes, My Lady.”

Polydora stopped rolling around, stood up, and hastened to catch up to Phoebe and Kotohime as they left the room.

***

As the two yuma uba followed Kotohime out of the room, Kevin, Lilian, and Iris glanced at each other.

“I wonder what Kotohime wants to talk to them about,” Kevin said.

“Who cares?” Lilian puffed up her cheeks like she’d shoved two air balloons in them. “If they don’t want to help us decide what our theme song should be, then I say we forget about them.”

“Right,” Kevin agreed.

Iris groaned when the pair began to, once again, debate what type of theme song they should have.

She could already tell.

It was going to be a long night.

***

Sitting in a small cafe located at Via Francesco Sforza in Milan, Italy, Karen Swift tried to at least pretend she was enjoying her time off.

The exposing of yōkai had affected more than most people realized. It didn’t just affect how people thought. It also affected the economy. There were many yōkai-owned businesses located throughout the world, and a number of those businesses were quite large.

The fashion industry was one such business where many yōkai thrived, especially the ones whose beauty were unparalleled like kitsune, nekomata, and yuki-onna. Now that they’d been found out, those yōkai who’d brought so much money to the fashion industry had been banished so the various companies and fashionistas could save face. However, those yōkai had been responsible for more than 65% of the fashion industry’s most popular clothing lines, which meant the industry itself was going under.  As a result, Karen was now out of a job.

Of course, fashion was the furthest thing from her mind right now.

I wonder how Kevin is taking this?

Her son was intimately involved with yōkai. Lilian was a kitsune. Not only was she Kevin’s mate, but her mother, sister, and maids had come to live with him. To top it off, Lilian was a member of the most prominent and powerful clan of Spirit Kitsune in the world.

Karen held no prejudice toward the various yōkai races. It wasn’t what someone was that determined whether they were a good person, but who they were. Lilian was a good person. What’s more, Karen could see from the way the redhead interacted with her son that she loved Kevin very much. That was why she had given the girl her blessing.

This situation is going to become worse before it becomes better—if it ever becomes better.

She was worried. Her son was a resourceful young man, but this situation was beyond the scope of even the most intelligent and determined of individuals. The world was swiftly traveling down a path that would lead to nothing but violence and bloodshed, and her son, by stint of living with a family of kitsune, could very well become caught in the middle of it.

I need to have faith. Kevin has already been through so much, and he’s become quite strong. If anyone can survive during these trying times, it’s him.

“We don’t want to play with you anymore!”

Karen looked up from idly stirring her cup of now cold coffee. Several young children looked like they were getting ready to play tag. However, they seemed to be having an argument.

“W-what? Why not? I wanna play, too!”

One boy tried to get closer to the children, but one of the other boys shoved the young child away, sending him sprawling to the ground. The boy, whose messy brown hair hid a pair of droopy dog ears, looked up at the other kids with tears stinging his eyes. There was a band around his wrist.

“We can’t let a freak like you play with us!”

“Yeah! Go back where you came from!”

“Loser!”

“Freak!”

“Monster!”

“I’m not a monster!” the boy shouted as tears streamed down his face. “I’m not!”

But his words fell on deaf ears. The other boys continued to taunt him, making fun of his ears and his tail, telling him that only a monster would have animal parts. None of the adults were helping. If anything, they looked vindicated by the harsh treatment the boys were subjecting the young inu to.

Karen wondered where the inu’s parents were, but then deduced that he must have left his house on his own. Most yōkai preferred to remain indoors these days. It was safer that way. He had probably snuck out.

I should help him.

“Disgusting, isn’t it?” Karen was halfway out of her seat when a voice spoke up behind it. “It’s barely been a week, yet there is already a clear division between humans and yōkai. Lovers have split up. Friendships have been broken. The peaceful world we once knew is now on the verge of being destroyed.”

A woman stepped into her field of vision. The light blue sundress she wore flattered her feminine figure and contrasted well with her dark blue hair, which glimmered like silk as it swayed in the breeze. She was very pretty. Karen wondered if she could somehow convince the woman to become a model now that her political career seemed shot.

“Sophia,” she greeted as the woman sat down. “It’s been a while.”

“It has. I apologize for calling you to meet me out of the blue like this.”

Karen waved off the woman’s apology. “Don’t worry about it. Thanks to the recent upheaval, I’ve been pretty much out of a job, so it’s not like I have anything better to do. I can’t even get home thanks to all the security at the airport, so I’m stuck here until the situation changes.”

“I’ve heard that the fashion industry was hit particularly hard thanks to the Yōkai Identification Act.” The woman nodded several times.

“It was, but that’s not what you called me here to talk about, right?”

“You’re right. It’s not.” Sophia flagged down a waiter and ordered herself the Florian house coffee. When the waiter left to get her order, she turned her attention back to Karen. “What I have to talk about is a matter far more grave.”

Karen shifted in her seat, crossing her left leg over her right one. The conversation was about to enter uncharted and potentially dangerous territory. She would need to keep her ears open and her senses alert.

“I know who you are,” Sophia began, “Karen Swift, former second-in-command of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity. You were one the best strategists they had. It was your strategies that allowed the group to rise to the position they enjoy now.”

“That was a long time ago.” Karen waved her left hand through the air, even as she reached into her purse with the other, fingering the pistol hidden within. “Those were different times, and I’m a different person now.”

“I know. You probably don’t know this, but eighteen years ago, you saved my lover during a raid that the Sons and Daughters of Humanity launched on a yōkai crime syndicate.”

Karen pulled her hand out of her purse and leaned back. “Seventeen years ago… ah, yes. I remember that incident. Our fight had spilled out into a nearby neighborhood. The news called it a war between the mafia and an up-and-coming gang.” She snorted, amusement seeping into her mind. “But, your lover… hm, he wouldn’t happen to be a nekomata, would he?”

“Yes, he is.” Sophia nodded. “He’s a bakeneko, to be more precise.”

“I remember him. There was a lot of damage during that fight. I remember it had spilled into the streets and several civilians had gotten caught up in the battle.” Karen closed her eyes to block out the visions of innocent people being gunned down and killed with yōkai techniques. “It was an awful battle—one of my many failures. However, I remember your lover. He’d been protecting several human civilians during the fight.”

Nodding again, Sophia smiled at her. “That’s right. Some of your men cornered him and tried to kill him, but you saved his life and let him go free. He was very grateful to you, you know? Even though you two never met again after that, he still speaks of you occasionally. As his lover, I sometimes feel a little jealous of the high regard he displays for you.”

The words were meant in jest, but Karen could sense a little envy from the woman. She supposed that made sense. If someone you loved held another woman in high regard, then you were bound to feel a little jealous. It couldn’t be helped.

The waiter stopped by their table and handed Sophia her drink. She thanked him with a smile. The young man blushed a bit and hurried away. Karen shook her head.

As if she has a reason to be jealous.

“Why don’t we get down to the reason you called for this meeting?” Karen said.

“That’s probably a good idea.” Careful not to spill her beverage, Sophia set the cup down after taking a tentative sip and leaned forward. “I need your help. You’ve already seen what’s happening, the fear and resentment that’s being generated toward yōkai. The propaganda on the news isn’t helping.”

Karen had indeed seen the new propaganda speeches on the news and read them in the newspaper. Every day a new headline would give a new testimonial about the dangers of yōkai, or how so-and-so had been manipulated and abused by yōkai. The most recent article she had read claimed that yōkai were responsible for nearly 90% of all human slave trafficking.

“There should be yōkai working in the news stations to help mitigate that,” Karen said, pausing. “I’m guessing they were exposed and kicked out as well?”

“That’s correct,” Sophia answered, her shoulders slumping. “The new law requires that all yōkai wear a wristband, which disrupts the energy keeping their true identities hidden. Without being able to conceal themselves as a human, they were outed and fired from their positions.”

Karen understood. Most yōkai were not violent by nature. Contrary to what many humans thought right now, the truth was that very few yōkai actually knew how to fight, and fewer still knew how to use their youki for anything more than disguising themselves as a human. They wouldn’t have been able to resist when the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, along with the various world militaries, slapped wristbands on them and exposed them.

She glanced back to where the kids had been. They were gone now, having run off and left the young inu boy alone. The inu wasn’t there anymore either. She could only assume he’d trudged back home in abject misery.

“How is it that you want me to help?” asked Karen.

Sophia tapped her finger against the table in a steady rhythm. “Myself and a few other humans have banded together with a number of yōkai in order to protest what’s happening. Our plan is to do nonviolent protests. We want to gather more and more like-minded individuals, until our idea has spread across the entire world. We hope that by doing so, we can show that not only are yōkai not a threat, but that it’s also possible for humans and yōkai to coexist peacefully.”

Karen nodded several times. Given the current political climate, the idea Sophia proposed was really their only way to fight against the new laws set down by governments around the world. They couldn’t use covert means, as doing so would hurt their standing if they were found out, and violence was absolutely out of the question. That would only incite more hatred. Nonviolent protests were the only avenue available to them.

“However, there’s a problem if you do this,” Karen cut straight to the heart of the matter.

“Yes,” Sophia admitted. “If we do this, then we’ll be painting a large target on our backs. You know the Sons and Daughters of Humanity better than anyone, so you should know how far they’ll go to get what they want.”

Karen did know. She knew very well of the extents her former organization would go to. Assassination. Framed murder. Mass killings. With the support they now had, the Sons and Daughters of Humanity could easily commit any heinous deed and blame it on the yōkai, furthering the hatred and fear that humanity already had for the supernal beings.

“And what is it that you want me to do?”

“I want you to help by coming up with strategies and plans in case the inconceivable ever does happen,” Sophia said. “While I would like to avoid violence, I’m not naive enough to assume that everyone else will feel the same way. If we’re going to do this, then I would like to make sure we at least have a means of escaping from danger unharmed.”

Karen felt a sense of brittleness in her soul.

Seventeen years ago, she had left the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, hoping to escape the life of death and bloodshed that had been hers ever since Ethan convinced her to join the cause. Now Sophia was asking her to become a part of that once more, albeit, on the opposite side.

But then again, can I really say that I’m no longer a part of this?

Her son was already knee deep in the issue of yōkai. He was dating the granddaughter to one of the thirteen most powerful kitsune clans in the world, and he was happy. The last time she’d seen her son, right after he’d returned from rescuing his mate, she had seen how happy he was. Lilian made him happy. What’s more, he had dedicated himself to that girl.

He’s already gone through so much.

Just this summer, Kevin had traveled to Greece after nearly being killed by a kitsune who’d been after Lilian. While in Greece, Lilian had been kidnapped by that same kitsune and her family, and then he and Iris had traveled across the middle east, infiltrated China, and fought against the most powerful Celestial Clan to rescue her. If he would go to such lengths for his mate, then it meant no matter what was happening in this world, whether he was up against humans or yōkai, Kevin would stand up and fight.

Can I call myself his mother if I’m not willing to do the same?

“If I do this for you, then I have something that I want you to do for me,” Karen said at last.

“A favor for a favor?” Sophia thought it over, then shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Name your price.”

And so, Karen told Sophia exactly what she wanted in exchange for her help.

Thus, a new alliance was forged.


CHAPTER 6

GROWING PREJUDICE

School had changed since the Yōkai Identification Act was put in place. Lines had been drawn. Tension could be seen clearly in the many students who attended, and a palpable sense of fear and uncertainty hung thick in the air, threatening to choke the life out everyone attending. A clear division could now be seen amongst the student body.

Lindsay stood by the bus stop, waiting for her friend to arrive. All around her, people huddled in groups, the division between them clear. Most groups consisted of humans, obvious by their lack of unusual animal or extra features. The other groups were much smaller and felt almost isolated to Lindsay. Some had furry ears and tails, others had gills and flippers, and a few even had skin tones that no human could possess. In short, the division was between yōkai and humans.

The division had started a mere day after the Yōkai Identification Act had been implemented. All yōkai were forced to wear a wristband, which somehow nullified their ability to disguise themselves as a human. Jessica had said something about it disrupting their ability to mold youki, but Lindsay didn’t really understand it. That sort of stuff was beyond her.

With the yōkai no longer able to hide their additional features, the many humans attending school realized that the people they had known for years weren’t human. Best friends no longer associated with each other. Couples had broken up upon discovering that their significant other wasn’t human. The humans feared yōkai; what they could do, the powers they possessed—the propaganda being spewed by the news didn’t help. That fear, coupled with feelings of betrayal, was beginning to turn into resentment. Lindsay could see it in the way the humans looked at the people they once called friends.

Lindsay understood how they felt to some degree. She was lucky in that she had stumbled upon yōkai already. It had been over ten months since she’d learned about yōkai from Lilian and Christine, ten months to get over the fact that there were creatures other than humans living out there. In those ten months, she’d come to understand why yōkai hid themselves from humans.

They wanted to live normal lives.

A bus stopped several yards away and disgorged a bunch of kids. The last to come out was a young woman with long blond hair, bright blue eyes, and rabbit ears. She walked with her head down, her books gripped firmly in her arms. She looked every bit the scared rabbit staring at a pack of hunters with rifles.

“Jessica!” Lindsay called as she ran up to the other girl. Jessica looked up and her dim blue eyes brightened. As she walked up to the usagi, however, Lindsay’s eyes dulled upon spotting the chunks of mud splattered in Jessica’s hair and ears.

“Lindsay,” Jessica greeted meekly.

“Jessica… your hair…”

Jessica fingered her hair, sniffling a few times as if she was trying her hardest not to break out in tears. “It’s nothing. Someone just tripped on the bus and fell into me.”

Lindsay nearly scowled. Only the fact that she’d already grown used to seeing this kept her from exploding like a volcano.

“Don’t give me that lie. I know what really happened, and it’s not nothing. People shouldn’t be allowed to do this to you.”

Jessica flinched at her tone, but offered a smile at her words. “There… there’s nothing I can do about it, though.”

The new law made it illegal for yōkai to retaliate against acts of discrimination. A human could hurt a yōkai, but a yōkai couldn’t fight back because their “supernatural powers were too dangerous.” Doing so would invoke the wrath of the military, currently under the rule of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity—though just how that group of psychos became part of the military was beyond her.

“Come on, let’s get you cleaned up,” she said, gently grabbing Jessica’s hand and leading her away from the bus stop. All around her, people watched the duo, some in curiosity and others with scorn.

“Can you believe that girl, betraying her own kind like that?”

“Disgusting.”

“The girl’s always been a freak if you ask me.”

“Aren’t you saying that cuz she kicked your ass in soccer?”

“Pfft! N-no! Of course not!”

“Why is she helping one of us?”

“Do you think she’s a yōkai who escaped having to wear a wristband?”

“Doubtful. I think she’s just trying to use that usagi for her own purposes.”

“Should we help Jessica?”

“Are you kidding me? You know what will happen if we do something? I heard that yōkai who raise a hand against a human disappear and are never seen again.”

Lindsay ignored the conversation flowing around her, but Jessica couldn’t. Her ears twitched. She seemed to shrink in on herself the longer she listened. Lindsay walked faster. The sooner she got the girl away from these conversations, the better.

They eventually found an unused bathroom, and Lindsay did her best to help wash the mud from Jessica’s hair, which had dried in some places and was much harder to get out. It wasn’t until she started cleaning, however, that she realized it wasn’t mud. It was food.

Lindsay scowled as she washed Jessica’s hair in the sink. “Who did this to you, Jessica?”

“J-just some boys,” Jessica answered.

“Damn jerks. Who the hell do they think they are? Someone needs to teach them a lesson!”

“P-please don’t. If you did that, we’d get in trouble.”

“No. You’d get in trouble if you did anything, but I’m a human, so I can freely kick the butt of whoever I want. And somebody is gonna get their butt kicked for messing with my friend.”

Jessica’s smile reflected back at Lindsay through the mirror. With all of their friends deserting the girl after she’d been outed, Lindsay was one of the only people left who she felt comfortable around.

After washing the food out of Jessica’s hair, she and her friend traveled to the usagi’s locker.

Unfortunately, when Jessica opened her locker, several dozen carrots fell out.

“What the…?” Lindsay stared in shock at the carrots, however, a gasp from her friend brought her attention away from that and onto the locker itself.

The locker’s interior was covered in graffiti. Lindsay saw everything from simple messages like “Die monster!” to a rather gruesome drawing of a rabbit being shot by a hunter. She knew from her history lessons that prejudice and racism were common for humans, but it still disgusted her to see how cruel people could be.

“That does it.” Lindsay cracked her knuckles. “Someone is gonna suffer for this. Oh, yes. I’m gonna humiliate them so bad, they’ll wish they were dead. Hehehehe—hahahaha—bwahahahahaha!”

As Lindsay laughed in a very evil manner, Jessica backed away from her friend in fear.

***

Kevin couldn’t understand how he’d gone from being a fugitive, to being a fugitive who had to attend school at an underground base as the only human among a group of yōkai. Really, how did he find himself in these situations?

Oh. Right. It’s because my mate’s a yōkai.

Kevin didn’t regret becoming Lilian’s mate. Every day spent with Lilian brought a new experience, sometimes good, sometimes bad, but always interesting. He enjoyed doing things with her, whether that was reading manga, playing video games, talking about whatever caught their fancy, or making out on their bed. That being said, some of the situations he’d found himself in since Lilian showed up were downright zany—potentially lethal, too, but mostly zany.

However, this one took the cake.

“Newton's laws of motion are three physical laws that, together, aru, laid the foundation for classical mechanics. They describe the relationship between a body and the forces acting upon it, and its motion in response to those forces, aru. More precisely, the first law defines the force qualitatively, the second law offers a quantitative measure of the force, aru, and the third asserts that a single isolated force doesn't exist.”

Kevin listened as the teacher lectured them on advanced Newtonian physics. Their teacher was an old man who looked like an old man. His green face was covered in wrinkles, and his webbed hands reminded Kevin of tree bark, rough and patchy. He walked with a noticeable hunch, which may have been due to the shell on his back, but Kevin believed it was because he was old. Just how old he actually was, Kevin didn’t know. He’d never been good at judging yōkai ages.

“The first law states that in an inertial frame of reference, an object either remains at rest or continues to move at a constant velocity, unless acted upon by a force, aru…”

Their teacher also tended to say “aru” a lot.

Sitting with Kevin were many other people. With the troubles going on around the world, a lot of yōkai parents sent their children to be schooled here. Monstrang had set up a system in which parents could send their children here to learn. He didn’t know how the system worked, since no one would tell him, but he did know that some families had simply decided to move here entirely. The once nearly empty apartment wings were now almost filled to capacity.

“Does anyone have any questions, aru?” Mr. Malcom finished his lecture and turned to face the students.

Kevin raised his hand. “I have one.”

“Yes, Kevin?”

“Are you Japanese?”

A blink.

“A-aru?” Mr. Malcom looked flummoxed. “Why would you think I’m Japanese, aru?”

“It’s just that you say ‘aru’ a lot, so I was wondering if you were Japanese,” Kevin elucidated.

“That’s right,” Lilian agreed, crossing her arms and nodding her head in a sage-like manner. “Everybody knows that Japanese people always add ‘aru’ to the end of their sentences.”

“I assure you two that I am not Japanese, aru,” the teacher stated dryly.

“You’re positive about that?” asked Kevin.

“Yes.”

“Really, really positive?” Lilian pressed.

“I am, aru.”

Kevin leaned over to Lilian and cupped a hand to his mouth. “I think he’s just saying that to throw us off,” he said in an exaggeratedly loud whisper.

“I agree.” Lilian didn’t even bother whispering. “He’s clearly Japanese. What kind of Japanese person has the name Malcom, though? That’s a weird name for someone from Japan.”

“I’m not Japanese, aru!”

Class ended eventually. Mr. Malcom had gotten sick of him and Lilian constantly poking fun at the catchphrase he added to every sentence, and so he’d sentenced them to remain silent for the rest of class. When class ended, the group packed up with the rest of the students and headed out.

“You guys are bad,” Iris said, wiping an imaginary tear from her eye. “I am so proud!”

“What are you so proud of?” asked Kevin. “You didn’t do anything.”

“If anything, I should be the one who's proud,” Lilian agreed, puffing up her chest. “After all, Beloved is able to break the fourth wall because of me.”

“The fourth what now?”

“Nothing, Beloved.”

“Still,” Kevin mused, “I’m getting a strong sense of deja vu.”

“How so?” asked Iris.

“I feel like I’ve met another Japanese person like him before.”

“I’M NOT JAPANESE, ARU!”

The group paused as shouting rang down the corridor. They waited, but when it became clear that the shouting would not continue, they started walking again.

“You know… I think you’re right,” Lilian said. “I remember us meeting someone else who also said ‘aru’ a lot…”
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“That’s it!” Lilian snapped her fingers. “Thanks!”

You’re welcome.

“Who are you talking to, Lilian?” asked Kevin.

“No one.”

“Ugh, right.”

“Well, whatever,” Iris said, interrupting his and Lilian’s conversation. “Who cares about that? Let’s get going! I wanna relax before undergoing more mind-numbing torture.”

“You mean training,” Kevin said.

Iris shrugged. “Same difference.”

Before the group could move off, they were intercepted by several other people, who surrounded them to ensure they had nowhere to go.

“Can we help you?” asked Lilian. Several boys suddenly swooned. One even shot blood from his nose.

“Oh, no. Don’t worry about a thing, Lilian,” one of the people said. “We’re not here because we need help. We’re here to help you and your sister by removing this trash.” The boy pointed at Kevin, who suddenly pointed at himself.

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Someone like you has no right to even stand in Lilian’s and Iris’s presence!”

“That’s right! Leave them alone, scum!”

“Human waste!”

“Mama’s little bitch!”

… Silence. Everyone stared at the person who said that.

“What? All of you were thinking it, too!”

Kevin shook his head and sighed. He understood where these people were coming from. He was the only human in a facility filled with yōkai. A human. The enemy. Right now, he was the enemy, a member of the same species that was responsible for destroying their way of life. It only made sense that they would want to take their frustrations out on him.

However, just because he understood where they were coming from didn’t mean he’d put up with their prejudice.

“Are you Lilian?” Kevin asked.

“W-what?” the boy in front, a lanky teen named Frederic, asked. He wasn’t very tall, and he sorta reminded Kevin of a cross between a dog and a monkey.

Frederic was a yamabiko, supposedly a mountain spirit of yōkai lore. The term actually came from the phenomenon of a delayed echo in mountains and valleys. Of course, like all legends and myth, reality was different than myth and superstition.

“Are you Lilian? Is your name Lilian?” Kevin repeated the question. Frederic didn’t say anything. Kevin nodded. “I thought not. So, then, if you’re not Lilian, what right do you have to say who is and who isn’t worthy of being with her?”

A moment of silence passed. Apparently, none of them had expected him to stand up for himself.

Frederic’s face twisted into a snarl. His teeth suddenly seemed incredibly sharp, claws grew out of his nails, and his tail bristled to the point where the fur looked like a thousand needles.

Kevin tensed. A million thoughts ran through his head. Would he have to fight this yōkai? Would the others join in? He knew that, should it come to a fight, he held the advantage. Aside from having previous experience fighting yōkai, he also had Lilian to back him up—Iris currently couldn’t fight for some reason. He and Lilian would be more than capable of taking on these yōkai, especially with how much they’d been practicing.

At the same time, he really didn’t want to fight. These yōkai weren’t his enemies. They were just a confused group of people. Furthermore, he wanted to prove them wrong. He wanted to prove that he wasn’t like other humans, that he didn’t hate them for what they were. He wanted to bridge the gap between them, to serve as an example that yōkai and humans could coexist.

I really don’t want to fight, but I will if I have to.

Kevin warily eyed the yamabiko. Beside him, Lilian discreetly slid into an orthodox fighting stance. If it came to a fight, Kevin knew that she would first cast an illusion to give him an opportunity to—

“What’s going on here?”

The building tension, which had nearly overflowed into outright hostility, suddenly dispersed, leaving behind only a feeling of awkward shame.

The crowd split apart as Mack, pinkish bunny ears bouncing almost joyfully on his head, stepped into the circle.

“Is there a problem here?” he asked.

“No,” Kevin said for the entire group. “There’s no problem. I was just asking Frederic how yamabiko is spelled in kanji.”

“What?”

“… Never mind.”

Mack stared at him for a second longer, then shook his head. “Whatever. Listen, you guys need to break up this crowd. You’re blocking the way for others who want to leave.”

With a few grumbled complaints the crowd dispersed. Mack went on his way with a wave, whistling a jaunty tune that Kevin couldn’t place. He sighed, realizing they’d just gotten out of a potentially hairy situation without the need for violence.

“Well,” Iris was the one who broke the silence between them, “that was fun. So, who’s up for a quickie before classes start again?”

Lilian raised her hand. “I am! Quick, Beloved! Let’s find a secluded spot to hide.”

“I was the one who came up with the idea,” Iris mumbled as Kevin allowed Lilian to drag him off. “Why aren’t I getting any love?”

Lilian’s ears twitched, but she ignored her sister. “I wonder if this base has any broom closets where we can practice procreation?”

Kevin facepalmed.

***

Lindsay stood under the hot water, which sprayed from the showerhead and drummed down her back and body like thousands of streamers. The heat from the water, the feel of it running down her back, helped ease the pain and exhaustion she felt.

School had not been pleasant that day—had not been pleasant for the last month. Each day since the Yōkai Identification Act had been harder than the next.

“U-um, Lindsay?”

Lindsay opened her eyes and looked at the girl in the shower with her. Her eyes twitched when she saw Jessica’s voluptuous figure as the water ran down it. Part of her felt jealous, but the rest felt aroused.

She groaned.

This is just great. I’m getting aroused by one of my friends.

She couldn’t help it, however. Like all yōkai she had met, Jessica looked perfect to her. Shimmering blond hair that reminded Lindsay of honey flowed down her head in gentle ringlets, several strands sticking erotically to her skin. The curvature of her perfectly rounded breasts seemed to defy gravity, while her slender waist shifted into a pair of wide hips. Lindsay swallowed when she saw the many thousands of little droplets that trailed down her friend’s near-perfect figure.

Calm down, Lindsay. Jessica is straight. Don’t ruin your friendship with her because you couldn’t control yourself.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Okay, she felt better.

“Let’s get out.” Lindsay smiled.

“Uh, ah, okay.”

Unlike the boy’s shower, which consisted of several stalls, the girl’s shower had no stalls. It was just a large open space with several shower heads arrayed around a room composed of nothing but tiles. Lindsay believed it was because boys were immature and would make fun of each other, or spend their time comparing dick sizes or whatever.

After wrapping towels around themselves, she and her friend entered the locker room. It was empty. She and Jessica had stayed in the shower until the other girls had left. They walked over to their lockers and opened them.

“KYA!”

Lindsay nearly slipped on a puddle as Jessica shrieked. Something fell out of the blond bunny’s locker—a figure. A person.

“Eric…” Lindsay ground her teeth together as she glared down at Eric, who wore a lecherous grin and had blood dripping down his nose.

“Hehehe, Lindsay… hu hu hu… sup?”
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Eric wasn’t even looking at her, for he only seemed to have eyes for Jessica. Lindsay couldn’t rightly blame him for that, but still, not only was it a blow to her pride, it also upset her. Jessica was suffering and frightened, and here was this pervert hiding in her locker to spy on her while she changed!

She looked at Jessica, whose eyes were bulging like two large hockey pucks. The poor yōkai’s body shook, her legs shaking and her arms shivering. She looked back at Eric, still staring, blood gushing from his nose like a fountain.

Lindsay cracked her knuckles.

“Eric…” Her lips stretched into a large smile that twitched violently. “Please die for me.”

***

“Um, ah, Lindsay?”

“Yes, Jessica?”

“Are, um, are you sure it was okay to just, ah, leave him there?”

“Leave who?”

“Eric.”

“Ah, him.” Lindsay nodded her head. “Yeah, he’ll be fine.”

“WHAT’S THIS PERVERT DOING IN THE LOCKER ROOM! GET ‘EM GIRLS!”

“NOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!”

“Hu hu hu hu… see? He’ll be just fine.”

Jessica stared at her friend, eyes quivering like a scared rabbit.

The two of them exited the hallway and stepped into the light. Many students were already sitting down for lunch. Most of them stopped as she and Jessica walked past them, their eyes staring at her friend with hostility and fear. Jessica stepped closer to her, as if doing so would protect her from the glares. Lindsay grabbed her friend’s hand. It was a small comfort, but she hoped it would help.

They reached the quad, where Alex and Andrew were sitting, arguing over one thing or another.

“And I’m telling you, cat girls are the best. You clearly do not understand the amazing softness of their tails, the suppleness of their ears. Give me cat girls or give me death!”

“Idiot,” Alex scoffed at his twin. “Everyone knows that kitsune are where it’s at. Do you not remember how hot Lilian and Iris are? They’re the finest example of female sexuality that I have ever seen.”

“Of course you guys would be talking about which species of yōkai is hotter,” Lindsay sighed.

“Oh, Lindsay,” Andrew greeted her with good cheer, until he noticed Jessica. “Yo!”

“Ah!” Jessica gasped and hid behind Lindsay, her head peeking out from behind the tomboy’s shoulder. “Um, hello.”

The two twins stared at Jessica, then at each other.

“Alex?”

“Yes, Andrew?”

“I want to redact my opinion. Bunny girls are the best.”

“Bunny girls?”

“Bunny girls.”

“Shut up, you two. Seriously, I don’t want to listen to you guys perving on my friend.”

Lindsay pulled her friend into a seat and sat down herself, setting her lunch box on the table and opening it up. Her friend hesitatingly followed suit.

“We weren’t perving on anyone,” Alex defended himself.

“That’s right. We were perving on yōkai in general, not one person. Though I will admit your friend is hot.”

“Eep!”

A vein throbbed on Lindsay’s forehead as her friend ducked behind her again. “Keep talking, bub. You’re asking for a beat down.”

Ever since Jessica had been outed as a yōkai, Lindsay had convinced her to eat with Kevin’s friends. The usagi had been extremely surprised to discover that there were humans who didn’t fear or hate yōkai. While she wasn’t exactly comfortable around the group of boys (Jessica was a lot like Kevin in that she’d always been shy around the opposite sex), she was more at home with them than anyone else at school.

“Has there still been no word from Kevin?” Lindsay asked the same question she always did during lunch.

“None,” Alex answered after swallowing a bite of his chicken and ham sandwich. “We haven’t heard from him, Lilian, or Iris.”

“I see.”

Lindsay couldn’t deny that she was worried about her friends, but she tried not to let her worry overcome her. She had to stay positive.

“I’m sure they’ve just gone underground. Kevin’s resourceful, and Lilian and Iris are pretty cunning, too.”

“Yeah,” the word was said without much enthusiasm.

Lindsay had never liked silence, and this stifling lull disquieted her. She tried to find something to talk about, but she didn’t know what to say. Some of their friends were missing, the world had been turned on its head, and every day hostilities between humans and yōkai grew. Their little group had managed to avoid attention thus far, but she didn’t know how long it would last. She was sure that Alex and Andrew were thinking the same thing.

Spying something out of the corner of her eye, Lindsay looked up from her meal. Standing several dozen yards away, a group of yōkai huddled around a building far from the bustling traffic near the center of the campus. She couldn’t tell what species they were, as they were too far away, but her eyes were keen enough to at least pick out the added appendages they sported. She wondered what they were talking about.

“WAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!”

Just then, Eric ran past them. Seconds later, a horde of girls ran past them, too. Alex, Andrew, Jessica, and Lindsay watched in solemnity as their friend was surrounded and pummeled to the ground. After the girls left behind the beaten, bruised, and bloodied figure of Eric, Alex and Andrew shook their heads.

“You’d think after years of getting the crap beaten out of him, he would have learned his lesson, but nope.”

“You said it, brother. I think this is one of the first things we can agree on.”

Lindsay didn’t say anything. She turned back to her meal and sighed.

Christine… I wonder if she’s okay.

***

“A-Achoo!”

“My, but you sneeze a lot, don’t you? Are you sure there isn’t anyone special back home?”

“S-s-s-spe—what the hell are you talking about nyaow, you old bastard!?”

“Just for that, you’re staying longer for more practice tonight.”

“Urk!”

“By the way, your ears are showing.”

“NYA!”

***

All throughout lunch and the rest of the day, Kevin was subjected to numerous glares. Unlike when he’d been going to Desert Cactus High School, these glares weren’t because he was with two beautiful vixens—at least not fully.

Something needs to be done about this.

Unfortunately, Kevin didn’t really know what to do. It wasn’t like he could just magically make them accept him, and after what the rest of humanity had done to them, he couldn’t rightly blame them for not liking him. Were the situation reversed, he’d probably feel the same way.

“Kevin? Lilian to Kevin. Come in Kevin.”

Blinking several times, Kevin realized that he’d gotten completely lost in thought. He looked down at the redhead sitting between his legs and smiled apologetically.

“Sorry, were you saying something?”

Lilian gave him a vaguely putout look that looked adorable, like a chipmunk with its mouth full of acorns. “I was saying you haven’t turned the page.”

“Oh! Sorry.”

Kevin’s cheeks colored. He flipped the page of the manga he and Lilian were reading. It was a rather interesting story in which the world learned about the existence of monsters. In it, a young man named Kurusu Kimihito is inducted into the “Cultural Exchange Program,” and a lamia named Miia comes to live with him.

Of course, the differences between this story and their own predicament were stark. Being nothing but a silly harem comedy, this particular manga didn’t have any of the fear and uncertainty that came from different supernatural creatures living in human society. Still, it was a pleasant distraction if nothing else.

If only real life were this simple.

“Ne, Kevin.” Lilian grabbed his attention again, leaning against his chest and stretching out her legs.

“Yes?”

“Do you think we’ll ever be allowed to let our friends know that we’re okay?”

Monstrang had forbidden anyone from communicating with people in the world outside of this base. He said it was to keep the Sons and Daughters of Humanity from intercepting their calls and using them to track down their location. Kevin didn’t know if his boss was being paranoid, but he did agree to a point. Without knowing what sort of technological edge their enemies had over them, acting foolishly or without thinking could have disastrous consequences.

“I don’t know,” he admitted, flipping to the next page. Hm, these were some pretty nice illustrations. Say what you will about Okayado, the man knew how to draw boobs. “I wish we could, but I… I just don’t know.”

Lilian placed her hand on the manga, gently prying it from his hands and setting it face down on the floor. She twisted around until she was sitting with her legs over his left thigh.

“This is eating you up, isn’t it?”

Kevin’s body slumped forward until his head rested against Lilian’s. “I won’t deny that I’m not worried, but I’m sure they’re okay. None of our friends are yōkai, so the chances of them getting caught up in this mess are slim.” Kevin’s lips twitched, but his smile was not one filled with joy. “This… it’s probably for the best that we don’t have any contact with them from now on. If anything, they’d be in more danger if we contacted them than if we just left things as they are.”

Lilian shifted some more. She straddled his thigh and wrapped her arms around his middle, pulling herself closer until her body was doing its best to meld into his chest.

“Lilian…?”

“Thank you.”

“H-huh?” Kevin looked down to see nothing but the crown of Lilian’s head. Her crimson hair looked like flames up close. “What are you thanking me for?”

“For becoming my mate. For not being upset even though you’re in this mess because of me. For accepting me. For… for everything, I guess.”

“Silly,” Kevin murmured into Lilian’s hair. “There’s no need to thank me for stuff like that. I… I, well, you know that I love you and all, so…”

“I know.”

Kevin didn’t know how long they remained like that. Time seemed immemorial in these moments, lasting for an eternity yet ending far too soon.

Knowing that this moment wouldn’t last forever, Kevin wrapped his arms around Lilian’s waist and pulled her even closer.

She rubbed against him.

“Mm.”

Kevin froze.

“Lilian?”

“Yes, Beloved?”

“Why aren’t you wearing any underwear?”

“Ufufufu, am I not wearing panties today? Oops. My bad.”

“Don’t say that so joyfully! And don’t laugh like Kotohime when you’re acting more like Iris! That’s completely out of character!”

“You’re getting more genre savvy by the chapter, Beloved.”

“That doesn’t make me happy!”

Before their banter got much further, the door to their bedroom burst open.

“You guys have to see this—” Iris started, then stopped when she realized what was happening. “What the hell, you two?! I thought you guys were gonna read one of those boring comic books! If you two were about to get jiggy with it, you should have told me!”

“Oh, shut up, Iris,” Kevin mumbled. “We weren’t getting jiggy with anything, and don’t use such a lame term to describe sex.”

“Fine. Then how’s this? If you two were gonna have raunchy sex on the bedroom floor, you should have invited me to join.”

“That’s not any better!”

“Were you saying something?” Lilian asked, deciding to be the voice of reason.

“Oh, right.” Iris’s face lit up into a grin. “There’s something happening on the news that you guys have to see.”

***

“… And in other news, the nonviolent protests are picking up and seem to have finally spread from Italy into the rest of Europe.”

When Kevin and Lilian arrived in the small living room, it was to see Kotohime, Kirihime, Kiara, Camellia, Phoebe, and Polydora all sitting in front of the TV. He and his mate wandered further in and sat down on the couch, where Lilian cuddled up to his side and Iris cuddled up to Lilian’s side. Kevin felt like facepalming, but he’d grown so used to this that he just sighed in resignation.

What an odd trio we make.

“So what’s going on?” asked Lilian.

“The protests in Italy have spread.” Kiara nodded her head at the screen, arms crossed as she leaned against the wall. “It seems we’re not the only ones who want to fight this.”

Lilian looked at the screen, which showed a bunch of people standing in front of the Eiffel Tower. They weren’t doing anything, just standing around carrying signs, but that wasn’t what had caught her attention.

“Those aren’t just yōkai,” she exclaimed in surprise.

“Correct, Lilian-sama. It’s a coalition of humans and yōkai who’ve banded together and are trying to prove that we can coexist.”

Lilian nodded but didn’t say anything. The people on the screen were, indeed, a mixture of various yōkai and humans. What’s more, some of the human and yōkai appeared to be couples. There, a young man and woman stood with their arms around each other, the woman’s triangular ears twitching and her single tail swinging behind her. Here, a young man with fox ears and four tails had his arms wrapped around a human female who leaned against him. Kevin even saw a massive bear yōkai with a woman and a child sitting on his shoulders.

“That is so incredibly awesome,” Lilian mumbled, feeling a fire become lit inside of her at the sight of so many humans and yōkai coming together, out in the open like that. “Beloved, we must do something like this!”

“W-what?”

Lilian stood up and walked in front of the TV, placing one hand on her hip and clenching the other into a fist near her face.

“We must do something like this! We can’t let these people be the only ones who act this awesome! How are we supposed to live with ourselves if these people are doing something so cool while we’re sitting on our laurels?!”

“Y-you do bring up a good point,” Kevin admitted, “but, still…”

“And besides! We’re the main characters here, not them!”

“And you’ve lost me.”

“We can’t let people who don’t even rate as side characters get the better of us!”

Lilian felt a fire burning in her soul, which manifested into ethereal flames that burned around her like an aura. She was so pumped up. They were going to do this! They had to do this! Then, once they started protesting, their sheer awesomeness would make everyone else snap to their senses and join them—just like in a shōnen manga! Yes, she could see it all now:

 

Lilian stood in front of the camera, Kevin by her side, holding her hand. In front of them was a woman with a microphone and a cameraman stood behind her, filming their triumphant moment.

“Ms. Pnév̱ma, you and your mate have just brought peace between humans and yōkai. What are you going to do next?” asked the woman with the microphone.

“We’re going to celebrate by having sex!” Lilian declared.

“Lots and lots of sex,” Kevin added.

“Uh huh…”

“And then we’re going to Disneyland!”

The newscaster stared at her oddly, and even Kevin was looking at her like she’d said something strange. In response to their expressions, Lilian covered her mouth with her hand in a very Kotohime-esque manner.

“Ufufufu, sorry. I’ve always wanted to say that at least once.”

 

“Ufufufu…”

As one, the group watched Lilian go off into her own little world, which was displayed above her head in a giant thought bubble similar to the ones Kevin found in manga panels. Kevin wondered how such a thing was possible. Was this more of her kitsune magic at work? Had the boundaries between reality and fiction finally corroded? He didn’t know.

“Master—”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Should we do something about her?” Phoebe asked, completely ignoring Kevin’s demand.

“No.” Kevin shook his head. “It’s impossible to stop Lilian once she gets like this. Don’t worry. She’ll eventually calm down.”

“Ufufufu…”

“I hope,” Kevin added when Lilian showed no signs of calming down.

***

Frederic had gathered his friends together that night. They were in the room that his parents were staying in, though his parents were currently out trying to find jobs. He didn’t know why they bothered.

It’s not like they’ll be able to get jobs anyway.

“What did you call us here for, man?” asked his friend, Axel. They’d been best friends for a while now, since their parents had known each other for years and all. Axel was an itachi, a weasel yōkai.

“We need to do something about that human,” Frederic said. “We can’t let some stinking human stay here.”

“Yeah, that’s right!”

“We can’t let a human live among us!”

“They’re the enemy!”

“OFF WITH HIS HEAD!”

Frederic, Axel, and everyone else turned to look at the yōkai who’d shouted loudly enough to wake the whole East Wing.

“What? I was only saying what everyone else was thinking.”

“No more Alice in Wonderland for you, dude.”

“I get where you’re coming from,” Axel began with a pensive look, “but what are we gonna do? Monstrang himself has vouched for him, and he’s supposedly Lilian’s mate.”

Frederic gritted his teeth and clenched his hands until his knuckles turned white.

He’d had a crush on Lilian ever since she showed up at Desert Cactus High School. She’d been like a goddess who’d decided upon the world to enjoy herself by living amongst mortals. Ever since last year, Frederic had wanted to tell her how he felt, but that blasted Kevin kept getting in the way. He hadn’t done anything about it at the time, but now that he knew Lilian was a kitsune, there was no way he could just let this stand!

“We break them up by any means necessary,” he said, his eyes narrowing.

Despite none of them liking Kevin, the others seemed a little hesitant.

“I don’t know man,” one of them said. “I’ve heard some stuff about kitsune. They say that if you mess with a kitsune’s mate, they’ll humiliate you so bad that you’ll wish you were dead.”

“That’s just a myth,” Axel answered in Frederic’s place. “I’ve known some kitsune, and they don’t really seem to care about anything. They’re whimsical creatures who go after whatever catches their fancy.”

“Right.” Frederic nodded. “Kitsune are just pranksters. I bet you anything that Lilian is just dating Kevin because she’s setting him up for a big prank or something.”

The others didn’t look convinced but still appeared game.

“What do you think we should do?”

Frederic smirked at the person asking the question. “It’s just like Axel said: Kitsune are creatures who go after whatever interests them. So, all I need to do is make her more interested in me than Kevin. And then…”

The smirk on his face stretched into a malicious grin as he slammed his left fist into his right palm.

“… we show that lowly human why he should fear yōkai.”


CHAPTER 7

PRIDE COMES BEFORE THE PRANK

It was early in the morning, not that anyone could tell when they were living underground. Kevin certainly couldn’t.

He stood across from a not-so-confident-looking Kiara. They were standing on one of the many blue mats located within the gym. Kevin was primed, his body tense and ready. Muscles bunched as if expecting an imminent attack. Opposite him, Kiara looked unsure and worried, a stark contrast to her normally confident appearance.

“Are you sure about this, kiddo?” Kiara asked.

“Of course I’m sure,” Kevin answered. “Now, come on. Hit me with your best shot! Fire away!”

“Well… if you’re sure…”

Kiara unleashed her youki, her aura flaring, a bright red flame that burst into existence. She took a deep breath, held it, and then slowly released it. She slid her feet apart to widen her stance. Tucking her hand into her torso, she focused her youki into her fist, preparing to unleash her attack.

“Ha!”

A mediocre bolt of energy shot forth from Kiara’s fist. Kevin braced himself for the incoming attack, his arms crossing in front of his body, muscles tensing in preparation for the attack.

“GUUG!”

All of the air was expelled from Kevin’s lungs as the attack slammed into him with the force of a freight train. Next thing he knew, his feet left the ground and he was sent flying. His back slammed into the floor, further depriving him of oxygen. He sucked in nothing, sounds akin to a vacuum coming from his mouth as he curled his body around his stomach.

Kiara stepped up to him, looking down with a single raised eyebrow.

“So… wanna keep going?”

“May…” Kevin coughed. “Maybe we should try something else.”

“Finally come to your senses, eh?”

Kevin blushed. “Be quiet. I thought this would work.”

“What exactly are you trying to do? I’m not even sure I understand what you’re hoping to accomplish here.”

Kevin slowly climbed to his feet, wincing as his floating ribs rattled against each other. Okay. So, maybe letting himself take one of Kiara’s youki attacks head-on hadn’t been his most brilliant idea.

Note to self: Never do that again.

“When me, Kotohime, Iris, and Lilian were fighting against Shinkuro, something strange happened. Shinkuro had put up a barrier of some kind. He called it the Aegis of Infinity.”

“The aegis are shield techniques,” Kiara informed him. “They create a barrier around a yōkai and protect them from attacks both physical and energy based. The strength of the aegis is completely dependent on the strength of the user and the type of aegis being cast. The Aegis of Infinity is the strongest known aegis in the entire world. It’s the only nine-tailed aegis, and only the Celestial Kyuubi can use it. Nothing offers greater protection.”

“Yeah? Well, here’s the thing. My fist went straight through his barrier.”

Kiara nodded. “I’d heard about that. I hear you had a similar instance a few days ago when you were sparring with Kotohime.”

“That’s right. I had almost forgotten about that.”

Kiara was, of course, referring to the incident where Kotohime had sent him flying. She’d put up a barrier beforehand, which he’d been about to smash into. Instead of plowing straight through it, however, the barrier had split open like a ripe fruit and he’d flown straight through it.

Kevin stared at his left hand—the same hand that broke through Shinkuro’s barrier, the same hand that broke through Kotohime’s barrier. He slowly clenched it into a fist.

“Maybe I’m looking at this the wrong way,” he murmured.

“Hm?”

“Kiara, can you raise a barrier?”

“I have no barrier techniques, if that’s what you’re asking,” Kiara informed him, “but my youki acts as a natural barrier against attacks.” Her aura flared some more, and she was once again engulfed in red flames. “I’m not sure what you want to try, but whatever it is, give it a go.”

“Thanks.”

Kevin approached Kiara until he was just a foot from the inu. Perhaps it was because her youki looked like fire, but he was surprised when her aura did not burn him. It didn’t even feel mildly hot.

He reached out and hesitantly touched her aura. Blue eyes widened in surprise when the aura shrank back. He pushed his hand further, and watched as slowly, like blossoming flower petals, Kiara’s aura split apart and he touched the skin underneath.

“Well, I’ll be.” Kiara whistled. “I’ve seen a lot of crazy things in my life, but I’ve never seen something like this before. You sure you’re human?” she joked.

“Positive,” Kevin, in his shock, completely missed the joke.

What’s going on here?

Kevin hadn’t thought much about what he’d done during his battle with Shinkuro. His body had been pumped full of adrenaline, and he’d not had much on his mind save slamming his fist into the Celestial Kyuubi’s face. Now, however, with the same phenomenon happening more than once, he couldn’t help but wonder—what was this power? How could he, a human, have such a strange ability?

“Well,” Kiara started, and Kevin looked up to find the woman giving him a fanged smirk, “why don’t we see what else this strange ability of yours can do?”

Despite feeling uncertain about this power of his, Kevin answered her question with a surprisingly feral grin.

***

“Why do I have to spar with you?” Iris complained as Lilian dragged her across the gym with her.

“Because Kevin is busy right now and I don’t want to bother him.”

“So? Can’t you find someone else to spar with?”

“No. You’ve been getting lazy anyway. If you want to be with Kevin and me, then you need to prove that you can keep up with us.”

“You’re being mean, Lily-pad.”

“Maybe if you weren’t so lazy, I wouldn’t be so mean.”

Lilian wasn’t the type of person to normally be so stern. Indeed, she’d prefer having fun to sternly lecturing her sister of all people. However, recent events—and not-so-recent events—had precipitated their need to get stronger. While it was impossible for a kitsune to grow in power through training, that didn’t mean they couldn’t hone the abilities they already had, or learn new abilities that didn’t require more power than they possessed.

Her beloved mate was training with Kiara. She knew what he wanted to accomplish, just as she knew that her presence wouldn’t help him. To that end, she’d decided to train with her sister, who seemed adamant on being lazy once again.

“Is it because of the Void?” she asked suddenly.

Iris grimaced. “No. Not this time, at least.”

“Then why?”

“Because I’m not like you, Lily.” Iris sighed. “I’m not the kind of person who really enjoys fighting or training. That whole shōnen manga training program that you and the stud are into? That’s not really something I enjoy doing.”

Iris had a point, she would admit. Most kitsune were the same way, so she could understand where her sister was coming from, but still…

“I don’t really like fighting either,” Lilian admitted softly. “I mean, training is kinda cool, cuz I feel like my favorite anime characters, but if I could go the rest of my life without fighting, I would gladly do so.” She turned around and gave her sister a smile tinged with sadness. “But as long as people like the Sons and Daughters of Humanity are around, peace isn’t going to happen. Not for us. That’s why we need to train and get stronger.”

Taking a long, hard look at her sister, Iris scratched her head and sighed. “All right, all right. Fine. I’ll train with you.”

“Yes!” Lilian pumped her fist into the air.

Iris crossed her arms and huffed. “You’re not being fair, Lily-pad.”

Lilian’s response was to stick her tongue out.

Unlike when she sparred with Kevin, Lilian didn’t go all out on Iris. Aside from Iris not being at her best—since Iris was unable to use even reinforcement right now—Kevin was simply a much better fighter than her sister, having been training for almost a year now under Kiara’s harsh instructions.

They started off slow, with Lilian allowing Iris to attack and simply defending herself until her sister got a feel for combat. Then she switched it up, going on the attack and forcing her sister to defend. Despite how much Iris complained about having a strong dislike for training, a smile eventually worked its way onto her beautiful face.

Lilian was grinning like a fool while they sparred. It was fun. She didn’t know if her enjoyment of sparring was Kotohime’s influence, or simply due to an overexposure of shōnen manga and anime. Either way, Lilian enjoyed sparring even though, oddly enough, she disliked fighting.

She was still a kitsune, after all.

Yet as the spar continued, things took a turn for the odd. It started when Iris brushed her chest against Lilian’s arm.

“What are you doing?”

Iris grinned at her question. “What’s it look like I’m doing? I’m sparing.”

She slipped around a sloppily thrown punch and her fingers gently ghosted against Lilian’s skin, causing goosebumps to break out.

“That’s not sparring!” Lilian said hotly, trying to get her breathing under control. That Iris… she certainly knew how to get her flustered.

“What are you talking about?” Iris laughed as Lilian stumbled when she overextended herself. “Of course it is,” she said, and then she slipped behind Lilian, her left hand gently caressing Lilian’s butt.

“Oh, that does it!”

Lilian fought with more vigor than before. She didn’t mind her sister’s flirty habits. Although she would never admit this to anyone, not even Kevin, she actually thought her sister was sexy. The way Iris walked, the way she spoke, her every action seemed designed to naturally draw the unhealthy fascination of everyone who saw her.

Kitsune admire beauty. This is and always will be a fact. Lilian was no different than any other member of her species in this regard. And while all kitsune have their own definition of what it means to be beautiful, there are some things that can be considered universally beautiful.

Iris’s body was one of those things—a piece of fine art, a statue of immemorial eroticism, a transient dream of carnal lust. Iris’s body was the kind that all kitsune strived to attain. Even Lilian felt envious of her sister’s looks, and this was despite the fact that they looked identical outside of their hair and eye color.

Lilian was so busy admiring her sister that she failed to notice Iris sliding around her kick. However, she did notice it when soft fingers almost delicately caressed one of her tails.

“A-ahn!”

Lilian’s legs weakened and wobbled as pleasure shot through her like a bolt of lightning. Unable to hold herself up any longer, she fell onto her hands and knees, her butt and thigh muscles clenching as Iris skillfully played with her tail.

“I-Iris!” Lilian tried to sound angry, but a moan escaped her lips the moment she opened her mouth. “T-that—not fair…”

“Oh, it is fair.” Iris gave her sister a wicked grin. “What was it the stud said? All's fair in love and war? Yes, I believe he did.”

“K-ku… i-if that’s the case…” Lilian gritted her teeth as she reached out and grabbed onto Iris’s tail. “Then two can play at this game!”

“Oh!”

Iris’s eyes became the size of water balloons as Lilian roughly fondled her tail. Her body went into a series of intense shivers before, much like Lilian had done, she toppled over. The grip on Lilian’s tail weakened slightly, and she dared to hope that this was simply a herald to her sister’s defeat.

It wasn’t to be.

“D-don’t think I—ah!—that I’m about to—oh!—give up!”

“Ah!”

Unlike Lilian, who was rough and unrefined in the art of tail fondling, Iris seemed to have mastered that particular talent. Her sister’s fingers glided along the underside of her tail, causing Lilian’s entire body to spasm as ecstasy shot through her brain and made her body unbearably hot. Her breathing grew heavy. She bit her lip to stifle the orchestra of pleasure that wanted to escape. She could feel it, the heat pooling just below her belly button. She was close to losing it.

Yet she wouldn’t give up.

Can’t… lose…

“A-AHN!”

Iris gasped as Lilian licked the underside of her sister’s tail. She then stuck it in her mouth and sucked on the tip. Iris’s body spasmed and jolted, breasts bouncing as she rolled onto her back, legs twitching like a dog whose belly was being rubbed. While her mouth was occupied with Iris’s tail, her hands went to work as she stroked the other tail’s underside just like she’d felt Iris doing to her.
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Sweat gathered on Iris’s body, leaving glistening trails down her pale flesh, which Lilian could not help but notice. One particular drop traveled across the vixen’s heaving bosoms. Her mouth went dry as she watched Iris’s breasts bounce and jiggle as if they were water balloons. Not good. She wanted to lean down and lick the sweat off the other girl’s skin.

“Hey, Lilian, Iris!” Kevin walked into the room. “I think I’ve finally got—”

Kevin’s eyes widened as he saw the position Lilian and Iris were in; their sweat covered-bodies writhing on the ground, their clothes sticking erotically to their skin, soaking wet and outlining their bountiful assets. Neither of them wore a bra, and their nipples were clearly exposed. The black spandex shorts they wore had also grown moist, allowing him to see a perfect outline of their camel toe.

“Be… Beloved…” Lilian wanted to reach out to him, but Iris chose that moment to launch a counterattack. The raven-haired vixen used her index finger to caress Lilian’s tail from the base all the way to a tip. Lilian didn’t stand a chance. “B-BELOVED!”

Lilian’s world overflowed with white. She saw nothing. Her mind, overcome by unfathomable pleasure, was unable to see in any spectrum, as if she’d gone blind. However, she could still feel. She felt her muscles clenching and her body moaning. She could still hear. She heard the moans coming from her own mouth.

When she finally came to, Lilian noticed that she was staring at a ceiling. Something wet ran down her mouth—drool, she realized absentmindedly. Her mind felt hazy and unclear, like a fog had covered it. She wanted to sleep. Yes, sleep seemed like such a grand idea right now.

A shadow fell over her. Lilian opened the eyes she’d automatically closed to see Kiara standing over her.

“What do you want, dog?”

Lilian was a very unpleasant person after she experienced a mind-blowing orgasm.

“Shut up.”

S-so mean.

“I know you’re probably tired from your, uh, exercise, but I thought I should let you know something.” Kiara paused for added effect. “Your boyfriend is unconscious and in danger of dying from blood loss.”

“What?”

It took Lilian exactly 2.2 seconds to properly compute Kiara’s words, another 2.2 seconds to understand them, and then 2.2 more seconds to realize what they meant.

It took her five more seconds to realize that Kiara was pointing at something.

Lilian looked over to where Kiara was pointing, and then sprang to her feet, her tiredness forgotten.

“Inari-blessed! Beloved!”

Kevin lay on the ground, on his side, senseless to the world around him. Blood ran down his nose and also down his head where he’d cracked it against the wall.

Poor, poor Kevin Swift.

***

Frederic had a plan. He was going to make Lilian his, and then he would show off his relationship with her to the human, rubbing it in that filthy ape’s face. Afterward, once Kevin felt despair over the loss of his girl, Frederic would show him why humans should fear yōkai.

To complete this plan, Frederic had taken to following Lilian’s movements for the last week. He’d memorized her schedule and made plans based around it. Plan A, his current plan, called for him to get to her before she met back up with Kevin.

Every morning, she, Kevin, and Iris would head for the gym. He didn’t know what they did there, but he didn’t really care. It wasn’t important. What was important was that, after leaving the gym, they split up and traveled to the locker rooms.

The men’s and women’s locker rooms were on opposite sides of the gym. This was done to keep potentially perverted men from trying to peek on women while they bathed and changed. While Frederic had lamented this fact at one point, now it was his greatest ally. He would wait until Lilian emerged from the locker room, and then put the moves on her.

Before being outed as a yōkai, he’d been a rather suave individual, if he did say so himself. He’d dated many girls in his time, and he’d always been the one to break up with them. It would not be inaccurate to say that he was a player among players.

The door to the women’s locker opened and two figures walked out. Lilian and Iris were a sight to behold. Truly, there were few creatures in this world who were more beautiful than them. Some filthy, two-bit human like Kevin didn’t deserve to be with either of them, much less an angel like his Lilian.

It’s showtime.

Pushing off the wall that he’d been leaning against, Frederic strolled over to the two girls with smooth, even steps. A perfect smile curled his lips, the kind that pretty bishounen boys everywhere wished they had. He’d even shot himself in the face with a glitter cannon this morning just to get the right amount of sparkles.

“Good morning, Lilian,” he greeted, “I was wondering if you and I could—”

“Beloved!”

Lilian ran right past Frederic, who stood there, his hand still raised in greeting. Behind the boy, Lilian greeted Kevin. Iris also walked past the boy at a more leisurely pace, not even bothering to glance his way.

“Are you okay? You’re not still feeling dizzy, are you? Do you need more blood?”

“I’m not a vampire. I don’t need more blood. And I’m fine. Stop worrying about me.”

“Right.” Lilian poked her tongue out in a cutsie, embarrassed expression. “I guess I should have expected that. Beloved’s become used to losing lots of blood.”

“Hearing you say that doesn’t make me feel very good about myself. And why are you speaking about me in third person?”

“Ufufufu, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t worry about her, Stud. She spent a little too long under the water and it froze her brain.”

“Froze her brain?”

“It was freezing cold water.”

“Ah…”

As the voices disappeared, Frederic finally let his hand fall limply at his side. He blinked once, twice, thrice, as if doing so would somehow clear the fog that fell over his mind.

“D-did she just ignore me?” he asked the now empty hallway.

***

“So, she ignored you? That’s just too funny!”

Frederic tried to hide the growing redness of his cheeks by scowling. He was sitting at the table with his friends, all five of them—and all five of them were laughing, including Axel.

“Shut up! It’s not funny! How would you feel if you were ignored in favor of some human?!”

“Well, I can’t imagine I would feel too good about that,” Axel admitted, his grin widening to reveal sharp teeth. “But it didn’t happen to me, so I don’t need to worry about that.”

A feral growl bubbled up from Frederic’s throat. Just thinking about how Lilian had completely ignored him three hours ago like he didn’t exist pissed him off. That she ignored him in favor of that filthy ape was even more upsetting.

He looked down at his food, chicken and grilled vegetables. Being a yamabiko, Frederic was omnivorous. He didn’t eat wheat or processed foods, but he required meats and veggies for his sustenance.

As the last bastion for yōkai—a haven should the worst come to pass—the cafeteria of this underground base catered to all kinds of different species’ specific dietary needs. Frederic had heard that it was stocked to the brim with all kinds of supplies and different types of food.

It was lunch time for high school students now, and the cafeteria was packed to the brim with adolescent yōkai. It wasn’t just yōkai from Desert Cactus High School either, but yōkai from all over Phoenix. It explained why the base was so crowded, despite yōkai being in the minority at most schools.

“Hey, hey! Check it out!” One of Frederic’s friends pointed at something behind him. He, along with the others, turned around and scowled when he saw Lilian and Iris sit at a table with Kevin.

Several other people were also watching the group, Frederic noticed. Most were staring at Lilian and Iris, but a few were warily watching Kevin. It was well known that Kevin was the only human attending this place. No one really knew why Kevin was there, but Monstrang and the other adults who manned the base had welcomed him, so they had no choice but to accept his continued presence.

“I still can’t believe someone like him is actually being allowed to stay with us,” Markus said with a growl. His voice sounded less human and more animal, like a feral wolf.

“I know.” Jack wrinkled his nose in disgust, a forked tongue flickering out of his mouth as though tasting something foul. “How Monstrang could let someone like that live here is beyond me.”

“Maybe Monstrang’s going senile in his old age.”

Frederic listened to his friends talk, his emotions continuing to boil over as he watched Lilian interact with the human. It was absolutely disgusting, the way they kept feeding each other food. It was even worse when Iris tried to feed Kevin food as well, which resulted in the human brat getting his face stuffed so full he looked like a chipmunk with acorns in his mouth.

What do those two see in him anyways? The scowl on his face grew darker. He’s just a filthy human.

Unable to watch anymore, Frederic slammed his hands against the table and stood up. His friends stopped talking and looked at him.

“Something up, Freddy?” asked Axel.

Frederic didn’t respond to his friend. He marched through the throng of people, traveling toward Kevin, Lilian, and Iris’s table. Unfortunately, he wasn’t paying attention to who was in his way and ended up stepping on someone’s tail.

“Yeowch!” A large inu with floppy dog ears and a nasty snarl glared at Frederic, who suddenly felt quite small and insignificant. “You little shit! That hurt!”

Frederic tried to stammer out an apology, but the inu wasn’t listening.

The last thing Frederic saw before darkness claimed him was a fist filling his field of vision.

***

Lilian stood in the gym with Iris and the other girls in her class. Kevin wasn’t with her since the boys and girls had PE separately. That thought was kinda depressing, as she would’ve preferred being with him over the other girls, but she supposed she couldn’t always have what she wanted. At least Iris was with her.

It had been pretty surprising to discover that they still had PE despite this entire place being underground. She supposed part of the reason these gyms had been built as multiple large rooms instead of one massive room was for this very reason—to keep classes separated from the adult yōkai who also used the gym.

“Looks like we’re attracting attention.”

Iris’s words snapped Lilian out of her thoughts. She looked at where her sister was looking. Upon seeing that they’d been spotted, the group of girls who’d been staring at them looked away and huddled together again.

Lilian shifted uncomfortably. She didn’t like it when people she didn’t know stared at her. It happened a lot, and she only ever noticed after someone else pointed it out. While she knew most kitsune revelled in attention, especially her sister, she’d be perfectly content if only Kevin—and Iris—paid attention to her.

“I wonder what they want,” Lilian murmured softly.

“It looks like we’re about to find out.”

Iris pointed at the girls again, and Lilian saw that one of the girls had broken away from the pack.

The girl was a nekomata, a more powerful variant of the bakeneko. Sitting atop her head like a pair of triangles were white ears with black spots, and two black and white cat tails moved behind her, waving back and forth with a hypnotic sway. She, like the other girls, wore a standard gym uniform of black short shorts and a white T-shirt.

“Meowllo,” the girl said, her eyes glinting mischievously. “We, that is, meow friends and I, wanted to ask you something.”

“Me?” Lilian pointed to herself.

“Myes.”

Lilian wasn’t too keen on talking with someone she didn’t know, but she also didn’t want to be rude. “What did you want to ask?”

“Why are meow dating someone like Kevin? What exactly do meow see in him?”

Lilian was tempted to tell the girl that it was none of her business. Her beloved had enough girl problems as it was, and she didn’t want to expound those troubles by accidentally saying something that might cause this one to start paying attention to him. She calmed herself down, however, and thought this through rationally.

It’s okay, Lilian. This girl isn’t even a side character, so I doubt she’ll end up becoming important in the grand scheme of things. I suppose I can tell her.

“What exactly do you mean by ‘dating someone like Kevin’? Are you asking me why I’m dating a human?”

“Something like that.”

“Hmph! If that’s what you’re asking me, then you’re just like everyone else. You and everyone here only see Kevin as a human, the same species who’s causing yōkai problems. You fail to see him as a person.”

“Meow?” The nekomata tilted her head, as if she wasn’t quite sure how to think about Lilian’s words.

Lilian shook her head. “This is why I never bothered getting to know anyone else here. All of you look at Kevin and only see a human. You don’t see how kind he is, or how loyal he is. You don’t notice his protectiveness, or how he’s always looking out for me and Iris. Kevin has worked his butt off, undergoing rigorous training every day, just so he can be considered worthy of being my mate.” She sighed before, slowly, a smile appeared on his face. “He doesn’t even realize that simply by accepting me as I am, without any reservations, he’s already proven himself more worthy of being my mate than anyone else.”

“Woah.” Iris crossed her arms and nodded several times. “That was deep.”

Lilian puffed her chest out with pride. “I’ve been practicing my shōnen speeches. I can’t let Kevin be the only one who gets to have cool speeches.”

“Indeed.”

The nekomata female looked at Lilian with squinted eyes, scrutinizing her as if she would discover some unfathomably dark secret hidden within her viridian gaze. Lilian met the girl’s gaze evenly.

“Meow, I don’t really get it, but it sounds like this Kevin is a pretty good guy.”

“Beloved’s the best!” Lilian exclaimed cheerfully.

“I see, meow. Well, thank meow for answering my question.”

The nekomata walked off and went back to the group of girls. From the increased giggling and the way they shot more glances at her and Iris, Lilian could only assume the cat-girl was informing her friends about what she had said.

“I wonder what that was all about?” Lilian mused to herself.

Standing beside her, Iris shrugged. “A cat’s curiosity, maybe? Who knows. Does it matter?”

“I guess not,” Lilian said seconds before the blowing of a whistle rang out across the gym.

Everyone turned to see Heather Grant, who had taken the role of PE teacher for them, stroll into the gymnasium with a wide grin on her face.

Like Kevin, Heather had faced a good deal of descrimination by her students on account of being a human. She was probably fortunate only the top brass knew she'd been a former member of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity. Unlike Kevin, Heather had swiftly dealt with it by telling them if they had a problem with her, they could confront her any time.

About two days after she made this announcement, a rumor had spread that a group of students had ambushed her and were subsequently beaten. No one knew if the rumor was true, but the group had been absent for about a week, and when they began attending school again, the entire group had become devoted Heather followers, making the entire class wonder about what had happened.

“All right, girls! It’s time to get started! I want all of you running laps, and if any of you stop before I say you can stop, then you’ll be forced to stand against the wall while balancing a pail full of water on your head.”

The class groaned as one, but everyone did what they were told. All of them knew that Ms. Grant really would force them to do that. She’d done it twice to people in their class already.

Lilian ran along the gym as well. As she did, her mind wandered.

I wonder how Kevin’s doing right now…

***

Kevin sneezed while lifting weights. His spotter, someone who didn’t like him because he was human, wasn’t paying attention when the bar suddenly slipped from his grasp and tilted. The bar fell to one side and his spotter, who’d been standing on that side speaking with one of his friends, suddenly found around 160 pounds of weight crushing his foot.

“YEOWCH!”

As the yōkai, a regular bakeneko, hopped around on one foot, Kevin sat up and wiped his nose.

“I wonder if someone’s talking about me?” he questioned no one in particular before offering to take the bakeneko to see the school nurse.

Of course, his offer was rejected.

What else was new?

***

Frederic woke up to the invasive scent of antiseptics. After being told by the nurse on duty that he had a minor concussion and needed to be careful, he left the hospital wing and traveled back to where classes were taking place. He’d been unconscious for several hours, so he only had one more class to attend: English.

He didn’t pay much attention in class. Sitting near the back, the teacher unable to see him, Frederic watched Lilian.

His nose wrinkled as Lilian and Kevin wrote on the same notebook. Were they using it to talk to each other? Disgusting. Why would a girl like Lilian want to talk to someone like Kevin? He just didn’t understand it.

The moment class ended, Frederic stood up and walked over to Lilian and Kevin. The two were discussing something with Iris, but he didn’t care to listen.

“Lilian!”

At the sound of her name being called, Lilian turned around. Once more, Frederic was struck by her beauty. Her crimson locks were like flames caught in a breeze as they framed a face that went beyond mere concepts like “beautiful” and “sexy.” Viridian eyes more expansive than a forest shone with a vivid luster. And that was to say nothing about her body, which put all of the other girls here, minus maybe her sister, to shame.

Now that he had her attention, Frederic tried to speak. He knew that if ever there was a time to man up and prove himself, then now would be that time. He couldn’t allow a creature like her, a yōkai of such incomparable beauty, to be with a measly human like Kevin.

“I love you! Please go out with me!”

The entire world came to a standstill. If people hadn’t been paying attention to what was happening, then they certainly were now. Frederic ignored the looks and whispers sent his way. He stared at Lilian, who stared right back, green eyes blinking several times as if she couldn’t understand what he’d just said. He, along with everyone else, waited on baited breath for her answer.

“No.”

Frederic felt like someone had jabbed him in the gut with a lightning rod.

“W-why?”

“Because I don’t love you,” Lilian answered bluntly. The metaphorical lightning rod was shoved further into his gut, and it seemed to have attracted some lightning as well, because he felt like he’d just been shocked to death.

Lilian left with Kevin and Iris while Frederic fell onto his hands and knees. He didn’t see the looks of pity being sent his way.

Why?

He just didn’t understand it. Why would Lilian choose some human over him? He was better, faster, stronger, and more handsome than some hairless ape ever could be.

What does he have that I don’t?

It just didn’t make sense. There was simply no way a human could have something that a yōkai like him lacked. It just wasn’t possible. Yōkai were superior to humans in every way. How could Kevin have something that he didn’t?

He must have some kind of blackmail against her.

Yes, that was it. He had to be blackmailing her into being with him. It was the only thing that made sense. There was simply no way Lilian would go out with a human otherwise.

His lips peeling back into a feral snarl, Frederic stood up and made for the door.

Kevin Swift, I’m going to make you regret ever touching Lilian…

***

Kevin stood in an unused room located inside of Monstrang’s base. Dust coated the floor like a thick quilt blanket. It looked like this had been a command station at some point. Desks lined the walls, communication stations reminiscent to the ones found in Monstrang’s command center—where all of his operations were conducted from—sat unused and covered in dust.

He looked down at the letter in his hand again. It wasn’t signed—just a letter telling him to come to this room at five in the evening. He was alone, just like the letter had requested. Lilian had wanted to come, but he said there was no need for them both to go.

I’m here, so then, where’s the person who sent this to me?

“So, you actually showed up, after all,” a voice said behind him.

Kevin resisted a groan as he turned around. Frederic stood before him, closing the door as he made his way inside the room.

“I see.” Kevin sighed. “This letter was from you. I’m guessing you plan on confronting me and threatening to beat me up if I keep spending time with Lilian, yes?”

Frederic stopped midstep. He blinked. Once.

“Uh, yes,” he said, sounding surprised. “How did you—”

“Please, this is one of the oldest cliches in the history of romance anime.” Kevin rolled his eyes. “I’m honestly surprised it hasn’t happened to me before now, considering the way my life has gone. I sometimes feel like I stepped into Rosario+Vampire…” Kevin paused as realization flashed through his mind like a bolt of lightning. “Wait a minute! Rosario+Vampire ended with humans becoming aware of monsters, which is what’s happening to us right now!”

Frederic took a step back. “What are you talking about?”

“This… this is the discovery of the century!”

“Oi! Are you listening to me!?”

“I have to tell Lilian about this!”

“SHUT UP AND LISTEN TO ME!”

Kevin blinked several times as he was brought back to the real world. Frederic glared at him, huffing and puffing, his face red enough to make anime females everywhere jealous.

“I’m sorry,” Kevin apologized, feeling mildly abashed. Someone was trying to threaten him into not spending time with his mate, and here he was, ignoring them. “I can’t believe how rude I’m being. Go ahead. Please continue with your pointless monologue about how I should stop spending time with Lilian or you’ll make me regret it.”

“Thank you,” Frederic said, and then paused. “Did you just insult me?”

“Of course not. Now, you were saying?”

“Um, where was I? Oh, yes.” Frederic’s face turned dark and menacing, eyes like razors piercing the dark room and fangs glinting in the trace amounts of light coming through the cracks in the door. “I don’t know what kind of dirt you’ve got on Lilian that would make her date you, but you’re going to stop using it right now.”

“Eh?” Kevin could actually hear his mind come to a screeching halt. It sounded an awful lot like squealing tires grinding against pavement. “Blackmail? What are you—”

“Don’t think you can fool me! I know what you’re doing! And I want you to stop! If you don’t… then I’ll be forced to take action.”

Frederic cracked his fingers in a way that was supposed to be menacing, but Kevin was too baffled to take notice—and he wouldn’t have been all that frightened anyway. He’d faced far worse than a love-struck yamabiko.

“Look,” Kevin started as he scratched his cheek, “I don’t know why you think I’m blackmailing Lilian, but you’ve got it all—”

“That does it! Since you refuse to stop seeing Lilian, you’ve left me with no choice but to resolve this using violence!”

“Don’t interrupt me when I’m speaking!” Kevin shouted. “And don’t talk about using violence so easily!”

“Now, say your prayers!”

Frederic charged at Kevin, who clicked his tongue and slid into his preferred combat stance—feet shoulder width apart and hands held loosely at his sides.

I hate it when people don’t listen to me, Kevin thought seconds before his mind became lost to the haze of combat.

***

The battle was less of a fight and more of a slaughter. Frederic, like most yōkai, wasn’t really predisposed toward fighting anymore. His punches were sloppy, his kicks were weak, and his guard was full of easily exploitable holes. He also didn’t use any sort of yōkai power, making Kevin positive that he hadn’t been trained in their use. At most, he probably knew how to disguise himself as a human.

Frederic threw a sloppy punch that he slipped around. He latched onto Frederic’s forearm with his right hand, and then jabbed two fingers into Frederic’s elbow joint. A loud yelp escaped the yōkai’s throat. Kevin let go of the wrist, allowing Frederic to stumble backward.

“Look, could we just stop this?” asked Kevin. “If you keep fighting me, you’re going to get hurt.”

“Shut up!” Frederic roared. “I’ll show you not to underestimate a yōkai!”

Kevin almost sighed. He didn’t because he was in combat, and instead slid around Frederic’s next attack—a claw swipe to his face. He ducked, moving underneath the arm, his left arm coming up while he latched onto the outstretched arm with his right hand. Using Frederic’s own momentum and his unique positioning, he threw Frederic over his shoulder. The young yōkai wasn’t even able to yell before all of his breath was expelled in a loud whoosh!

He stood over Frederic, watching as the yamabiko gasped for breath, chest heaving, mouth making strange sucking noises akin to a vacuum.

“Had enough?” Kevin asked.

Frederic growled, though it sounded more like a whine to Kevin’s ears. “Bastard…” Frederic tried to get up, but Kevin put a foot on his chest and pushed him down.

“Why don’t you tell me why you’re really attacking me,” Kevin suggested. “We both know it’s not really because of Lilian. You don’t like me because I’m human.”

Tears leaked from Frederic’s eyes as he glared at Kevin. “You… this is all your fault. You and your kind have completely ruined my life. Thanks to you humans, my parents lost their jobs and can’t get new ones. We were kicked out of our house, and I was run out of school. You humans ruined everything!”

Kevin waited for several more seconds after Frederic finished talking, just to make sure the boy really was done. He crouched down by Frederic’s head and looked at the other boy, who glared back at him with a baleful stare.

“I guess I can’t really fault you for thinking that.” The admittance hurt, but denying it wouldn’t help. “Humanity has done a lot to hurt the yōkai community. I won’t deny that. But that doesn’t give you the right to take your hatred out on me. I never did anything to you. I never hurt you, spoke out against you, or even hurt yōkai in general. I’m dating a yōkai, for the gods’ sakes! You think I’d do that if I hated your kind? Of course I wouldn’t.”

Kevin sighed and stood up. He stretched his back out, wincing as he felt it crack.

“I understand that you’re angry, and I think you have every right to be angry, but your anger is misplaced. If you want to hate humans, then go right ahead.” He looked back down at Frederic, his eyes growing hard. “But don’t take your hatred out on the humans who aren’t to blame, on the ones who actually want to live peacefully with yōkai. If you can’t do that, then we’ll have this conversation again, and I guarantee that it will be much more painful next time.”

Frederic didn’t respond to his words, and Kevin didn’t say anything else. He left the yamabiko to his thoughts. One Piece was coming on and Lilian would be mad if he didn’t watch it with her.

I hate One Piece, he thought with a sigh. Lilian might still be alive when that series ended, but he probably wouldn’t.

***

Frederic skulked for the next few days. His friends tried talking to him, but he blew them off in favor of brooding. During class, he’d sit as far from everyone else as possible, he barely spoke more than two sentences to his parents at home, and he’d stopped playing video games in favor of lying on his bed. Nothing anyone said or did could make him stop.

After class that day, Frederic took to wandering the base. He didn’t want to hang out with his friends, who were annoying him with their constant questions, and he didn’t want to spend time back home where he’d just get into a fight with his parents.

Several people passed him by as he walked. They ignored his presence, caught up as they were in their own conversations and thoughts. The hallways were, while not crowded, certainly busier now than they had been in the first few weeks there. He guessed that meant more yōkai were living there than when he and his parents had first moved in.

“Hey, kid!” a shout came from behind him. “You need to keep moving. You’re blocking the flow of traffic.” Frederic turned around to see a familiar usagi with pinkish hair and large bunny ears. “Well, now. Here’s a familiar face. Aren’t you the one who tried picking a fight with Kevin Swift?”

At the mention of Kevin, Frederic scowled. “What of it?”

“Oh, nothing much, just thought I’d give you some friendly advice. Don’t mess with that kid. He might not look it, but he’s pretty sturdy.”

“Whatever,” Frederic grumbled. “He’s just a human.”

“Human or not, he’s not the kind of guy you want to mess with. Trust me on this. He’s a lot stronger than he looks. Heck, he carried you all the way to the infirmary when you got knocked flat during that brawl in the cafeteria.”

What?

“What brawl? I don’t remember that happening.”

Mack looked at him like he was some kind of idiot. “The one you started when you stepped on that inu’s tail.”

“Oh…” Frederic hadn’t realized that he had started a fight because of that. He felt kind of embarrassed now.

“Yep. You’re lucky that Kevin managed to drag you out of the war zone the cafeteria had become. He carried you all the way to the hospital, too.”

“D-did he really?”

Frederic was surprised. He had thought Kevin would hate him, given the trouble he’d been purposefully causing the boy—or at least tried to cause for him.

“Yeah, he really did, which is another reason why you should stop trying to mess with him. Not all humans are bad and want us to disappear, and Kevin’s definitely one of the better humans.”

Frederic frowned. Had he really been wrong about Kevin all this time?

“Anyway,” Mack placed his hands behind his head and turned around, “I’ve got some work to do, so I’ll see you later. Think about what I said.”

Mack walked away and Frederic, now uncertain, decided to head back home.

He needed somewhere quiet to think.

***

Saturday meant no school, and to Kevin, no school meant spending the day with Lilian and Iris. Before the assassination attempt, they would have gone out somewhere fun—the mall, the arcade, the park. Ever since they’d been forced into hiding, however, they hadn’t been able to go out.

Kevin had learned through the grapevine—meaning Phoebe—that things were getting worse outside. The nonviolent protests had picked up here in America, but nothing had come of it. Furthermore, several fights had broken out between humans and yōkai, which, more often than not, resulted in the yōkai being arrested and taken away. No one knew what happened to them after they were arrested. Rumors spread that the Sons and Daughters of Humanity disposed of them.

The world had already been balancing on a razor's edge after the Yōkai Identification Act, but now it seemed as if the scales were about to tip, and Kevin was worried they would tip the wrong way.

“Ugh, this is so boring,” Lilian complained as she walked alongside him. “I wanna do something fun!”

“You and me both,” Kevin said.

“We could always have sex,” Iris said.

“I-I really wish you would stop saying things like that,” Kevin mumbled.

“Oh?” Iris’s knowing glance and arrogant smirk made him feel uncomfortable. “Is it because you’re still a virgin?”

“S-shut up!” Kevin hissed, looking around as if expecting someone else to be in the hallway with them.

“Heh, so you still haven’t had your cherry popped. Man, you’re so slow. Hurry up and park your porpoise into Lilian’s underground cavern so I can join in.”

“I said stop talking about that!”

“But, seriously, we really do need to find something to do,” Lilian decided to save her boyfriend-slash-mate from further embarrassment. “I know! Maybe we could ask Phoebe to buy us some manga the next time she travels outside?”

“That’s a good idea.” Kevin nodded. That was something he could totally get behind.

“The only problem is deciding which manga she should buy.”

“I vote for Noragami. I’ve always wanted to read that.”

“Bleh.” Lilian stuck her tongue out at him. “I don’t want to read that. I think we should read something with a little more romance. How about Monster Musume?”

“That’s not a romance. That’s a harem manga.”

“But it’s so cute!”

“It’s like reading porn.”

Lilian poked her fingers together and gave him a pitiful look. “But I… I really like the character designs…”

“U-ugh…” Kevin turned away. “D-don’t give me that look. We already have six volumes of that.” Lilian’s eyes went even wider, and then they got dewy. Kevin’s defenses crumbled, causing his shoulders to slump. “F-fine. We’ll ask Phoebe if she can pick up the next volume of Monster Musume when she goes out.”

“Yay!” Lilian pumped her free hand into the air.

“Could you guys play fight somewhere else? It’s seriously annoying when you do that.” Iris clicked her tongue at the way he and Lilian bantered.

He looked at the raven-haired beauty and frowned. He wasn’t sure what to make of the girl anymore. Lilian was including her in a lot more of their activities. In fact, outside of their more intimate time together, Iris had become a constant. Not only that, but Lilian was displaying a lot more affection for her sister than before. Kevin had noticed the silent conversations they had, too.

Something weird is going on with them…

“Where do you think Phoebe is?” he asked the other two, dispelling those thoughts with a shake of his head.

Lilian pressed a finger against her lower lip. “Um, I think she’ll either be in the command center or the garage.”

“Let’s hit the command center first. If she’s in the garage, then we probably won’t get to her before she leaves.”

Fortune favored them, as Phoebe was indeed in the command center. She and Polydora stood by Monstrang, speaking to him about something—Kevin couldn’t hear what. As they got closer, it became clear that they were talking about their next excursion to the world outside of the base.

“… We plan on checking the situation at the local schools this time,” Phoebe was saying. “While most yōkai have stopped attending entirely and are now coming to the underground schools that you have set up, we’ve heard that several are still going to places like Desert Cactus High School and Shadow Mountain Middle School. I would like to make sure they are not being abused there.”

“That’s a good idea,” Monstrang grunted. “Go ahead and do that. Report back to me with your findings.”

“Of course.”

“Phoebe,” Kevin called out.

“Master Kevin.” Phoebe greeted him with a bow of her head. “I apologize, however, I cannot engage in the act of procreation right now.”

Kevin tripped on air and face-planted into the ground.

“What the heck made you think that’s what I wanted to talk to you about?!” he asked, leaping back to his feet and glaring at the girl. He ignored Lilian’s and Iris’s giggling behind him. Traitors.

Phoebe shrugged. “I’m merely telling you this in case that was why you had come to me.”

“It isn’t!”

“Uhuhuhu…”

“Shut up, Iris!”

“Ufufufu…”

“You too, Lilian?”

After dusting himself off, Kevin informed Phoebe of the real reason they’d been looking for her. The woman listened with a straight face. When he finished with his request, she nodded several times.

“I see. So you have come requesting that I grab some manga during Polydora’s and my reconnaissance mission.”

“Yes. That’s right. Can you?”

“I am sorry.” Phoebe shook her head. “However, I cannot deviate from my intended route right now. It is not that I don’t want to do this for you, but the longer we stay outside, the greater the chances are that someone will discover our identities.”

Kevin felt disappointed, but he tried not to let it show. “I… I understand. Thanks anyway.”

“Again, I apologize for not being able to help you. In order to compensate for this, I’d like to ask that you hit me as punishment.”

“I’m not going to hit you!” Kevin shrieked at the same time that Polydora squealed, “L-Lady P-Phoebe!”

“Help me out, you two.” Kevin glanced at Iris and Lilian, who, with their matching smiles, had never looked more like sisters than they did just then.

“But, you’re doing so well, Stud.”

I think you can handle things here, Beloved. Fight on.”

“You two are awful!”

Calming down, Lilian slid up to Phoebe and wrapped an arm around the yuma uba’s shoulder.

“I understand why you don’t want to deviate from your course, but could you please do this for us? If you did, I might be more inclined to convince Kevin to help you bear his children.”

“What?!” Kevin’s shrill cry went ignored.

Phoebe, who’d been waffling in indecision, suddenly gained a disturbing gleam in her eye. Kevin shuddered from head to toe.

“Very well, then. I shall buy you that manga.”

“So quick to change your tune!” Kevin spat. “Aren’t you going to stop her, Polydora?”

“S-s-s-s-shut up! There isn’t anything I can do!”

“Tch. Some best friend you are.”

“What was that?!”

Phoebe left with Polydora in tow soon after. While Iris snickered in the background, Kevin gave his mate a pathetic look.

“Did you really have to convince her like that? You know she’s going to be even more insufferable from now on.”

“I know.” Lilian’s expression was solemn, as if she’d already come to this conclusion and decided it was worth it. “But sometimes, we must make necessary sacrifices to achieve our goals.”

“Why am I the one doing all the sacrificing?!”

“It was for the good of manga.”

“Here, here!”

“Be quiet, Iris!”

“Ufufufu…”

“Ah, mou.” Kevin slumped over. “You’re just too cruel.” He tried to glare at Lilian, but there was no real heat in it—only exhaustion. “That was a mean prank.” Although he didn’t know if the prank was on him or Phoebe.

“I’m sorry, Beloved.” Lilian smiled apologetically. “But I really, really, really want that manga.”

“Sometimes I can’t help but think you love manga more than me.”

“Now you know that’s not true.” Lilian wrapped her arms around Kevin and pulled him close. Her tails also curled around his body and hugged him. “Nothing in this world is more important than you. You know that.”

Kevin sank into Lilian’s embrace and readily returned it. “I know.”

Some people might have found their relationship to be odd, but Kevin enjoyed their constant bickering. It was always about inconsequential stuff, like which manga was better or genre savvy jokes about his harem… which didn’t exist. It helped keep their troubled spirits lifted and off the problems they were currently facing.

“And you say I’m cruel,” Iris huffed as she crossed her arms. “I think the cruel ones are you two. It’s cruel when you get all close and cuddly like that and exclude me.”

Kevin opened his mouth to tell Iris to stow it, but Lilian unwound one of her tails from him and used it to pull Iris into their hug.

“There,” the redhead said cheerfully, “better?”

“Much.”

As Kevin found himself engulfed in a hug by two beautiful kitsune, he wondered what he should do. There were two pairs of mountains pressing into him. The soft elasticity of their breasts, the warmth of their bodies, and the overwhelmingly arousing aroma coming from them was leaving him dizzy.

Should I push Iris away?

He wanted to, but Lilian had invited her into the hug. What should he do? He didn’t know if he was comfortable with this, but… well, it wasn’t like Iris wasn’t already sleeping with them. Ugh. Why the hell did their relationship have to be so complicated?

“Eek!” Kevin squeaked. “All right! Which one of you pinched my left butt cheek?”

“Uhuhuhu, that was me.”

Kevin twitched several times as Iris looked at him with doe eyes.

She was so sleeping on the couch tonight.

***

“There you are, Fred! I’ve been lookin’ all over for ya.”

“Something up?”

Axel came up alongside Frederic, who’d been lost in thought. The itachi was grinning a sly grin, which Frederic had seen many times, usually after his friend had done something daring, stupid, or both.

“We all know that you’ve been depressed because Lilian turned you down for that human.”

“Uh, no, that’s not—”

“But you don’t need to worry about them anymore.”

Axel interrupted Frederic, who’d been trying to tell his friend that wasn’t the reason he was so quiet anymore—until he heard those words.

They stopped in the middle of the hallway. Fortunately, this hall wasn’t crowded, meaning no one would complain to them about cutting off the flow of traffic.

“What do you mean?”

Axel’s sharper than average teeth flashed in the light as he grinned. “I’m saying that we’re planning on teaching those two a lesson today, one they won’t soon forget.”

The lesson, as it turned out, was ambushing the two as they were coming back from the parking garage. One of their friends had been following the duo for a while now, and they had alerted the others once the pair was in a more deserted section of the base. The garage wasn’t used very often. Only people designated by Monstrang left the base, so no one else ever came up this way.

Frederic swallowed the words that were buried in his throat. He wanted to tell his friends that they should turn around and go back, but how could he? They were doing this for him. He couldn’t just tell them not to do this because he’d been rethinking his position in this matter.

Kevin and Lilian were walking down one of the aisles, cars lined up on either side. The redhead was holding a plastic bag to her chest, hugging it as if it was the most precious commodity in the entire universe. Her excited green eyes sparkled with enough vivacity that even Frederic could tell she was stoked about something.

“I can’t wait to read this! I’ve been wanting to read this manga ever since it came out!”

“I’m glad you’re excited.”

“What’s wrong? Do you not want to read this?”

“Of course I do. I’m just a little wary about anything involving harems right now.”

“Ufufufu, so that’s what this is about. Don’t worry. I told you before, didn’t I? So long as you don’t want a harem, I won’t let the other girls have you.”

“So you say, but you sounded like you were about to pawn me off to Phoebe this morning.”

“Mugyu, that was just a joke.”

“No random catch phrases today, please.”

Watching Lilian and Kevin like this, grinning from ear to ear as they bantered back and forth about stuff he knew next to nothing about, made Frederic wonder about them. They really did seem to get along.

“You guys ready?” asked Axel, who received several nods from the four yōkai with him.

“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Frederic said at last.

“What do you mean?” Axel appeared perplexed. “Isn’t this what you wanted? You wanted to teach those two a lesson, right?”

“Well, I—”

“This is the only way we can do that, so let’s go.”

The group of five leapt from the sides of the vehicle they’d hunkered behind and rushed at the two. Frederic tried to yell at his friends, but the words caught in his throat. All he could do was hide behind the Hummer and watch from a distance.

Kevin and Lilian seemed startled to see so many yōkai rushing at them—at least, at first. However, they still responded to this clear threat with an ease that startled Frederic.

“Celestial Art: Light Inversion.”

Four of the five yōkai charging at them suddenly stumbled. Then they fell forward onto their hands and knees. Frederic didn’t know what was going on, but only Axel continued to charge at the pair.

Kevin met his charge head-on. When Axel tried to claw the blond human’s face off, he slid underneath the blow, bending his knees and raising his forearm to push Axel’s arm up and over his shoulder. He then twisted around until his back was facing Axel’s front, grabbed the extended arm with both hands, kicked out the itachi’s feet, and flipped him around. Axel slammed onto the ground with a loud crash! and an equally noisy whoosh! As the teen yōkai lay gasping on the ground, Kevin knocked him out by kicking him in the temple.

“Gomu Gomu no Extension!”

Lilian’s tails were like a rubber man’s arms. They shot out swifter than a bullet and slammed two of Axel’s friends into the ground. Their heads were the target, and the ferocity with which Lilian slammed her tails into them caused the ground underneath their heads to dent. During this time, Kevin heel dropped another one of his friends. While their face didn’t crack the pavement, the yōkai’s body went limp all the same.

“D-damn you!” one of the still conscious yōkai stood to his feet, legs shaking and eyes struggling to look at his opponent’s face. He blinked several times as though he had trouble seeing. “You’ll pay for this!”

“Yeah… no.”

Kevin leapt into the air, his body twisting like a top. He slammed his two feet into the yōkai’s chest, which rang out loudly in the garage. The yōkai went flying while Kevin flipped backward and landed feet first on the ground.

The yōkai couldn’t do anything as Lilian fired what looked like a ball of compressed light, which exploded in his face. While he was rolling around on the floor, covering his eyes and screaming in pain, Kevin jumped onto his chest, driving all the air from the other boy’s lungs.

“Kitsune Art: Illusory Sleep.”

Lilian touched the yōkai’s temple with her tails, the tips of which glowed a bright yellow. The yōkai’s eyes slowly drooped. His head dropped to the ground and his body went limp, sleep overtaking him.

T-these two… Frederic gulped in fear and a little awe. They just took out five yōkai in less than a minute! Who are these two?!

“Well,” Kevin stepped off the now unconscious yōkai’s chest, “that just happened. Though I never expected to be ambushed within the base—not by yōkai at least.”

“Aren’t these what’s his face’s friends?”

Wh-what’s his face?! Frederic lamented. She doesn’t even remember my name!

“You know what? I think they are.” Kevin knelt down and studied one of the unconscious yōkai up close. “Yep. I remember this guy. I think his name was… Anvil? No, Avil!”

“I think it was asshole,” Lilian supplied.

It’s Axel! Frederic screamed mentally—because he was too afraid to scream out loud.

“So, what should we do with these guys?” asked Kevin.

“Well, we definitely can’t just let them go free after they attacked us.” Lilian thought for a moment, then laughed a devious little laugh. “Ufufufu, I think this calls for some punishment.”

Frederic bit his lip. He didn’t want his friends to suffer whatever punishment Lilian had in mind for them. He remembered their talk about what a kitsune did to people who displeased them. At the same time, they kind of deserved some form of punishment. Indecision warred within him for a moment before, with a resigned sigh, he stepped out from behind the Hummer.

“Hey, aren’t you, uh, um, Friday, right?” Lilian asked.

“It’s Frederic,” he grumbled. He was beginning to like Lilian a little less now.

“Right, Frederic.” Lilian nodded as if she’d suspected that was his real name all along. “So, did you set your friends up to this?”

“N-no.” Frederic did not like the look in Lilian’s eyes. It made him want to run away, screaming like a little girl. “I didn’t set them up to this. I… I tried to stop them.”

Lilian’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits. “I don’t believe you. I might not remember your name, but I remember how you tried picking a fight with my beloved.”

“I’m telling the truth,” Frederic defended. “I didn’t set them up to this. They were the ones who wanted to pick a fight. Not me.”

Frederic gulped as Lilian stared him down. Her eyes, normally bright and vibrant like jewels, were harder and held an edge that he’d never seen before. Suddenly, all those rumors he’d dismissed about kitsune and their mates held a much more truthful ring to it.

“I think he’s telling the truth.”

“Beloved?”

Kevin placed a hand on Lilian’s shoulder. “I think we should believe him, if for no other reason than because I’d rather not have to worry about guarding my back as well as my front.”

While Frederic felt shock course through him, Lilian and Kevin held a conversation with their eyes. He didn’t know what was being said, but in that moment, he felt very much like an intruder.

“Fine,” Lilian sighed, “I suppose I’ve got no choice but to believe him, too.”

Frederic sighed in relief.

“However!” Lilian barked, and Frederic’s spine cracked as he almost jumped out of his skin. “Just because I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt doesn’t mean I’m gonna let you get away without receiving punishment.”

“WHAT?!”

Kevin nodded in agreement. “I think that’s fair. Your friends did attack us, after all, and you were clearly hiding with them and yet you did nothing to stop them.”

Frederic was about ready to get down on his knees and beg.

“B-but we—I mean, you—”

“Now, now. Don’t try to escape your just deserts. Just accept it and be happy that I’ve decided to be lenient with your punishment.”

At the sight of Lilian’s cheerful smile, Frederic could do nothing more than whimper.

***

Lilian wore a very satisfied smile the next day. Iris had asked her about it that morning, but she didn’t want to spoil the surprise. All she told her sister was, “I have a feeling that something good is going to happen today.”

“Oh. My. Gods. I think I’ve put on some weight.”

“It must be how we’re stuck in this base all day. We can’t get out and go shopping anymore. That’s how I get most of my exercise.”

“Ugh, I wish this whole issue with that law against yōkai would hurry up and blow over. I’d like to get back to my normal life.”

“I don’t think that’s going to happen…”

Lilian silently listened to the other girls’ griping as she stripped off her top—the green off-the-shoulder shirt that had become her signature outfit—and then slid her shorts down her hips and stepped out of them. She changed into her gym uniform. The shirt felt a little tight against her chest, but she didn’t mind.

I wonder if I should dress up in this for Kevin, she mused to herself, humming My Soul, Your Beats, the opening theme to an anime she and Kevin watched last night. We could play the pervy PE coach and the naive schoolgirl… or maybe we could do the naughty schoolgirl who gets punished by the PE coach! So many possibilities…

“Okay, Lily-pad, you’re seriously beginning to freak me out,” Iris declared as they, now dressed in their PE clothes, walked to the gym. “You’ve been humming different anime opening theme songs all day. What the hell happened to make you so happy? Did the stud finally lose his self-control and fuck you like a kitsune in heat?”

“Nope!” Lilian chirped. “If that had happened, he and I would still be in bed, not going to school.”

Iris would have also been in bed with them, or so Lilian hoped, but she wasn’t going to say that out loud. People might think she was weird.

“Then what are you so cheerful about?”

“Ufufufu, you’ll see.”

“I hate it when you get all cryptic like this. Come on, why can’t you just… tell… me… eh?”

Iris and the other girls all ceased walking the moment they stepped into the gym. Lilian didn’t even bother to hide her grin as she admired her handiwork, which everyone was staring at.

It was the six yōkai from the other day, the same ones who’d attacked her and her beloved. They’d been stripped down to their underwear, and their bodies had been covered in strange graffiti. One had penises drawn all over his body, including one peeping pecker that looked like it was halfway inside of his mouth. Another had strange swirly patterns all over his body. And still another looked like a geisha. They were hanging from the rafters, their bodies bound like a bad case of Shibari gone wrong. They also had ball gags shoved in their mouths, hampering their ability to talk. Several of them were wide awake and trying to scream, but all that came out of their mouths was muffled squeals and drool.

“Lilian, did you…?”

“Yes, sister of mine. Yes, I did.”

“And is that…?”

“Yes, that is a ladle sticking out of his hindquarters.”

“I see…”

Whispers broke out amongst the girls. Lilian’s ears twitched as she listened in. Her smile widened at some of the comments she heard. Most of the girls were appalled, but a few seemed to think it was funny. The nekomata in particular thought it was amusing.

“This… actually feels kind of nostalgic.” Iris sniffed and wiped a stray tear from her eye. “I remember when you would do stuff like this to your suitors.” Her lips twitched into a grin. “They never were the same after that.”

“I know,” Lilian snickered.

Just then, Heather walked in through the doors, decked out in her coach’s uniform. She opened her mouth, most likely to tell the girls that they were blocking the way, but she stopped upon seeing the teenage boys hanging from the rafters.

She paused. Then…

“Is that a ladle poking out of his keester?”

“Yes,” Lilian answered with a grin that put the Cheshire Cat to shame. “Yes, it is.”

“Uh-huh. I take it this is your doing?”

“Yep.”

“Cool. However, if you ever plan on stripping people naked and hanging them by rafters again, then please use one of the other gym rooms. Okay?”

“Got it.”

“Good.”

With that, Heather blew her whistle and class began.

Frederic and his friends were still hanging from the rafters.


CHAPTER 8

THE DAY OF CAMELLIA

“Hahaha! Catch me if you can, Kiri-Kiri!”

“M-My Lady Camellia, p-please stop running around and put some clothes on!”

It was just another day at the Pnév̱ma residence. Of course, calling their place a residence might have been an overstatement since the two-bedroom apartment they lived in was relatively small. It didn’t even have a shower or bath, though it at least had a toilet.

The morning was early and, as was the case with most days, Camellia was running around the small apartment naked.

Kirihime huffed as she raced after her mistress. Despite having the mentality of a child and being about twice as graceless, Camellia could be surprisingly nimble when she wanted. Kirihime had been chasing the older woman all throughout the apartment that morning, ever since waking her mistress up, in fact.

I-I really wish she would at least sleep with some pajamas on…

Camellia swerved to the side just when Kirihime thought she had the woman, causing her to almost plant her face into the wall. She avoided having her nose broken, barely, and quickly turned around to see her mistress leaving the apartment.

“Oh, no,” Kirihime whispered in horror. A naked Camellia running around the base was not something she wanted to deal with.

This is not good!

Kirihime burst out the door. She didn’t even bother locking up and just ran down the hall, using the enhancement technique to run faster.

“Lady Camellia!”

She turned a corner and was just in time to see Camellia standing inside of an elevator, the doors slowly sliding shut.

“Bye, bye, Kiri-Kiri!” Camellia waved at Kirihime, who rushed for the door. However, not even the enhancement technique gave her enough speed to reach her mistress before the doors shut. Kirihime slammed into the door, then fell onto her back, staring up at the ceiling.

“This… this is really not good. Not good at all.”

***

Kevin, dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt that conformed to his torso, exited the locker room and began the long walk back to his apartment.

His muscles ached from his most recent exercises. He and Kiara had been trying to discover more about his power. They had learned a lot through experimentation. It seemed his strange ability only worked on barriers, but they didn’t work on anything else, which he’d learned the hard way after suffering several full-on youki attacks from the powerful inu.

Still, this power is pretty useful, even if it’s just the ability to break barriers.

Kevin looked at his left hand. This hand seemed to be where this strange power was contained. He’d tried breaking through Kiara’s barrier with his right hand but had only received severe burns for his troubles.

I wonder if it only works on barriers? Can I use it for anything else?

Kiara had described his unique skill as the “ability to unlock barriers,” and indeed, when watching his power at work, it did look more like unlocking than destroying. When he touched Kiara’s aura, the red energy would peel apart like a blooming flower. The energy didn’t dissipate either. It still existed, but it moved around his hand, meaning that he wasn’t destroying it, just moving it out of the way.

Kiara’s aura isn’t a barrier either, not really. It stands to reason this power can work on more than just barriers.

“Kkkkkeeeeeevvvvviiiinnnnnn…………….”

Kevin stopped walking, his head tilting in idle curiosity as he heard someone calling his name.

“Kkkkkkyyyyyuuuuuunnnnnnnn!!!!”

His eyes widening, Kevin swiftly spun around as the source of the voice got louder. He promptly found two large, round, soft things being shoved into his face.

“Uwa!!”

He tumbled to the floor, taking the other person with him. Delightful, childish laughter told him exactly who had crashed into him tits first. Kevin felt almost resigned.

Why do these things keep happening to me?

“Found you!” Camellia said in a childish voice from above him. Kevin would have responded, but his face was currently full of breasts. Just breathing was a chore.

Kevin grabbed the offending objects and tried to shove them off his face.

“Ah-ahn! K-Kevin-kyun,” Camellia complained. “T-that kinda hurts.”

How do you think I feel?! Kevin wanted to shout, but he didn’t. He just kept pushing at the two squishy objects in his hands, which were so large and soft that his fingers sank into them, until Camellia took the hint and sat up.

“Puah!” Kevin sucked in a deep lungful of air. Oh, sweet oxygen, how he had missed thee. After regaining his breath, Kevin tried to look at Camellia to properly scold her, but he soon realized that he couldn’t even see her face—

“Bua?”

—because there were two, large things staring him in the face.

By things, he meant breasts. Outside of Delphine, whose boobs were so large they bordered on obscene, Camellia had some of the most pneumatic knockers he’d ever laid eyes on. They weren’t just large. Well-formed and possessing very little sag, capped with inverted nipples, her breasts were basically the stuff that dreams were made of. Kevin was sure his friends would rage hard if they knew he saw these every day.

“Ga!” Kevin held a hand to his nose, pinching it shut to keep the blood from flowing out.

Kevin had seen Camellia naked plenty of times before. The woman seemed to despise clothing, or maybe she was just that childish. Nearly every morning and every night, Camellia would run around their small two-bedroom apartment in the buff, laughing like a kid as Kirihime chased after her.

After so many days of seeing this, Kevin had grown immune to Camellia’s antics. Often times, he, Lilian, and Iris would simply ignore the woman as she led her maid on a merry chase. The only time they even bothered responding was when Camellia ran in front of the TV.

That being said, even if Kevin had grown desensitized to Camellia’s naked antics, he was still male—a teenage male with hormones running his body ragged. And Camellia, despite having the mind of a five-year-old child, was still a beautiful woman. While it was easy to ignore her when she was in the background, it wasn’t as easy to do the same when he had such an up close and personal view.

Think unsexy thoughts! Think unsexy thoughts! Eric in a speedo—oh, Kami-sama! I think I’m gonna be sick.

“Kevin-kyuun, hello!”

Kevin swallowed the bile rising in his throat and smiled at the five-tails, though she probably couldn’t see it since his hand, slick with blood, covered the view of his mouth.

“Hello, Camellia. Could you get off me, please?”

“Um, Camellia will get off Kevin-kyun.”

“Thank you.”

Camellia stood up, allowing Kevin to get back on his feet. She was still naked, however, which meant he had a problem.

“H-here,” Kevin took off his shirt and handed it to her, “wear this please.”

“Um!”

Camellia grabbed his shirt and tried to put it on. Kevin almost facepalmed when she became tangled in it. Was it really that hard to put on a shirt?

“Ugh, l-let me help you.”

“Tee-hee, thank you, Kevin-kyun.”

“U-un, you’re welcome. Raise your arms, please?”

“Kay!”

After wiping the blood off his hand, Kevin closed his hands and pulled his T-shirt over Camellia’s arms and head. His shirt was fairly tight, being nothing more than an undershirt, and Camellia’s phenomenally sized bust meant it didn’t really fit her.

Kevin tried to ignore the feel of Camellia’s breasts as he worked on pulling the shirt over them. Despite having his eyes closed, he could feel when we pulled the shirt over her nipples. Camellia’s childish giggling didn’t help.

“That tickles.”

“S-sorry.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mind, since it’s Kevin-kyun doing it.”

“That really doesn’t make me feel any better.”

“Hawa?”

It took a lot of work and plenty of embarrassment but, in the end, Kevin finally pulled his shirt over Camellia’s super-sized chest. By the time he was done, Kevin’s face was sweaty and flushed, his breathing had grown heavy, and he felt a combination of arousal and guilt.

“Ha…” Kevin wiped the sweat off his face. “There, now we—urk!”

“Hawa?” Camellia tilted her head as Kevin looked away.

“C-Camellia, you wouldn’t happen to have any underwear on you, would you?”

Camellia gained a very thoughtful expression. It was awfully cute. “Um, no. Camellia doesn’t carry underwear on her.”

“I thought not.” Kevin, still turned away, felt like smacking himself in the face. “We’ve got a problem.”

“Hawa.”

***

Lilian bit her lip as she stared at the next page of her manga, a page that currently had no illustrations on it.

She had finished drawing the panels, and she even had a general idea of what she wanted her illustrations to be. The problem wasn’t deciding what she wanted this page to feature, but which illustrations she should use for each panel.

When creating a manga, it was important to plan ahead. If you had no plan, then coming up with illustrations that told a cohesive story was beyond difficult. A good mangaka always plotted their story out beforehand, and decided on which illustrations they wanted to create before paneling each page.

Lilian knew what illustrations she wanted. That wasn’t the issue. The issue was determining which of the many thumbnails she wanted to use for those illustrations.

Like any good manga artist, Lilian had created several thumbnails for each illustration, along with general paneling thumbnails to outline how each page would be presented. She had upwards of a dozen thumbnails for each illustration, and one dozen thumbnails for each page.

The thumbnails for her current page were all laid out on the desk. This particular page had six panels, which meant around six dozen illustrations were laid out for her to choose from, a dozen for each panel.

Looking at panel one, Lilian read the notes she’d created for it.

“Kaylen and Lyla bump into each other—profile shot. Torso to head only. No background.”

She searched through her thumbnails for panel one. All of them were mostly the same. There were small differences in each one, however. For example, one of them was closer than the other. Another showed their left profile while another showed their right. Some were drawn at a slight angle, a tilt that made it seem like you were looking up or down.

Lilian quickly took out the variations with angles. She wanted it to be a straight on illustration—no tilting. After that, she studied her thumbnails some more, then took out the ones that were further away. This panel had a limited space of 4.5 by 4 inches. The farther her characters appeared to be, the less detail she would be able to draw.

After discarding those thumbnails, Lilian was left with just two. One featured a left profile view, the other a right view. Lilian couldn’t decide which illustration she wanted to use, so she put those to the side and focused on the other panels. She could make a decision once she had a clearer understanding of how the rest of this page would be laid out.

The sound of rustling paper behind her alerted her to Kevin’s presence. He was reading a manga, slowly flipping through the pages. Iris was also there, but unlike Kevin, who sat up in bed, his eyes flickering back and forth, she was asleep. Laying on her side, her form one of sexual elegance even while caught in the throes of slumber, Lilian’s sister rested with her head in Kevin’s lap.

I need to talk to him soon.

She had promised Iris that she would talk to Kevin, and her mate seemed to be, if not receptive to Iris’s advances, then at least desensitized to her antics. He let Iris sleep with them, didn’t freak out when Iris flirted with him, and didn’t seem to mind when she got physical with him. Lilian didn’t think he would let Iris kiss him, but that was okay. She didn’t think Iris’s goal was to get those, not from Kevin at least. So long as Kevin allowed her to join them when they were intimate, Iris should be satisfied.

But will Kevin really let Iris join us?

Kevin had grown a lot since they started dating. He didn’t shy from her touch, he initiated intimacy between them, and he knew how to please her. He was also used to random moments of perversion, such as her mom running around naked, Phoebe trying to seduce him, and Iris’s sexy antics. However, that didn’t mean he would approve of someone else joining him and her when they engaged in foreplay and eventually sex.

Kevin’s still a human.

Even if Kevin had grown immensely from the shy boy he used to be, that didn’t mean he would allow Iris to join them for a threesome. Kevin’s humanity meant that, beyond anything else, he still had all of the morals that most humans did.

To him, dating meant remaining loyal to one person. Having a third member join their relationship was a taboo, something that was morally wrong according to human society. Even if he understood logically that kitsune did not feel like there was anything wrong with a polygamous relationship, his human heart couldn’t fathom it. It kept him from accepting that part of her—of all kitsune.

It wasn’t his fault. At the same time, it made things hard for Lilian.

Kevin doesn’t want a harem either.

It was something he explicitly stated. Kevin didn’t want a harem. Did that mean he was averse to including Iris in their relationship? Could a three-way relationship be considered a harem?

Beloved is very genre savvy, but I think that’s part of the problem.

Yes, it was quite difficult when your mate didn’t want to become a harem protagonist. Things would have been much easier if he was more receptive to harems, but Lilian was actually kind of glad he didn’t want one. If he gained a harem, then it meant the time she and Kevin could spend together would be limited. She didn’t want that, so yes, him not wanting a harem was good, but it was also problematic.

I can’t concentrate on my manga like this.

Releasing a deep sigh, Lilian organized her illustrations, thumbnails, and manga pages, then put them into a small filing cabinet sitting by their desk. She also locked it so Iris couldn’t break in and peek at her work. That done, she stood up and went over to the bed.

“Is Iris really sleeping?”

Kevin stopped reading and looked at the girl using his lap as a pillow. “Seems like it. Are you done working on your manga for today?”

“Yeah.” Lilian climbed onto the bed, scooting over to Kevin. Iris posed a bit of a problem, but Lilian used her tails to lift the Void Kitsune and slid her legs underneath Iris’s body. The girl mumbled a bit at the sudden shift, but then she settled down when Lilian placed a hand on the vixen’s hip. “I couldn’t concentrate. Too much on my mind. Whatcha reading?”

“Fairy Tail.”

“Ugh.”

“What was that ‘ugh’ for? I thought you liked Fairy Tail.”

“I do, it’s just really cliched and predictable.”

“Well, yeah, but it’s funny.”

“It is. I like the fanservice, but that doesn’t change how predictable it is. Every arc is the same as the last one. The only thing that changes is which bad guy they face off against.”

“Look at you, Miss Professional Mangaka, acting so critical of the manga you read.”

“I sort of have to be these days.” Lilian shifted to make herself more comfortable. Snuggling against Kevin, she set her head on his shoulder. “If I want to make a good manga, then I need to learn how to tell good stories. It’s more than just making pretty drawings, you know.”

“I know. And I’m very proud of how seriously you’re taking this. Are you thinking of becoming a real professional and actually getting published?”

“I… I don’t know…” Lilian bit her lip. “I’ve thought about it, but I’m not sure if my work would ever be good enough to get published.”

“Hey, if Hiro Mashima can publish this, then you can certainly become a published mangaka.”

“Heh.” Lilian felt her heart become infused with warmth. Her cheeks also felt quite hot. “Thanks, Beloved.”

“Hm. Anytime.”

Conversation settled down and Kevin began turning the pages again. Even though her eyes were scanning the manga, Lilian’s mind was trapped by her own indecision. Would now be a good time to talk about Iris? She didn’t know. The problem was that although Kevin didn’t fight it when Iris crept into bed with them, she knew he wasn’t receptive to her advances.

“Kevin,” Lilian started, “I—”

“HAWA!!!!”

Before Lilian could even complete her sentence, a loud cry of shock and pain echoed all the way to their room. Iris woke up with a start, tumbling off the bed and landing on her face, her butt sticking in the air. Kevin and Lilian shared a look of alarm. Then they leapt to their feet, raced out of the room, and ran into the living room.

What they found would be forever engraved in their minds.

“H-hawa! Lilian! Kevin-kyun! Help me!”

A completely naked Camellia had somehow gotten tangled up in her five tails. She looked like someone had tried twisting her into a pretzel, but then realized she wasn’t flexible enough and used her tails to force her limbs into the positions they wanted. It looked awfully painful, especially because her legs were doing the splits.

Kevin covered his eyes. “I really didn’t need to see this.”

Lilian merely sighed. It looks like my chance to talk to Kevin isn’t going to happen today.

Realizing that Kevin was going to be useless in this situation, Lilian set about untangling her mother from her own tails.

It was just another day at the Pnév̱ma residence.

***

David Wolfe was a yōkai, one of the few who hadn’t left Desert Cactus High School for the new underground schools set up by Monstrang.

His parents were some of the yōkai who believed they could change the way things were going—the downward spiral of hatred they had found themselves in—that by peacefully protesting their situation, they could make humans accept them.

David thought it was a load of crap. His parents were naive idealists who hadn’t been able to face the reality they were living in. Humans had already shown their true colors. From the moment they learned about yōkai, humans had ostracised them, hated them, and feared them. It was an inescapable truth. Humans would never accept them.

That was why he and his friends planned on doing something about it.

He sat up in his bed and slowly crawled out. He and his parents lived in a studio apartment. It belonged to one of the few places that still allowed yōkai to live there, though David didn’t think that would last much longer. He’d heard the place was coming under new management, and that the new manager was just a puppet for the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, the newest branch of the American military.

“Oh. David, you’re up early today,” his mother exclaimed in surprise.

“I got things to do today,” David said as he stretched his arms.

“Going out with your friends again.” His mother smiled at him. It was an optimistic smile, and seeing it made him grimace.

“Yeah… friends.”

After taking a quick shower and having breakfast, David left the small, broken-down apartment complex.

He had someplace that he needed to be.

***

The campus for Sanoran Junior High School had once been a large, three-story building with numerous rooms. Now it was a burnt-out husk that was crumbling apart. Walls had toppled over. The entire third floor had collapsed. Nothing remained of the place that David remembered going to when he was in middle school.

He stepped past the caution tape that had been put up all around the campus building, his booted feet crunching against the broken plaster that littered the floor. The doorframe he walked up to was missing its door, and he moved through it, which led into a large, open space that had once been a hallway. Nothing remained now. Even the walls had been destroyed.

“‘Bout time you showed up.”

“Sorry, I got held up by my parents,” David grunted as he stepped through a broken-down door and entered a small room that looked larger than it should be since the walls had been blown to bits.

“Parents, eh? I don’t know why you bother with those people. Parents are always holdin’ you back.”

“Right.”

The person standing before him looked every bit the ugly thug. His large, muscled form was barely covered by a leather vest and ripped jeans. Spikes ran along his shoulders, protruding from his skin like stakes. His knees also had spikes shooting from them, one for each knee, creating holes in his jeans. Much like his shoulders and knees, his bald, scarred head also had spikes, a ring of them, which surrounded his head like a bed of thorns.

This man wasn’t the only person present. David looked around at the other people in the room. There were quite a few. All of them were yōkai.

“It looks like we’re all here,” the yōkai, who David only knew by the name Volks, grinned at the gathering of people. “Good. That means we’re ready to start the plan. Looks like you newbs are gonna get the chance to prove yourselves.”

“What are we gonna do?” asked another yōkai, a bakeneko with brown hair and pointy ears. David didn’t really know him that well. They went to the same school but hadn’t been friends. However, circumstances had forced them all together.

The one in charge laughed, a noise that grated on David’s ears.

“That should be obvious.” The gargantuan yōkai grinned. “We’re going to cause some chaos.”

***

Morning that day was the same as any other day. It was Monday morning, the start of the new week. The morning air was warm, as expected. It was the beginning of September, which meant Arizona was just entering fall, and of course, being a desert state well known for its warm climate, the temperature had yet to drop below the mid-90s.

Lindsay woke up at her friend’s house that day. Jessica had asked her if she wanted to spend the night. While Lindsay’s parents—or at least her mom—had been vehemently against it, she’d decided to go anyway. She’d told her mom that she was staying at another friend’s house.

Fortunately, her mother had never asked for any of her friends’ phone numbers, so it wasn’t like she could find out that all of her friends had abandoned her because she refused to abandon Jessica.

Jessica’s parents were, like most yōkai, struggling to stay afloat. Her mom used to work for a big law firm and her dad had been the manager of a small business. Now her mom had been laid off and her dad had lost nearly fifty percent of his customers. And to top it off, most of his employees had quit when they discovered that their boss was a yōkai. Only a handful of people hadn’t cared about his origins enough to remain loyal. Jessica and her family were living off her dad’s income alone now, and since her dad only made about half the amount he used to, that meant they’d hit hard times.

I really hope that changes soon.

Lindsay sat on the bus with her friend. She and Jessica were in the very back, with her friend almost huddled in the corner to avoid the other people who were also riding the bus. Lindsay glared at anyone stupid enough to come near them, hoping against hope that it would keep them away.

“E-eek!”

A squeal from Jessica startled her. Lindsay twisted her head around so fast it actually cracked. Something was stuck on Jessica’s left ear—a spit wad. Lindsay seethed when she saw the white, wet substance sticking to the blond bunny ear. She could feel her blood boiling, rising up like a tidal wave threatening to consume her.

How dare these people do this!

“Who did that?!”

Lindsay stood up from her seat, jumping to her feet so suddenly that they slammed against the ground with a loud thud. Her voice was so loud that it echoed along the bus. Everyone who’d been chatting about this and that, laughing and joking around, ceased speaking to stare at her.

Seeing no one even getting ready to speak, Lindsay’s emotions surged.

“Which one of you lame-brained idiots did that?!” she pointed at Jessica’s left rabbit ear, where a spit wad could be seen on it clear as day. Still no one answered. “WELL?!”

The silence that reigned was nearly deafening. It was like someone had stepped into a grave. However, silence rarely ever lasted, and it wasn’t long before someone spoke up.

“Who cares who did it?” one person asked, and with those words, the others began expressing their own opinions.

“Yeah, she’s just a monster!”

“We don’t need her kind around here!”

“She should just crawl into a hole and die!”

The shouts penetrated her brain, incensing Lindsay to the point where she saw nothing but red. She considered herself to be a very mild-mannered individual. She didn’t get angry very often. In fact, Lindsay couldn’t remember the last time she’d been angry—truly angry.

However, in that moment, listening to these people belittle, taunt, and verbally abuse her friend with their words, Lindsay felt nothing but an indescribable rage.

“Oh, that does it.” She cracked her knuckles. “These people are going to get it.”

She took a single step forward, intent on causing massive bodily harm to everyone there—

“P-please don’t.”

—when a voice and a hand stopped her. Lindsay froze, her mind shutting down as she turned her head. Jessica was staring up at her, clear eyes filled with fright and worry, yet also a silent plea. Her friend didn’t want her to use violence, she realized. Jessica was asking her to show restraint.

Lindsay warred with herself. She hated it when people bullied her friends. She hated it even more when her friend had done nothing to deserve it. At the same time, she didn’t want Jessica to be angry at her for something like this. The desire to protect her friend warred with her desire to not have Jessica upset at her.

In the end, Jessica’s big, pleading eyes won out.

“T-thank you,” Jessica murmured when Lindsay sat back down.

In response to those words, Lindsay crossed her arms and huffed. “Yeah, yeah. You’re lucky you’re so hot or I would’ve never listened to you.”

Jessica blinked. “W-what?”

“… Nothing.”

***

When they arrived at school, Lindsay and Jessica went to class like they always did. They didn’t share classes, which was unfortunate because it meant Jessica didn’t have Lindsay there to protect her. Every time they met up again, the usagi would almost always be in tears—or at least intimidated by something. One time, Lindsay had actually caught several teenage boys sexually harassing her.

That had been the one time Jessica hadn’t stopped her from beating those boys black and blue.

She sat in her first class of the day, math, bored out of her mind and wondering how things could have gone so wrong. She glanced at the empty desks beside her, the ones that Lilian, Kevin, and Iris normally sat in. Pressure pushed down on her chest. It was like an elephant was slowly crushing her under its foot.

She turned away from the sight of the three empty desks.

They’re not here, so it’s up to me right now. I have to do what I can.

Jessica was counting on her. The girl needed someone to be there for her, and to look out for her when other people were picking on her. Ever since her yōkai status had been revealed, her once peppy friend had become a frightened and easily scared girl, like a, well, kinda like a rabbit. Lindsay needed to be the shoulder that her friend could lean on.

“E-excuse me.” The school-wide intercom suddenly came online, and their principal’s voice echoed from it. “C-could I have your attention, please? Would all the students please come to the amphitheater? I repeat, would all students please come to the amphitheater?”

The speakers shut off. Their math teacher, Dr. Allan Spencer, sighed, as if the idea of having his lecture cut short was a relief.

“Well, class, you heard the man. Get up and get moving to that amphitheater.”

Lindsay followed the other students to the amphitheater. She didn’t know what was going on, but she felt wary of setting foot in that amphitheater again. Given what happened the last time they were called there, she felt her dislike of that place was justified.

As she walked, numerous conversations took place around her.

“Hey, man. Do you think there’s gonna be another announcement like last time?”

“Who knows.”

“I really hope not. I don’t think my heart could handle something like that.”

“Like, I really hope this isn’t going to be like the last time we went there.”

“I know, right? I don’t think I can deal with there being more monsters living among us.”

“Totes.”

Apparently, her classmates felt the same way, though Lindsay felt some of their commentary was completely unnecessary.

When they got to the amphitheater, it was to find the large chamber already filling up. Lindsay found Jessica waffling amidst the crowd. She was pretty easy to find. Her ears stood out.

“Jessica!”

The girl’s head whipped around. Her eyes brightened upon catching sight of Lindsay. The relief in those eyes was so palpable that Lindsay felt her heart clench.

She’s afraid.

Not that she didn’t have a reason to be, considering what happened last time.

“Hey,” Lindsay greeted her friend with the same cheery smile she always did. She needed to be strong. “Any idea what’s going on?”

“None.” Jessica shook her head.

“Well, whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll be okay.” Lindsay placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Try not to worry too much, okay?”

“O-okay.”

More and more people filed into the room through one of several doors. The amphitheater became very crowded very quickly. While it was a fairly large chamber, it still only had a maximum capacity of about 2,500 people. Desert Cactus High School was quite large, boasting somewhere around 2,000 students. While there was still some space to maneuver, with the yōkai now out in the open, that space had begun acting as the divide between them and humans.

Lindsay and Jessica, being one of the few human and yōkai pairs who still got along, remained off to the side with two other people—a human female with brown hair and a large yōkai with bear ears on his head. Lindsay didn’t know his species.

“He’s a kuma,” Jessica said when she caught Lindsay looking at the giant of a yōkai. “A bear yōkai.”

“Ah. Okay. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

The sudden slamming of doors brought a halt to further conversation. Lindsay looked around and was surprised to see several mean-looking yōkai standing in front of the doors. She didn’t know their species but, just from looking at them, she knew that they weren’t there to make a peaceful protest.

Mutterings broke out. A cacophony of voices spoke out at once. Some sounded worried, others angry, but all of them were wondering the same thing as her.

What’s going on here? What do these people want?

A large man stepped onto the stage. His massive black boots thudded loudly against the wood tiles. Ripped jeans revealed spikes jutting from his knees. He wore no shirt but had a sleeveless leather vest thrown over him, revealing muscular abs and pecks. Spikes protruded from his shoulders like medieval fantasy armor, and his bald head had a crown of thorns shooting out of the skin—gray skin, which appeared ashen and cold, almost like stone. Clawed fingers clacked a maddening rhythm, audible even from so far away.

A yōkai? What species is he?

Jessica gasped.

“What’s wrong?” asked Lindsay.

“T-that yōkai,” her friend stuttered. “He’s an oni.”

Oni are another kind of yōkai from Japanese folklore. The name roughly translated to demon, devil, ogre, or troll. Depictions of oni vary widely, but they are usually depicted as hideous creatures with sharp claws, fanged tusks, and spikes on their head. All oni have a vaguely anthropomorphic body, but a number of them are usually seen having extra features—a sixth toe, another finger, four arms. Their skin color can also differ wildly, with some having anything from red to blue skin.

They are also a very violent race—one of the most violent races, which explained why a lot of other yōkai feared them.

“Hello, shitty humans,” the oni said, his voice rough and uncultured, as if he didn’t know how to speak very well. It was also grating and barbaric. Just hearing it reminded Lindsay of metal being ground apart by a hacksaw. “You, all of you, are now my prisoners. Try not to panic. I’d hate to have to kill you all and find new hostages.”

***

At first, people scoffed at what the oni was saying. Many, it seemed, did not believe the yōkai would actually go through with his threat. Several exclaimed that it was nothing but the bravado of a beaten species, and then they further demanded that he release them before they call their parents.

And then the oni killed his first human. It had been a teacher—their French teacher. Even though Lindsay didn’t take that class, she knew that Kevin did, and she recognized the bonnet sitting atop the teacher’s head.

A head that was now staring sightlessly at nothing, attached to a broken body that lay in a heap on the stage, the neck twisted at an awkward angle. The oni had grabbed her head and snapped her neck like a twig.

That’s when the realization set in.

That’s when the panic spread.

Chaos. Pandemonium. All of the students were trapped within a waking nightmare. They screamed and cried and begged and pleaded. They tried to escape, but the yōkai blocking the doors wouldn’t let them. Those who attempted to fight their way out were brutally and viciously put down. Several students were screaming themselves hoarse as they held the parts of their body that had been broken. One had already passed out from the pain.

Lindsay had quickly grabbed Jessica and moved to the back corner of the room. There she stayed, huddled up with her friend, who clung to her with strength bred from fear.

He killed someone.

Lindsay felt sick. Her stomach threatened to regurgitate her breakfast, and her mind wanted nothing more than to shut down. She wanted to wake up from this nightmare—except she couldn’t, because this was no nightmare. This was real.

He really killed someone.

Lindsay had learned about the yōkai world ever since seeing Lilian in her hybrid form. She had accepted the girl despite her strange new appendages. It hadn’t been hard as Lilian was a difficult person to not get along with. She was just so cheerful and vibrant that Lindsay couldn’t help but like her. The fact that Kevin accepted the redhead helped immensely, too.

However, she also knew about the darker side of the yōkai world; the violent one, where death and combat were a staple of everyday life. Kevin had done his best to keep that side of Lilian’s world from her, but he couldn’t keep all of it from her.

She still remembered how her mother had been attacked. She remembered what happened during their spring break trip to California. She might not have been awake, but she knew what happened during her soccer game.

Still, though, even if she knew about yōkai, nothing could have prepared her for this.

“L-Lindsay…”

Lindsay started at the sound of her name being called. Jessica. Her friend was more frightened than she was.

I have to protect Jessica.

“SHUT UP!” The shout came from the stage. “ALL OF YOU, SHUT THE FUCK UP BEFORE I START KILLING MORE OF YOU!”

With the shout came the fear, an ironclad grip that wrapped around Lindsay’s heart. She could not describe the feeling. It was terror in the purest sense of the word. It made her entire body seize up, her joints lock and her muscles stop. Even her heart felt like it had ceased to beat—and she wasn’t the only one who felt this way.

The other students had all stopped what they were doing. Crying ceased. Throats closed. Everyone became completely still and focused their attention on the oni standing on stage.

“That’s better,” the oni grunted. “I want all of you to keep yer traps shut, you got that? If anyone here talks, I’m gonna do to them what I did to Ms. Bonnet here.” He unceremoniously kicked the body of what had once been their French teacher.

The students whimpered in fear.

“Now, David, get out the camera.”

One of the other yōkai there, a boy with wolf ears, quickly pulled a camera from the bag he was carrying. He turned it on and signaled to the oni that he was ready.

The oni’s grin made Jessica quake. In response, Lindsay tightened her arms around the usagi.

What’s going to happen to us?

Huddled in a corner of the room, Lindsay prayed for a miracle.

Kevin, Lilian, Iris…

… Christine…

***

Life had been slightly better since the incident with Frederic and his buddies. They had stopped trying to mess with him for one. Come to think of it, Kevin was almost positive they quaked in fright every time they came within a certain distance of him and Lilian—except for Frederic, who seemed to have gained a new respect for him, though Kevin couldn’t really understand why.

The sound of the bell ringing marked an end to class, and, also, an end to school.

“All right!” Lilian pumped her fist in the air as she stood up. “Time to go home! Ne, ne, Beloved, can we play Battlefront when we get home? Can we?”

Kevin barely withheld a chuckle as his girlfriend-slash-mate jumped up and down like a hyperactive kid in a candy store.

“I don’t see why not. I was thinking of watching some Fairy Tail, but kicking your cute little butt in Battlefront will be just as fun.”

Lilian’s cheeks swelled like a balloon being filled with hot air.

“That’s not a very nice thing to say.” She pouted at him and crossed her arms. “Just you wait, Beloved! This time, I’m definitely going to beat you!”

Kevin grinned. “Didn’t you say that the last ten times we played?”

“This time will be different, for sure!” Lilian declared, her eyes alight with an inner fire that defied explanation.

***

“I can’t believe I lost again!”

Lilian rolled around on the floor like a child throwing a tantrum, moaning and groaning about her fifth consecutive loss of the day.

She and Kevin had been playing Battlefront for the past two hours, and in those two hours, she had lost no less than five times. It was truly remarkable, the difference in skill between them. While Lilian was talented—insanely talented—at FPS and RPG games, she still wasn’t at Kevin’s level, especially now that he’d been trained in how to use real firearms. He felt like that had given him a distinct advantage.

Lilian rolled until she was right in front of Kevin, on her stomach, her two tails sticking up in the air.

“One more time!” Lilian declared, raising a hand, her index finger pointing into the air. “Let’s go one more round! I’ll totally beat you this time!”

“You really like being beaten by me, huh?”

“That’s not it at all.” Lilian pushed herself onto her hands and knees and slowly crawled forward, until she was straddling his waist. “I will beat you!”

“I’m sure you will.” Kevin wore an indulgent grin, enjoying the feel of his mate’s thighs.

Lilian narrowed her eyes, her forehead practically pressed against his as she mock glared at him. “I will.”

Viridian green eyes entranced Kevin. From so close, he could see his own reflection in her eyes, which gleamed with the brilliance of emeralds but were also vast and deep, like the forests up in Flagstaff. Kevin placed his hands on the small of Lilian’s back, gently pulling her closer. He could feel a pair of hands in his hair. The delicate fingers threading through his hair sent a shiver down his spine.

“Kevin…”

“Lilian…”

“Iris…”

“Iris…” Kevin and Lilian said at the same time—before realizing what they’d just said and turning their heads.

Iris sat not even a foot from them. She was crouching on the ground like some kind of gargoyle, staring at the pair of them.

In most circumstances, this would have been the point where Kevin started shouting and Lilian tried to placate them. However, the look on Iris’s face was such that Kevin knew now wasn’t time for a comedy routine.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“We’ve got a problem,” Iris said simply. “A major problem.”

***

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris burst through the doors to Monstrang’s command station. No one paid attention to them. The reason for that soon became apparent. The large TV that had been set up a while ago hung from the wall, its screen displaying the image of a large oni with a crown of thorns on his head.

“To all you shitty humans out there, know this: We have taken your children hos-hos—prisoner. This is yer punishment for the way you’ve been treatin’ us. Our demand is simple: Do away with the Yōkai Identification Act. If you don’t, then you can watch yer children die.”

The image shifted and shook, as if someone was holding the camera, and then it panned to reveal many familiar faces—the students of his school. Their frightened gazes made Kevin’s heart beat a thousand miles per second. His eyes widened in horror. His throat constricted, refusing to let the scream that wanted to gurgle forth emerge.

The camera shifted back to the oni.

“If ya don’t c-com-co—if ya don’t listen to what we say, then I’ll kill yer children one by one!”

“That’s enough of that,” Kotohime said, shutting off the TV before it could continue. “There’s no need to show the rest of this.”

“This is a disastrous situation we’ve found ourselves in, isn’t it?” Kiara asked, her one arm crossed and her expression stern. “Damn kids. They could ruin everything those peaceful protestors have worked towards.”

“They might have already ruined everything,” Monstrang grunted. “With this act, they have just validated everything the news has been saying about us. If humanity had not feared us before, then they will now.”

“What are we going to do about this?” asked Kevin. “Surely, we’re not just going to sit here and let this happen?”

“Of course not, boya.” Kiara grinned at him. “We’re definitely not going to let this happen.”

“However, there is a problem,” Kotohime added. “This isn’t an isolated incident.”

“So, wait,” Lilian started, her eyes widening. “This isn’t happening at just our school?”

“That’s correct,” Kotohime answered. “This isn’t just happening at your school, but at schools all over the United States.”

“W-what?” Kevin whispered in a hoarse voice as he, Lilian, and Iris went wide eyed.

Monstrang sighed. “Mack, explain it to them.”

The usagi looked unsure. “You sure that’s a good idea, boss? They’re just kids.”

“I’m sure.”

Kevin and Lilian bristled at being called “just kids.” Mack turned to face them, either not seeing, or, more than likely, ignoring the anger radiating from them.

“What you see here are the actions of a massive gang of yōkai that span across the entire United States of America. We don’t know much about them, though not for lacking of trying. All we know is that they are large, powerful, and that they hate humans with a passion. It wouldn’t be inaccurate to say that 35% of the crimes perpetrated against humans are caused by this group.”

“Ho—” Kevin swallowed, as if doing so would wet his dry throat “—how many schools have been taken hostage?”

“So far over five hundred of these videos have been posted on places like Y00btube, Twister, and Friendbook. We can assume from the number of videos that, at the very least, five hundred schools have been taken hostage.”

“And therein lies the rub,” Kiara muttered, her darkened face showing clear signs of displeasure. “There are too many schools for us to reach. At most, we have maybe one or two hundred yōkai that know how to fight. With how the world works now, most yōkai haven’t fought in centuries. They’re practically human in how powerless they are.”

“How would we even get to those other schools?” Lilian asked. “You said it yourself, didn’t you? This isn’t just happening in Arizona. This is happening all over the United States.”

“The organization I belong to isn’t just in Arizona,” Monstrang said in his gruff voice. “Our group spans the entire United States, and we’ve got—or we had—people who worked in all walks of life.”

“Monstrang-dono is one of the Four Saints,” Kotohime added for good measure. “The Four Saints are the four most powerful yōkai living in the United States. They run an organization called the Saints Corporation, which used to specialize in delivering cover-up stories via newspaper branches located within every state. That’s how we’ve been able to counteract some of the bad will that humans feel toward yōkai.”

Kevin looked at Monstrang in a completely new light. He’d known that his boss was a yōkai, and from Kotohime’s deferential treatment and the added suffix, he knew that Monstrang was a yōkai of some importance. However, even he had not expected his boss—the man who spent most of his days whiling away time in a small office—would be one of the most powerful yōkai in the United States.

“The Saints Corporation has been dedicated to protecting the secrets of yōkai.” Monstrang crossed his arms. “For nearly two centuries, we’ve used our company to keep our existence a secret. Everyone who works for us is highly trained in their chosen field of expertise and also combat.”

“I was their combat instructor.” Kiara gave Kevin a feral grin. “In case you were wondering.”

“Knowing this is great and all, but it still doesn’t explain what you plan on doing,” Kevin interjected. “How are we going to rescue those people?”

“We?” Mack asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Of course!” Lilian stepped forward. “You didn’t think we’d let you leave us out of this. Our friends are at Desert Cactus High School. There’s no way we could possibly let this go.”

“Look, kids, I get that you’ve been through some hard times—”

“Don’t call us kids!” Kevin and Lilian shouted at the same time.

“—but you’re still way too young to take part in an operation like this.”

“You clearly don’t understand who you’re talking to,” Kevin exclaimed, Lilian nodding several times.

“We’ve fought yōkai on many occasions,” the redhead added. “In fact, Beloved, Iris, and I fought against members of the Shénshèng Clan just this summer! We’re strong!”

“They bring up a good point,” Kotohime said, much to Mack’s shock. “Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama, and Iris-sama have all gone through many hardships, and they’ve all grown quite strong.” She looked back at Monstrang. “We are already short-staffed. We lack the numbers necessary to travel to every high school in Arizona. Much as I do not wish to put them in danger, we really could use their help.”

“But they’re just kids!” Mack argued.

“Kids who can kick your sorry butt anytime we like!” Lilian said heatedly. “Don’t underestimate Beloved and me just because we’re younger than you!”

“What am I? Chopped liver?” asked Iris.

“While I don’t like sending people so young into danger, I do agree with Kotohime,” Kiara added. “I can’t say anything for Lilian or her sister, but I can at least guarantee that Kevin is strong enough to go up against yōkai and win.”

“But he’s not gonna be facing off against just any yōkai,” Mack stated with urgency in his voice. “That guy at Desert Cactus High School is an oni! They’re physically the most powerful yōkai around!”

“So?” asked Kevin. “Physical power means nothing if you can’t use it properly. Besides, everyone has a weakness, including an oni. If we can find his, then defeating him will be easy.”

“Don’t take the prospect of fighting an oni so lightly,” Kotohime warned him. “You may indeed be skilled, but going into a battle with your head full of such arrogance could easily lead to your downfall, and I’d hate it if you died.”

“Sorry.” Kevin bowed his head contritely.

“It is all right.” Kotohime ruffled his hair. “You are still young, and your growth is impressive. It’s only natural you’d get a big head.”

“U-ugh, that was a low blow.”

“Ufufufu…”

“Boss, you can’t seriously be thinking of sending a bunch of kids into battle,” Mack said.

“It might not make much difference in the grand scheme of things, but every set of extra hands helps,” Kotohime argued.

“Whatever choice we make, we need to make it soon.” Kiara rubbed the stump that existed in place of her arm. “The Sons and Daughters of Humanity haven’t made a move yet because they know what will happen if they do, but they won’t remain silent forever. If we want to avoid a bloodbath, then we need to make a decision now.”

Kevin looked at his boss. Monstrang was scrutinizing him, his gaze like hardened diamonds. His small, black pupils studied everything with a reptilian intellect that Kevin had never seen from the man before.

“Boss—no, Monstrang, let Lilian and me rescue the students of Desert Cactus High School. Both the humans and the yōkai.”

Monstrang looked at Kevin, who maintained eye contact as best he could. He couldn’t back down from this. His friends were in trouble.

“Very well,” Monstraing rumbled. “I’ll let you join in this operation.”

Mack looked frustrated by this turn of events, but Kevin allowed the tension in his shoulders to relax. Truth be told, he didn’t want to do this, but he wanted even less to sit around and do nothing when he knew his friends were in danger. He wanted to save them.

Alex, Andrew, Lindsay… and Eric, too, I guess… hold on for just a little while longer. I’m coming.

***

Kevin was surprised when, upon gathering all of his equipment and preparing to head out, he, Lilian, and Iris were intercepted by Kiara.

“I know you guys want to head out soon, but before you leave, I want you to change into these.”

The outfits that she held out to them were gray, one-piece bodysuits. Kevin took the one Kiara held out for him and rubbed the fabric, feeling the rough texture of leather between his fingers. Beside him, Lilian also grabbed a suit that Kiara offered, her nose only wrinkling slightly.

“That isn’t leather, in case you’re curious,” Kiara interrupted his observations.

“It isn’t?” Kevin asked.

“Nope. It’s a new material called spider fibers. It’s a completely man-made—well, I guess I should say yōkai-made—material. It’s much sturdier than leather, and it will offer the same amount of protection from blunt force trauma as a Kevlar vest, but it’s a lot lighter and easier to move in than a bulky vest, and it offers full-body protection. It is also capable of protecting you from yōkai techniques, to a certain extent. The suits have been interwoven with threads from a jorōgumo.”

Jorōgumo were a type of spider yōkai. He’d never met one in person, but supposedly they had the upper body of a person and the lower half of an arachnid. Their threads were also capable of absorbing youki, though the amount they could absorb was dependent on how old the jorōgumo the threads came from was. Yōkai grew more powerful with age, after all.

“How come I don’t get one?” asked a petulant Iris.

“Because you’re not going on this mission.”

“What?!”

“She’s right,” Lilian said. “Without being able to use even the most basic of kitsune techniques, you’re pretty much defenseless.”

“But that’s—”

“Completely true,” Kevin cut her off. “I know you don’t like being sidelined when your sister’s going into danger, but if you went with us, Lilian and I would be in more danger because we’d have to protect you.”

Iris opened her mouth, but Lilian spoke up again, leaving the Void Kitsune little room to cut in. “You also aren’t that good at hand-to-hand combat yet. I’m no expert either, but I at least have my kitsune techniques to supplement my lack of martial arts skills.”

“All right, all right! I get it!” Iris sighed, her shoulders slumping dejectedly. “You guys are mean, tag-teaming me like that.”

“We’re just concerned about your safety,” Kevin said.

“That’s right.” Lilian nodded imperiously. “I’d feel a lot safer if you weren’t in any danger.”

“How do you think I feel?” Iris asked dryly but without heat. “But I understand where you’re coming from, I guess.” She looked down at her hands, her eyes dimming. “I wouldn’t be of much help the way I am right now.”

“Yep, you wouldn’t be,” Lilian agreed.

“You’re supposed to be sympathetic to my plight!”

“Go and put your new uniforms on,” Kiara told them. “We’re leaving in fifteen minutes, so hurry up.”

“Right!” Kevin and Lilian said together.

***

Wearing a suit felt weird. Unlike her regular clothes, which only covered enough to not be immodest, this covered her entire body from head to toe. It was also rather formfitting, clinging to her body like bubble wrap. It was kind of uncomfortable, if she was being honest, especially around her crotch. It felt like the fabric was clinging to her privates.

Thank Inari she was wearing underwear, otherwise she might have gotten a rash.

At least they had the good sense to make a hole for my tails.

She looked behind her and down. A metal ring in the suit allowed her tails their freedom, and they waved happily behind her like a pair of hands. Since the suit had threads of a jorōgumo woven into them, it was very good forethought on the part of whoever made this, as she wouldn’t be able to use her kitsune techniques if her tails were also wrapped up.

Still…

“I don’t like this outfit,” Lilian declared to Kevin, who’d just finished putting on a pair of dark boots. “It’s too constricting.”

“You just say that because you have no modesty,” Kevin shot back.

“Not true.” Kevin paused in zipping up his boots to stare at her. Lilian squirmed. “Okay, not completely true. I like my freedom, and this suit feels suffocating.”

“I suppose I can understand that.”

“Besides, Luffy doesn’t wear a suit.”

“Luffy is also made of rubber,” Kevin pointed out. “He doesn’t need a suit. You do.”

“I still don’t like it.” Lilian crossed her arms under her chest.

“That’s too bad. I think you look good in it.”

Lilian perked up. “R-really?”

“Yep.” Kevin finished the last strap on his boot and stood up. “In fact, I think the way that outfit clings to you is kinda sexy.”

Lilian’s eyes went wide. Her overactive imagination quickly went to work, creating a scenario similar to the ones she’d already dreamed about many times:

 

“Lilian.”

That single word, nothing but a simple name, her name, made the hairs on Lilian’s tails bristle. The way he said her name, like she was the only thing that mattered to him, set her soul ablaze and caused heat to pool in her loins. Her panties were already soaked through.

“Beloved…”

He stood before her, his ash-gray bodysuit clinging to his muscular physique, showing off his hardened pectoral muscles and six-pack abs. His arms were also on display, and while not thick, they were ripped. She could see the way his muscles flexed as he moved. Even his thighs and calves seemed to ripple with each movement.

“You look so sexy in that outfit.” Kevin pulled her close. Lilian gasped when his heat seared her body even through their suits. However, that did not stop her from rubbing herself against him. “It makes me want to rip it off and have my way with you until the sun goes down.”

Lilian was breathing heavily by this point. They hadn’t done anything yet, but just thinking about what was to come was making her go crazy!

“Then let’s not wait any longer. I’m all yours.”

“As I am yours.”

Kevin pushed Lilian onto the bed and liberally ripped the bodysuit off, his lust and passion for her overriding his common sense. He then situated himself between her legs, lined himself up, and pushed himself into her.

“Oh, Beloved!”

“Lilian!”

 

“Lilian? Lilian?”

“…”

“Kevin to Lilian? Come in Lilian.”

“…”

“You’re not listening to me, are you?”

“…”

“I’m stripping naked.”

“Really?!”

Lilian snapped out of her trance, snapping her head over to Kevin.

He was still dressed.

He was also grinning.

“Of course not. Why would I strip out of my clothes after I just finished changing into them?”

“That was really mean, Beloved.”

“Sorry, sorry,” Kevin chuckled. “I couldn’t help myself.”

“You’re beginning to act more like a kitsune every day.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

The two shared a smile before getting back to work. Kevin strapped his gun holsters to his thighs, then strapped his ammo holder across his waist. The ammo was clipped to the back, making it easy for him to slide the cartridges into his gun without having to pull them out of a pouch or something.

Lilian knew that Kevin had spent hours practicing loading and unloading his gun this way so he’d be good enough to use the skill in combat. He also slung a bandolier across his chest. It held half a dozen flash grenades. Unlike Lilian, who didn’t have any weapons—unless one counted her tails—Kevin looked ready to storm a fortress.

“What do you think?” he asked, showing himself off to her.

Lilian gave him a thumbs up. “You look like a super sexy version of Gray Fox.”

“Fitting,” Kevin decided.

“Yep.”

Outside in the living room, Iris sat on the couch, arms crossed and brows knitted together in displeasure. She stared balefully at their nearly matching outfits, though Lilian noticed that her sister’s gaze lingered on her chest and hips more than any other part of her body. Iris also seemed rather interested in the bulge on Kevin’s crotch. Camellia sat beside her.

“Hawa! You two look so cool!” Camellia clapped her hands in childish delight.

“Thank you,” Kevin said.

“Camellia wishes she had a costume like that.”

“Uh, we’ll see what we can do.”

“You two leaving?” Iris asked.

“Yeah.” Lilian tried not to feel too bad for her sister. She knew that despite Iris’s dislike of fighting, she disliked letting Lilian go off to fight even more. However, there wasn’t much they could do, not when Iris couldn’t use her powers without running the risk of being claimed by the Void.

Iris stood and walked over to them. She stopped in front of Lilian, glumly looking at her sister.

“Be careful, okay? I haven’t gotten to join you and the stud in bed yet, so I don’t want either of you dying on me.”

While Kevin smacked his face with his palm, Lilian smiled.

“Don’t worry, Kevin and I will make sure to come back!”

“Right.”

Iris smiled right before she pulled Lilian into a hug. Their breasts smashed together as Iris wrapped her arms around Lilian and held her close. After a moment of indecision, Lilian hugged the girl back, secretly relishing in the feel of the other vixen’s body pushing against her.

“I hate not being able to go with you,” Iris muttered.

“I know.”

“I hate the Void.”

“I know.”

“Hey, Lily-pad?”

“Yes?”

“Can I kiss you?”

“Not until I can convince Beloved to let you join us.”

“… Can’t blame a girl for trying.”

***

Kevin and Lilian arrived at the garage to see nearly five dozen people standing before Monstrang. Kotohime and Kiara stood on either side of him, both appearing ready for battle in their own, intimidating way.

“It is so creepy to see Kotohime caressing her katana like that,” Kevin murmured.

“I know,” Lilian agreed. “Believe me, I know.”

“You two are late,” Monstrang said as he and Lilian shuffled to the front.

“Sorry,” Kevin apologized.

“Whatever,” Monstrang grunted. “Just don’t let it happen again.”

“Yes, sir.” Kevin and Lilian snapped off a sloppy salute.

“All you know what’s going on,” Kiara started, speaking for Monstrang, who Kevin knew wasn’t much of a speaker. “A rogue faction of yōkai have taken several hundred schools hostage. Several of those schools happen to be here in Arizona. The US military’s hands are tied. They can’t help without risking the safety of the students who’ve been taken hostage. That’s why we’re going to rescue them.”

“Why should we rescue a bunch of humans?” asked one yōkai, a kuma, a bear yōkai who looked like a giant lumberjack with hair covering most of his body.

“Yeah! After what they did to us, why should we help save them?!”

“We should let them die!”

Several of the yōkai present voiced their agreement with the kuma. Kevin masked his flinch. It looked like the tensions were running so high that some of the people here didn’t seem to want a peaceful resolution anymore. That was not good.

“If you let them die, then that would validate everything the news has been saying about us.” Kotohime stepped forward. “Do you want to prove the Sons and Daughters of Humanity right? Do you want to prove to the world that we truly are the monsters they say we are? No? I didn’t think so. Now remain silent and listen. Time is of the essence, and I for one would like to save those children.”

Kotohime’s words had their intended effect. Everyone who might have disagreed suddenly clammed up. None of the yōkai there wanted to be called monsters. They might not have been human, but years upon years of mingling with humanity had left an aversion to being called monster, a title that many yōkai had once taken pride in. She’d hit them where it hurt.

Kevin smiled as Kotohime took a step back. Leave it to our resident swordswoman to cut straight through people’s arguments like a katana.

“That was so unbelievably awesome,” Lilian muttered. “She sounded just like a shōnen protagonist.”

“She could probably give Natsumo a run for her money in the ‘moving speech department,’” Kevin agreed.

With everyone settling down, Kiara stepped in once more and outlined their plan. They would be divided into six groups of five. Each group would travel to one of the designated schools, subdue the rogue yōkai, rescue the children, and then leave before the authorities could do anything. It was a simple plan, but Kevin knew that sometimes the simpler plans were best. Hadn’t some general centuries ago mentioned something about how “every plan goes FUBAR” once contact with the enemy was made”? Kevin was sure it went something like that.

After delivering their plan, Kiara divided them into groups. Kevin didn’t pay much attention until they got to his group.

“Kevin, Lilian, Mack, Kirihime, and Dave will comprise group four, who will be traveling to Desert Cactus High School.”

“Kirihime?” Kevin and Lilian said at the same time.

“Indeed, Lady Lilian, Lord Kevin.” Kirihime stepped out of the crowd and walked over to them, giving them a demure bow. “I shall be accompanying you two on this mission. I hope we work well together.”

Kevin was surprised since he assumed Kirihime would be averse to leaving Camellia on her own. Then again, the situation was such that they needed all the help they could get, and Kevin knew that Kirihime was a skilled fighter.

Before either of them could speak, Monstrang started shouting.

“You know what your assignment is. Now get going!”

“All right, you four, follow me,” Mack ordered, apparently the yōkai leading them on this operation.

They were led to one of the many Hummers, which appeared to be this group’s go-to vehicle. They climbed in. Lilian, Kevin, Kirihime, and Dave sat in the back. Unlike a regular vehicle, these Hummers’ backs consisted of a wide-open space in the center, and benches on either side. Lilian sat next to him, while Kirihime sat beside Dave.

Kevin eyed the only yōkai there that he didn’t know. He didn’t look all that different from a human—unless one counted his green skin. His hair also looked kind of like seaweed, his pupils weren’t round but small slits instead, and his arms seemed oddly boneless. He also had a rather large nose and a small twirly mustache.

“So, Dave—”

“Eet ees not Dave,” “Dave” snapped. “Eet ees Davide.”

“Right.” Kevin nodded. “Daveed.”

“No, not Daveed. Davide.”

“There’s a different?” Kevin asked.

“Apparently so,” Lilian murmured.

“Okay, Davide,” Kevin started, “do you mind if I asked what kind of yōkai you are?”

“I am an akkorokamui.”

Akkorokamui are gigantic octopus yōkai that supposedly lurk near Funka Bay in Hokkaidō, Japan. They were best known in Ainu Folklore, and the Ainu reverence of them has leaked into Shintoism. Some people claim they are actually a minor god, though anyone who knew the truth about yōkai knew that to be false. What isn’t false is that akkorokamui have incredible healing powers due to their affinity with water.

“Awesome.” Kevin nodded.

“If you’re an akkorokamui, where are your tentacles?” asked Lilian.

“I keep zem ‘idden until I need to bring zem out,” Davide responded.

“Oh, cool,” Lilian said.

“Everyone, buckle up back there,” Mack called out.

They all did as told. The Hummer started up, roaring to life, rumbling and causing the seats to vibrate. Up front, Mack shifted gears and pulled out of the parking lot, driving toward the tunnel that would lead them out of the base.

Having never been in a military vehicle before, Kevin couldn’t deny that he was a little excited, but that excitement was also mixed with worry and fear. What would they find when they arrived at Desert Cactus High School? Were their friends okay?

“It’ll be all right.” Lilian grabbed his hand. “I’m sure our friends are fine, and when we get there, we’ll beat up those stupid yōkai who are holding them hostage.”

“Yeah.” Kevin smiled. “You’re right.”

“Of course I’m right.” Lilian puffed out her chest proudly. Given that her body was wrapped in what looked like tight spandex, it made her bouncing breasts stand out more than usual, which was saying something. “And after we rescue them, we’ll become heroes, just like Straw Hat Luffy.”

“You mean like Natsu Dragneel.”

“Psh! Who’d wanna be that lame Salamander?”

“Don’t diss Natsu! He’s a cool character!”

“He’s a Fire Dragon Slayer. I don’t think you can use cool to describe him.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Luffy is better.”

“Nuh uh.”

“Yes huh.”

“No, he’s not.”

“He is so.”

“Natsu has a hot blond girlfriend.”

“Luffy has a harem.”

“Are you including Roronoa Zoro in that harem?”

“Of course!”

“Huh, didn’t know you were into that kind of thing.”

“Would you two be sileent!” Davide, having finally grown sick of their banter, roared in his strange accent. “We are een ze middle of a mission. We cannot afford to act like a couple of cheeldren.”

“Sorry,” Lilian and Kevin said simultaneously.

“It’s very cute how you two said that at the same time.” Kirihime smiled at two. Kevin and Lilian both grinned back, and their entwined hands tightened.

Darkness engulfed much of the vehicle, with only a few lights flickering periodically in through the windows. The bright yellow beams highlighted their features, casting dark shadows across their faces.

Silence reigned for several seconds, with only the loud rumble of the Hummer’s massive V-8 engine to break it.

Kevin suddenly looked over at Davide, who appeared to be playing with his mustache.

“Are you French?” he asked, trying to start a conversation.

He wasn’t very successful.


CHAPTER 9

ROGUE YŌKAI

Kevin couldn’t remember where he’d heard it, but he once remembered hearing about how waiting was the worst part about war—he thought it had come from a movie he’d watched long ago.

Before this moment, he had never believed that statement. How could anything be worse than the combat itself? The frenetic pace of a battle, balancing on the thread between life and death, adrenaline and fear pumping through your veins in equal measure. Surely nothing could be more frightening than that. Those had been his thoughts.

I was naive.

The waiting before the battle was definitely the worst part of combat.

He sat in the Hummer, the engine rumbling beneath his seat. Sitting by his side was Lilian, who was surprisingly silent. Whenever he looked her way, he saw that she appeared to be deep in thought. Kevin didn’t want to intrude, so he didn’t try to start a conversation, but still, he really wished someone would speak up.

I hope my friends are okay.

Kevin wasn’t worried about himself. The fear of death had left him a while ago. He still didn’t want to die, but he wasn’t afraid of facing it anymore, which he considered a good thing, considering how many times he and death had already faced off. Kevin would even go so far as to say that death was a close friend of his.

His main concern was for his friends. Even though all of them had been aware of yōkai for a while now, they still didn’t have much experience with the violence in that world. Aside from their stint in California, during the Comic Con, they’d never been part of the dangerous situations that spilled over from the yōkai world.

Damn those Sons and Daughters of Humanity. This is all their fault.

Kevin wasn’t prone to swearing often, not even mild swearing. However, given the circumstances, he really wished he could find the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s leader and curse them.

“Kevin?”

“Yes?”

Lilian bit her lip. “I was wondering… I mean, I wanted to talk to you about Iris…”

Had Kevin not been sitting, he would have fallen on his face. “N-now?”

“Yes.”

“I… look, do you think this can wait? At least until after we save our friends?”

Lilian hesitated for a moment. Perhaps she saw his reticence toward this subject reflected in his eyes, or maybe even his body language. A moment passed in which nothing happened before Lilian shook her head.

“I… I’d really rather just say it right now. Otherwise I might not have the courage to say it later.”

Kevin sucked in a breath, then slowly exhaled and forced his body to relax. “A-all right.”

“Thank you,” Lilian murmured. “Look, I know that you’re not interested in other girls, and I really do appreciate that. It makes me feel special. But I also want my sister to be happy, you know? And I don’t think she’d be happy in another relationship.” She paused, took a deep breath, and looked at him. “Um… do you maybe think we could include her in our relationship? It wouldn’t be a harem! It would just… be the three of us.”

Kevin remained silent for a moment, gathering his thoughts and debating on what to say. He needed to tread carefully here. Saying the wrong thing could hurt Lilian, and he didn’t want to do that.

“Maybe if Iris wasn’t your sister, I wouldn’t be so… so… reluctant, I guess.” Kevin tried to maintain eye contact, but it was harder than it looked. “The problem is that Iris is your sister. Lilian, what you and she are suggesting is, well, it’s incest, and I, well, I don’t want to say it’s wrong, but…”

“You think it’s wrong.”

Kevin looked away. “I’m sorry.”

Lilian grabbed his face and turned it so he was facing her. She smiled at him, and even though it didn’t reach her eyes, he could tell her genuine smiles from her fake ones. This one was genuine.

“Don’t be. I know that a relationship like that is considered wrong in human society. I understand that. I don’t blame you for feeling uncomfortable about this.”

“Thank you,” Kevin said, “but it’s not—”

“I blame your society.”

“Eh?”

Lilian stood up in her seat, suddenly and without warning, causing everyone to look at her. There was a fire in her eyes, a literal blaze of bright red flames that burned beneath her viridian irises like a forest fire gone out of control.

“This is the fault of your misguided human society. If I want to change the way you think, then I’ll have to change the way society thinks! I refuse to give up, Beloved! I simply need to change my approach!”

“Uh,” Kevin had absolutely no clue what to say to that.

Kirihime, apparently caught up in Lilian’s passionate speech, quickly stood up and bowed before her. “Lady Lilian, your passion has moved me. I do not know how much help I will be in this matter, but you may count on my aid regardless.”

“Thank you, Kirihime. It is nice to have people I can count on.”

“You’re welcome. I, too, feel the same way that you do.” Kirihime placed a hand on her chest. “I also wish to change society. That way I can hunt to my heart’s content and not worry about any laws that might be put in place to stop me.”

… Silence.

Kevin awkwardly glanced between Lilian, who looked ready to vomit, and Kirihime, who was smiling demurely, as if she hadn’t just said something completely gross and insane. Also, if he strained his ears, Kevin could swear he heard crickets chirping even over the loud rumble of the Hummer’s V-8.

“Kirihime?”

“Yes, Lady Lilian?”

“You really freak me out sometimes.”

Kirihime could only tilt her head and look adorable. It was very disturbing.

***

Lindsay knew their situation was dire. The entrances were blocked off, and the few people who’d tried to escape were now moaning on the ground, their bones broken, the yōkai having snapped them like peanut brittle. To make matters worse, some of the yōkai who’d not originally been involved had joined the group holding them hostage.

The humans were huddled together in fear, some crying, most sniffling, and many whimpering. Wide eyes bulged from sockets. Snot dribbled from noses. Tears leaked from ducts, streaking down the faces of scared humans. Lindsay thought she was among one of the few people there who hadn’t broken down into tears.

“W-what are we gonna do?” Jessica asked.

“Don’t worry.” Lindsay reassured her friend with a smile. “You’re a yōkai, so they won’t hurt you.”

“That’s good for her, but that leaves us in quite the jam,” Andrew quietly said.

“Agreed,” his brother, Alex, declared just as quietly.

Kevin’s group of friends had joined her and Jessica at some point after the yōkai started holding them all hostage. They, along with the only other yōkai-slash-human couple, sat far from everyone else, holed up in their little corner of the room.

“E-excuse me,” a female voice made Lindsay and the others turn to eye the other two people they were with. “I-I don’t mean to be rude, but how can you all be so calm about this?”

“We’ve already gone through something similar to this before,” Alex admitted.

Andrew nodded. “It was back when we went to California for spring break last year.”

Lindsay shivered. She remembered the incident they were talking about; the time they’d gone to California and were caught in a battle between the Sons and Daughters of Humanity and a clan of kitsune. She’d hoped that would have been the last time something like this happened.

I guess it was naive to assume that would be the only thing that went wrong.

There had also been that issue with the yōkai assassins last year, and the other incident with the Shénshèng Clan, but Lindsay hadn’t been conscious for those events.

“Already been through this… does that mean you guys knew about yōkai before the announcement on the news?”

“Yep,” Lindsay answered this one. “Eric and I knew about yōkai since… I wanna say October of last year. These two didn’t find out about yōkai until spring break.”

“That’s just because you guys kept it a secret from us,” Alex complained.

“Really, you’re all just so cruel,” Andrew also cried, “leaving us out of such a big secret.”

“That’s not our fault. We promised Lilian we wouldn’t tell anyone.”

“Lilian?” the girl perked up. “You don’t mean Lilian Pnév̱ma, do you?”

“That’s the one,” Lindsay said. “You don’t know her, do you?”

“Uh, no, but Lilian’s been the talk of the school ever since she arrived.”

“Ah, yeah, I guess that’s true.”

Lilian’s vibrant personality, cheerful attitude, and complete openness had made her impossibly popular among the student body—the male side, at least. She was consistently ranked number one or two among the top ten females that every male student wanted to sleep with. Some of the females probably also wanted to sleep with her, and yes, Lindsay included herself in that group. Oddly enough, most of her sexy dreams starring Lilian also featured Christine and Kevin.

“Lilian’s definitely a well-known figure here at school,” Alex agreed. “Even after finding out that she’s a kitsune, I’m still jealous of Kevin.”

“Kevin…” the girl mumbled. “You mean Kevin Swift?”

“That’s the one,” Eric, who’d not said a word till this moment, suddenly spoke up. “He’s Lilian’s mate.”

At this, the silent kuma quickly cranked his neck down to stare at Eric, his eyes wide and his pupils dilated.

“You are sure of this?” the large teen asked.

“Of course I’m sure,” Eric sounded offended.

“I see.” The bear yōkai mumbled. “That would explain the changes I’ve seen in him…”

“What?”

“It’s nothing.” The kuma waved them off.

“I guess that explains why you guys accepted your usagi friend so easily,” the girl said. At being mentioned, Jessica squeaked a bit, but she didn’t react otherwise. “I didn’t even know Jake here was a yōkai until after he was fitted with that wrist band.”

Jake grunted at the pointed look she gave him. Lindsay was surprised when mild amounts of red stained his cheeks.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

The girl smiled. “It’s fine. I already told you I don’t care if you’re not human.”

“Then why bring it up?”

“To remind you that you shouldn’t keep secrets, of course.”

Lindsay shook her head at their antics. “You might be right about why it was so easy to accept Jessica, to an extent, but I like to think that I’m not so shallow I’d reject one of my friends because she’s not human.”

The girl smiled at her and tucked a strand of hair behind her ears. “Yes, I suppose so. I like to think the same of myself.”

Standing near the front, unknown to the group, several people, both humans and yōkai, were watching them.

“Should we do something about them?” one yōkai asked the oni in charge.

“Not yet. We still have to wait until the boss con-cont-calls us. We’ll let them have their fun.” The oni’s face suddenly broke out into a grin. “However, once the boss tells us what’s up, they’ll be the first humans to go.”

***

Mack didn’t drive right up to the school, but instead parked in an out-of-the-way section of desert and had them hoof it the rest of the way.

Kevin didn’t have a problem with this, except for the amount of time it took to reach the school. Yet he also understood the necessity of it. They didn’t know the situation at Desert Cactus High School, so driving through the gate wouldn’t be a very good idea.

“It doesn’t look like there’s anyone guarding the entrance,” Mack said. He didn’t use binoculars to observe the school. They weren’t that far, and rabbits apparently had surprisingly sharp eyes.

Or perhaps he’s using a form of enhancement, Kevin theorized.

“But we’re only looking at the front gate,” Lilian argued. “The yōkai could be guarding the campus, and we’d never know until they ambushed us.”

“I doubt they’d do something like that,” Kevin countered.

“Why is that?” asked Mack.

“Because there aren’t that many yōkai to begin with,” Kevin explained. “I had Kotohime discreetly look into all of the yōkai going to school here. I wanted to know how many there were, who they were, and what their beliefs were on human/yōkai relations. Desert Cactus High School has a total of thirty-two yōkai attending and over 1,500 humans. I doubt all of them sided with that oni, which means the ones who did are likely focusing all of their attention on guarding the students and teachers so no one escapes.”

“They could have brought more help,” Mack said.

“Eendeed,” Davide agreed, playing with his mustache. “Zey could ‘ave gazered zere forces and doubled zeir numbers quite easily.”

Lilian shook her head this time, her mind already catching up to Kevin’s thought process. “No, they couldn’t. There aren’t that many yōkai living here to begin with. I think Kotohime once said that there was a one to two hundred ratio of yōkai to humans. Phoenix has a population of one million people, so that means there’s roughly only… um, uh, mmm…”

“7,500,” Kevin supplied.

“Right! There’s only roughly around 7,500 yōkai living in Phoenix. Thanks, Beloved.”

Kevin smiled at Lilian. “Anytime.”

“So, they really don’t have that many yōkai who can help them,” Kirihime quickly resumed where Lilian left off. “Sir Mack, how many yōkai are currently living in Monstrang’s bases?”

“Sir?” Mack blinked, but he shook those thoughts off and answered her question. “Alpha Base, which is where we’re all stationed, has 2,526 yōkai. Theta and Omega base have about 500 each, while the last base, Zeta, has another 1,700.”

“That means there are roughly 2,274 yōkai left over,” Kevin stated with certainty. “How many of those yōkai do you think know how to fight? How many do you think are inured to violence? I don’t think it’s a very high number. Most yōkai want to live peacefully.”

“We also need to account for all the yōkai who are doing peaceful protests,” Lilian added. “I don’t know how many are doing that right now, but I bet it’s a lot—at least a couple hundred.”

Mack sighed and scratched the back of his head, his face revealing a tired expression.

“You kids do make a good point. It is unlikely that they have many reinforcements, but that doesn’t mean they have none. We should always assume the worst-case scenario. At the very least, we should assume that the thirty-two yōkai who go to school have joined them.”

Kevin and Lilian opened their mouths to protest, but Mack raised a hand, cutting them off.

“I know you two want to think the best of people, but until we know for sure, we should assume that every yōkai there is our enemy.”

Kevin didn’t like the idea Mack was putting forth. He knew there were evil individuals, both human and yōkai, out there. His hands had already been stained with blood. Kevin wasn’t some naive child. He just didn’t want to believe that all of the people he’d known, the young yōkai who went to school with him, could be evil. If he went under that assumption, then Kevin feared where his thoughts would lead him.

Still…

“I suppose assuming the worst-case scenario isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” he admitted slowly.

“Right.” Mack nodded and grinned at him. “Now then, let’s get down to planning how we’re going to go about rescuing those kids.”

“I say we go through the front door and cut up everything that stands in our way.”

Everyone took a second to stare at Kirihime who, upon noticing that everyone was looking at her, blushed a light shade of pink.

“What is it? Did I say something weird?”

“You always say something weird,” Lilian muttered.

“T-that wasn’t very nice.”

The group ignored Kirihime and returned to planning.

“I think the best way to do this is for Davide and me to sneak in and distract the yōkai guarding the kids, then Kirhime will come in while we’re leading them on a merry chase and get the students out of there.”

“And what will Kevin and I be doing?” asked Lilian.

“Guarding our escape route, of course.”

“Yeah… no,” Lilian and Kevin said at the same time.

Mack looked back and forth between the two. “Problem?”

“Yes, a big problem,” Kevin started. “I know that you’re the leader; I get that, but just because you’re in charge, that doesn’t mean you can sideline us because you think we’re too young.”

Mack raised his hands in defense. “Woah now, I never said that you two were too young.”

“No, but you were thinking it,” Lilian fired back.

“Well… you got me there.” Mack gestured for the glaring duo to cool their jets. “Okay, then, what would you two do to get those people out?”

“Lilian?” Kevin asked.

“Right!”

Lilian quickly used her tails to draw an approximate map of Desert Cactus High School in the sand. The others looked down while Kevin explained their plan to Mack, Davide, and Kirihime.

“First, we need to do more reconnaissance before we can come up with any plan. What I propose is this: Lilian and I will infiltrate the school under one of her illusions, determine how many numbers are with the rogue yōkai, and then report back to you. Once that’s been determined, the two of us will find a way to grab all of the yōkais’ attention and lead them away from the kids and into a trap.”

“A trap?” Mack blinked.

“Yes.” Lilian’s nod was quite serious. “A trap known as Kirihime.”

“Me?” Kirihime pointed to herself.

“Yes, you.”

Mack eyed the kitsune maid, his gaze contemplative. Then he turned back to Kevin.

“Why you two?”

“Is that a serious question?” Kevin asked rhetorically. “I could list a number of reasons we should be the ones to do this.” He ticked all those reasons off on his fingers. “Lilian and I know this school better than you, so we’re less likely to run into an ambush. Lilian can use celestial-based illusions to render us invisible. You can’t. Her kitsune illusions will also come in handy once the chase begins, and she’s been trained by Kotohime.”

“Eh? But, Beloved, I—”

“Just play along,” Kevin whispered out of the corner of his mouth.

Lilian quickly took the hint. “That’s right, my sensei was none other than the famous Kotohime, who’s known as the Blood Moon Princess in some circles.”

That’s laying it on a little thick, Kevin almost sighed. Well, whatever. It should be fine.

“So you see, Lilian is perfectly suited to an operation like this.”

“Those are reasons that she’s going,” Mack pointed out. “What about you?”

“I’m going because it takes time to weave subtle enough illusions to fool multiple people, and I can buy her that time. What’s more, I’ve been trained in combat by none other than Kiara, and my combat style is uniquely suited toward fighting yōkai. Specifically yōkai like oni, who are physically stronger than I am. My guns also fire youki-based projectiles, which can do a lot of damage, especially if I hit a vital area like someone’s eyes, and I’m a very good shot. Furthermore…”

“… Kevin and I are a team,” Lilian finished. “We’ve been training together a lot, and we know each other’s strengths and weaknesses. We can watch the other’s back.”

A long moment passed. Kevin and Lilian didn’t back down as Mack stared between them. Kirihime stood on the sidelines, silently holding her breath. A glance at Davide revealed the mustached French octopus yōkai curling his mustache. Kevin would’ve cracked a joke about that, but he decided that now was not the time.

“All right,” Mack sighed at last. “Fine, you two have made too many good points, and both the boss and Kiara have spoken highly about your abilities. I guess we’ll give your plan a shot.” Kevin and Lilian grinned, but Mack gave them a stern look. “Just remember, don’t get cocky because I’m following your plan. Overconfidence can lead to you underestimating your enemies.”

“We know.”

“We don’t plan on being overconfident.”

“Right.” Mack looked tired, as if he’d just wrestled with an oni for several hours and lost. “Let’s get this mission started, then. You two have your communicators?”

“Of course,” Kevin said, adjusting the small communication device installed inside of his ear. Lilian did the same.

“Then get moving. We’ll wait until you two are in position to act. Don’t make me regret this.”

“Don’t worry.” Lilian thumped her chest with her left fist. “You can count on us.”

With nothing left that needed to be said, Kevin and Lilian turned and started walking. As they walked, the two glanced at each other out of the corner of their eyes, their faces set in matching grins.

“We were awesome.”

“Totally awesome.”

“Completely awesome.”

“We showed that bunny up.”

They shared a high five.

“And now we can cross that off of our ‘list of things to do.’” Lilian pulled a small spiral-bound notepad from her bosom, flipped through several pages, and then pulled out a pencil and crossed a small section off. “Show up superior officer by giving shōnen protagonist speech? Check.”

She nodded to herself, then put the pencil and notepad back into her Extra Dimensional Storage Space.

“All right.” Kevin cracked his knuckles. He was nervous, admittedly, but he masked his anxiety with a large grin. “Time to go work.”

Lilian gasped. “Kevin, you just quoted a video game character!”

“I did? Heck yeah! Another one crossed off the list!”

“Yay! You’re the best, Beloved!”

“Heh, I know.” Kevin grinned and swiped his nose with his thumb.

***

Lindsay knew that something had changed due to the sudden tension being exuded by the yōkai who’d taken them hostage. This fact was confirmed when, after getting off the phone with someone, the oni grinned at the students with his sharp, shark-like teeth.

“It looks like the dead-deadli—the time we set fer yer government is up!” His voice boomed out like the ominous rumbling of distant thunder. “And that means… one of you is going to die.”

A wave of shock and fear rippled through the students. Several started crying again. One even tried to run for it, but he was beset by several yōkai and brutally subdued.

The oni grinned, and Lindsay felt as if her body had been dumped in a tub of ice when he turned to face her.

“That girl,” he pointed to her, “bring her to me.”

Lindsay’s body froze. Her mind screamed at her to run, yelled with all its might, but it might as well have been yelling at a mannequin. She couldn’t move—she could hardly even breath! Her body was locked up in fear, the joints frozen solid, her muscles stiff and unresponsive.

Four yōkai stomped over to her. While Lindsay remained stationary, so terrified her body couldn’t even move, Alex, Andrew, and Eric stood up and tried to protect her.

“Hey, asshole!” Eric ran at the nearest yōkai, a big guy with hairy arms and legs and a monkey tail—a saru, monkey yōkai. “Don’t think I’m gonna let you hurt my—DUOGH!”

Lindsay, even in the throes of fear, felt like facepalming when she saw how quickly Eric crumbled after being decked in the face. It was pathetic.

“Alex?”

“Yes, Andrew?”

“You know this is stupid, right?”

“Indeed, but that’s not gonna stop me. I’ll understand if you’re too afraid to move, though.”

“Ha! Me? Afraid? In your dreams!”

The fraternal twins, different as night and day on the outside and the inside, tried to fend off one of the yōkai. Lindsay didn’t know the type, but they had large, fluffy, raccoon-like ears. They moved to either side, trying to hem the yōkai in and attack using a pincer maneuver. It was no use, however, and they were quickly subdued. Alex was flattened when the yōkai’s tail slammed him into the ground, his legs bent at an awkward angle. Andrew went flying when, without warning, a large ball of compressed air slammed into his chest. He hit the ground several feet away and didn’t get back up.

Jessica screamed at the uninhibited violence being displayed. Lindsay wanted to scream, but even her mind had turned into a block of ice. She could do nothing as the one she knew as David stalked up to her.

“Don’t hurt her!”

Lindsay’s eyes, already widened with fear, widened further, this time in shock.

“J-Jessica…”

Her friend Jessica stood in front of her, arms spread wide in a protective gesture. The usagi’s legs were shaking. They jittered like two twigs caught within a fierce storm. Her pale skin looked nearly translucent. The fear permeating from her was an almost physical thing…

… and yet still she stood in front of Lindsay, protecting her, defending her. Even though she was frightened, Jessica was still trying to keep her safe.

David hesitated. He looked at Jessica, meeting her frightened eyes, then at Lindsay. He hesitated some more. Indecision became rooted on his face.

“What the hell are you doing?!” the oni shouted at David. “You gonna just stand there, looking at the stupid bitch! Get that friggin’ rabbit out of the way.”

David gritted his teeth as he continued to look between them, his internal struggle clear as day on his face. The oni behind him growled. Having grown impatient, he lumbered over to them with large, thundering steps, shoving David out of the way.

“Useless, friggin’ pussy.” The oni scowled, and then he swiftly backhanded Jessica.

“J-Jessica!” Lindsay cried out in horror as her friend sailed through the air, smacked into the ground, rolled across the hard, wooden floor, and then came to a stop several feet away. She didn’t get back up.

Jessica…

Tears leaked from Lindsay’s eyes, hot and stinging, running down her face. Her timid friend had been injured trying to protect her. It should have been the other way around. She was supposed to be the one protecting Jessica.

But I… I can’t do anything… too weak…

Lindsay wasn’t like Kevin. She didn’t have his resolve in the face of danger. She was just a normal girl, trying to live a mostly normal high school life. Sure, she’d been caught up in that battle at the California Comic Con, but there’d been so much going on back then that she didn’t have time to be frightened. She’d also been under the protection of Heather, who’d been so calm and collected that Lindsay had been able to take strength from her.

There was no such person here. The teachers were petrified, the students even more so. In fact, the only one who didn’t look frightened out of his mind was Dr. Allan Spencer, who stood far from everyone else, hands clasped discreetly behind his back.

A sudden pain caused Lindsay to cry out. The feeling of rough, steel-like fingers gripping her hair brought more tears to her eyes. The oni yanked. Lindsay cried again as she was dragged by her hair, across the floor, up the stairs, and onto the stage.

Tear tracks stained her cheeks as she was forced onto her knees. Large hands kept her pinned in place, and fingers like iron dug painfully into her flesh.

“Someone get the camera and start filming!” the oni shouted. A yōkai with a weasel-like face rushed to do as told. The oni then leaned down and whispered in her ear, his grating voice and breath on her neck making Lindsay shiver. “You’re gonna die today, bitch. I’m gonna fucking kill you.”

Oh, God!

Lindsay felt her bladder threaten to go. Her body was a shivering wreck. She couldn’t control it. Her mind had become overridden with fear. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t do anything. She was helpless!

The weasel-faced yōkai turned to face them, the camera on. The oni grinned as he gripped Lindsay’s head between his hands. Lindsay sobbed. This was it. She was going to die. She was going to die and there was nothing she could do about it.

I don’t wanna die…

Visions flashed before her eyes, images of her friends, of her family, of the people she would leave behind.

Please…

She thought about Kevin, the boy she still sorta liked, even though he was a male.

Someone…

She thought about Christine, the girl she did like, and regret welled up inside of her as she realized she would never see the yuki-onna again.

Help…

“I want everyone to watch this,” the oni said, but his voice sounded far away. Lindsay’s mind was locked, clammed up with fear and overflowing with remorse. “This is what happens to humans who think they can befriend us! You should all learn to fear yōkai!”

This… this is the end.

Lindsay closed her eyes, hoping against hope that it would make the end less painful, that maybe, just maybe, if she closed her eyes, she wouldn’t suffer as much.

“Prepare for trouble!”

“And make it double!”

What?

Lindsay’s eyes snapped wide open upon hearing two very familiar voices.

She quickly looked toward where she heard the voices and couldn’t believe her eyes. There, standing in the center of the amphitheater, back to back, was Kevin and Lilian. Hope welled up inside of her breast. It was a hope that suddenly stopped, giving way to confusion instead, when she saw their outfits.

Are they wearing leather spandex?
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“To protect the world from douchebags everywhere.”

“To defend the innocent with style and flair.”

“To decimate idiots who think they’re all that.”

“To kick their asses when they’re heads get too fat.”

“Kevin.”

“Lilian.”

“Curb stomping jerks at the speed of sound.”

“Surrender now or prepare to get your ass pounded into grass.”

The silence that came after Kevin and Lilian ended their, um, speech, was profound. Everyone was gawking: the teachers, the students, the yōkai—everyone. However, Lindsay noticed something the duo’s strange entrance had caused. She didn’t think anyone else had realized it, but she had.

The fear, which had permeated this room like a suffocating cloud of smoke, had vanished. Gone. It was as if that had been the duo’s intent all along.

I don’t believe it…

Tears, not of fear or pain, but of hope and joy, welled up in her eyes.

They’re really here. Lilian and Kevin really came.

She couldn’t believe it, but her eyes certainly weren’t deceiving her. They were there. They had come.

The silence that permeated the room was shattered, not by the people who witnessed this scene, but by the ones who caused it.

Lilian and Kevin turned to each other, clapping their hands together like a couple of kids playing patty cake.

“That was so unbelievably cool!”

“We were awesome!”

“I’ve always wanted to do that!”

“Although, you need to work on that ending. You totally threw us off.”

“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t think of anything that rhymed with sound.”

“It’s okay. We’ll work on coming up with something even cooler when we get home.”

“Yay! And now, at least, we can cross another thing off of our ‘list of things to do’!”

“Right! Quick, Lilian! Get out ‘the list.’”

Everyone remained silent as Lilian shoved her right hand into her cleavage, then pulled out a notebook and a pencil. She flipped through the notebook, then crossed off something in it. Lindsay, despite her head still held in the grip of the oni, facepalmed.

Are… are you serious? Are they really doing that now?

Apparently, Lindsay wasn’t the only one who thought what was happening was stupid. The oni let go of her head, allowing her to slump to the floor, and then stomped toward the end of the stage.

“Who the hell are you two?!”

Lilian, her two tails waving behind her like hissing snakes, pointed at the oni, her fiercely grinning face and shining emerald eyes presenting a stark contrast to the danger she was in.

“We’re the people who are going to kick your butt, loser.”

The oni gawked. His face froze for all of one second, then turned a bright shade of crimson.

“W-w-w-w-w-what—you guys are—kill them! Kill them both!”

The other yōkai weren’t certain what to do, but they obeyed their leader all the same. Half a dozen yōkai rushed at the two. However, just before they reached the pair, Kevin held out his hands.

“Wait, wait, wait, wait! STOP!”

The yōkai, already confused, halted as if their feet had been glued to the floor.

“Before we begin this rumble, I wanted to ask a question,” Kevin said. “Do any of you know what a kitsune’s power is?”

The yōkai surrounding them actually thought about the question. One of them, a girl with green skin and flippers for hands, answered. “Um, illusions?”

“Correct!” Kevin clapped his hands together, his excited expression so far from the normal Kevin that Lindsay wondered if he’d suddenly gained a split personality. What was going on here? “Now, here’s my second question: What power do Celestial Kitsune have?”

Again, the girl answered. “It’s, uh, celestial… powers?”

“Right again! And now for my final question: Did any of you notice that Lilian is no longer standing beside me?”

Lindsay blinked, startled when she realized that, with all of her attention on Kevin, she hadn’t even noticed Lilian disappear. The others also appeared flabbergasted. They looked at the spot where Lilian had been standing. Not anymore. She was gone. Vanished. It was like she had disappeared into thin air.

“Gomu Gomu no Extension!”

Two tails suddenly slammed into the girl’s shoulder. The yōkai female crashed into the ground like someone had dropped an anvil on her. The wooden floorboards dented, and her body bent at an awkward angle, face up, glazed-over eyes staring at the ceiling.

And then Kevin acted. His guns left their holsters and he fired them before Lindsay even realized what was happening. The others were completely caught off guard, too. Kevin fired four shots, which exploded in a spark of green energy. Four yōkai suddenly hit the ground as the projectiles impacted against their faces.

“Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Realm.”

Half a dozen light spheres appeared around Lilian, glowing with the brilliance of a small sun. The orbs shot at the remaining yōkai, who tried to defend against them. However, when the orbs passed right through him, he, along with the other people watching—including Lindsay—became confused.

And that’s when the Lilian in front of the yōkai disappeared and another Lilian appeared behind him, her tails already extended and touching his temple.

“Kitsune Art: Illusory Sleep.”

Lilian’s tails flared briefly. The yōkai’s eyes rolled up into the back of his head and he crumpled to the ground. There he remained, inert, lifeless, and snoring really loudly.

And that was it. The half a dozen yōkai who had attacked them were defeated before anyone had time to really understand what was happening.

As Lilian and Kevin shared a high five, the oni’s face became progressively redder. Lindsay actually thought she saw steam pouring out of his ears.

“You two… YER BOTH DEAD! YOU HEAR ME?! DEAD!!”

“If you wanna kill us, then you’ll have to catch us first!” Kevin declared as he holstered the silver gun and unclipped a cylindrical object off his bandolier. “By the way, catch.”

He tossed the object at the yōkai who, out of reflex, caught it. The oni looked at the strange cylinder in his hand, a curious frown plastered on his ugly visage.

“Everyone, close your eyes!” Kevin shouted.

While several people appeared confused, Lindsay did just that, shutting her eyes tightly. It was probably a good thing she did, because seconds later, something flared to life, so bright that her eyelids actually turned white. She could hear screaming, a threnody of voices crying out in panic and pain.

“My eyes! Oh, Gods! My eyes!”

“Can’t see! I can’t see!”

“The light!! It’s so bright!”

“THE WORLD IS COMING TO AN END!!!”

“Dude, calm down. It was just a flash grenade.”

“Oh… right, my bad.”

While all the screams were loud, none of them were more ferocious, more furious, than the one released by the oni. Having received the flash grenade’s attack point blank to the face, it was only obvious that he would be the worst off. She could hear him, his pained, enraged howls. The sound caused the hairs on the back of her neck to tingle.

The light died down. Lindsay opened her eyes, blinking several times to clear it of spots. Everyone else was suffering from similar problems. Even so, it didn’t take long for everyone to realize that Kevin and Lilian were no longer there. Lindsay looked around, her head turning this way and that, before she saw the open door at the far end of the room, and the yōkai who should have been guarding it lying unconscious on the ground.

“Damn those two,” the oni growled angrily. “Damn them! DAMN THEM! I’M GOING TO KILL THEM! I’LL MURDER THEM DEAD!”

The oni leapt forward, off the stage. The floor cratered under his weight, but he didn’t let that bother him as he blasted off the ground again, barreling for the door, which he smashed through like it was made of paper. A series of crashes, bangs, and roars soon followed, the sounds growing softer with each passing second, until Lindsay could no longer hear them.

In the silence that followed, the yōkai who remained stood around, looking at each other.

“What should we do?” asked one of them.

“Hell if I know. I was just following that guy because I didn’t want to get killed.”

“Me too.”

“Should we leave?”

“Maybe…”

“Or maybe you guys should join us,” a voice said, one that Lindsay didn’t recognize.

There, standing by one of the doors, which stood opposite the one Lilian, Kevin, and the oni had vacated through, were two people—yōkai. One of them was a usagi like Jessica. However, the other was…

“Dude, is that an octupus-man?”

“It’s like Dr. Octopus come to life—except he has real tentacles!”

The octupus bristled.

“I am not an octopus,” he said in a strange accent. “I am an akkorokamui. Get eet right.”

“Woah. Listen to that accent. Are you French?”

“Gyaaa!”

As the akkorokamui banged his head against the floor in comical anger, the usagi looked at everyone there.

“We’re here to get all of the humans out of here before the oni returns. Any yōkai who wishes to help, feel free. If not, then I suggest leaving before I kick your sorry asses for ever thinking of doing something so stupid as holding innocent people hostage!”

Left with such a proclamation, most of the yōkai no longer seemed sure of what to do. However, little by little they acted, some leaving, while others stayed behind to help.

“Okay! Everyone, unless you wanna stay here, I recommend following me. Several vehicles are on their way to pick us up, and I want all of you to be safe at home before any potential fireworks start. Also, let us know if anyone here is injured. Davide is a healer, so he can fix those wounds right up.”

While many of the humans were distrusting of the two yōkai, they didn’t have much choice but to follow their directions. Anything was better than staying in this place.

Matters were helped when Davide used his powers to heal all of the humans who’d been injured. Perhaps it was the act of a yōkai healing them, but some of the humans became more at ease with the two. She supposed being rescued from a group of yōkai by other yōkai helped them realize that not all yōkai were evil.

Lindsay and a now-healed Jessica, Alex, Andrew, and Eric walked with the others as the usagi calling himself Mack directed the students out of the amphitheater. As they walked across the courtyard, the sun shining on their backs, Lindsay listened to the conversations around her.

“Huh, those two… I guess they’re not so bad… for yōkai.”

“Hm, it was pretty cool how that octopus healed those people.”

“Forget those two! Man, did you guys see Kevin and Lilian?! They were unbelievable!”

“It’s hard to forget what those two did. And Kevin, was he always that, um, weird?”

“Weird? I think he was pretty badass. He reminded me of Deadpool.”

“I guess he was kinda cool.”

“But speaking of Kevin, I should remember to stop saying bad things about him. If he can take down yōkai like that, who knows what he could do to me.”

The comments from the boys made her smile. She wondered if Kevin knew that his actions had given him several fans.

Probably not.

The girls were also talking about what happened.

“Lilian… she was kinda cool, wasn’t she?”

“Yeah, the way she handled those yōkai was amazing! I was so surprised!”

“Do you think we may have been wrong about these yōkai?”

“Maybe…”

“What about Kevin, though? You saw what he did, right?”

“Yeah, I never realized Kevin could actually be that cool.”

“I know, right? And did you see those abs? He was totes hot!”

Oh dear, Lindsay thought as several girls cupped their cheeks and sighed. It looked like it wasn’t just the males who Kevin had gained some fans from. She hoped Lilian was all right with random females pining after her mate. Considering there are already several girls who like Kevin, I can’t imagine her becoming too worried.

She, Jessica, and Kevin’s friends stopped walking when a group of girls walked in front of them. It was her and Jessica’s old group of friends. They looked at her and Jessica, their faces filled with remorse.

“Can we help you with something?” Lindsay asked, not quite coldly, but certainly not friendly either.

“I…” Alice started, then stopped. “We wanted to apologize… to you and Jessica, I mean. We felt really betrayed when we realized Jessica wasn’t human, and we pushed you two away. So, um, we’re sorry.”

“We hope you can forgive us.”

“Please be our friends again.”

Lindsay bit her lip. She’d been friends with many of these girls for years, and she couldn’t deny that she did want their friendship again. But the way they had treated Jessica, like she was scum beneath their heels, wasn’t something she could so easily forgive.

“They’ll forgive you,” Eric said suddenly, “and in return, I want each of you to let me see you naked—”

“PERVERT!”

Eric received the inhospitable rage of nearly one dozen teenage girls. Their fists beat against him like a pantheon of angry gods. Eric cried and screamed and begged to no avail. Only after he had been reduced to a lump of inhuman flesh did they stop, satisfied that he had, at least for now, learned his lesson.

“Whether we forgive you or not isn’t up to me,” Lindsay said. The girls bowed their heads. “Jessica? What do you want to do?”

“Uh, um, me?” Jessica seemed startled, but upon receiving Lindsay’s nod, she went into a series of thumb twiddling. “I—well, I—I would really like for us to be friends again…”

“Of course,” Alice said, nodding eagerly.

“Friends for life!”

“We promise to never abandon you again.”

“Totes.”

Lindsay sighed and scratched her head. “Fine, fine. I guess it’s okay then. But you girls should know this: Jessica and I won’t accept any prejudice against yōkai. If you want to be our friends, then you have to accept that some people are just… different.”

The girls looked at each other before nodding.

“That’s fine.”

“We’re cool with that.”

“Totes.”

“Yeah, after seeing Lilian in action, I don’t think we’ll be able to dislike someone just because they aren’t human.”

“Hey,” Mack called out, his bunny ears flopping as he waved at them, “you girls should hurry up! We need to leave quickly if we want to get all of you home in time for dinner!”

“We’re coming!” Lindsay called out.

The group of girls—plus Eric, Alex, and Andrew—walked to the parking lot, where several buses sat waiting for them. Lindsay looked at Jessica and the other girls. She was still uncertain about them, but seeing her friend smiling so vibrantly made her decide not to say anything. So long as her friend was happy, she would put her trust in her friends again.

As the girls started fawning over Jessica’s ears, the girl squirming and wiggling with a bright blush on her face, Andrew turned to his twin brother.

“Hey, Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“You ever feel like there’s some big secret being kept from us?”

“All the time,” Alex said, his face set in a mask of petulance.

***

Despite how dangerous their situations was, Kevin and Lilian were grinning as they raced out of the large school building. If asked, they would have admitted that there was something exhilarating about acting like their favorite shōnen heroes. It created a strange rush within them that, when combined with the situation, made them grin like a pair of fools.

“Kevin?” Lilian inquired, not even needing to state what she was inquiring about for him to catch on. They were in perfect sync right now.

“We’re almost there,” he assured her. “Our ambush point is halfway between the school and the track field.”

Stomp! Stomp! Stomp!

“That’s good,” Lilian said, “because the oni is gaining on us.”

“COME BACK HERE, YOU FUCKING TWATS! I’M GONNA RIP YOU BOTH A NEW ASSHOLE!”

“I can see that.” Kevin nodded. “And hear it. He’s awfully vulgar.”

“Truly foul-mouthed,” Lilian agreed.

Kevin’s ears pricked when he heard the stomping of feet grow even louder. That meant the oni was closing the distance. They needed to do something about that.

“Ready, Lilian?”

“Always.”

Kevin leapt into the air and spun around. He aimed his guns at the oni and fired off six shots. Meanwhile, Lilian created two spheres of light, which she launched at the oni’s face. It didn’t do much, as their persistent and angry foe covered much of his body with his large arms, but one of Kevin’s bullets hit the oni’s horn.

“GAAAAAA!!!”

The oni stumbled, falling onto his knees. Kevin grinned as he landed back on his feet and continued running.

Oni are physically the strongest yōkai in existence, but they have several obvious weaknesses. They’re not very bright, they’re violent and easily angered, and any extra protrusions they might possess are sensitive. Just kicking one of their horns will cause them a lot of pain. Shooting one is bound to hurt.

Despite being shot, the oni’s rage proved stronger than the pain. He leapt back to his feet seconds later and chased after them again. Kevin and Lilian didn’t let this bother them and quickly turned around, skidding to a halt as they reached the designated ambush point.

“Now, Kirihime!”

“Water Art: Glacier!”

In the time it took Kevin to blink, a large spike of ice shot out of the ground and tried to impale the oni.

What happened instead was the oni punching the ice with a fist, shattering it into a thousand fragments. Despite the attack not damaging him, it at least made him stop.

“I-I am terribly sorry, Lord Kevin,” Kirihime said, walking out from behind a cactus and bowing in apology. “It seems my attack was ineffective.”

“That’s fine,” Kevin said, eying the oni, who was in turn staring at Kirihime’s maid uniform like it was something foreign.

“Yeah. Oni are tough,” Lilian agreed. “We didn’t expect you to finish it off just like that.”

“I-I see. Thank you for your kindness, Lady Lilian.”

Kevin kept an eye on the oni as Kirihime moved to stand beside him and Lilian. The massive, hulking monstrosity of muscle and ash-gray skin glared at the three of them, his eyes burning with a fierce rage. Kevin was surprised he hadn’t attacked them already.

“I’m going to kill you three,” the oni promised, his voice a dangerous growl. “I’m gonna murder all three of you. Yer going to wish that you were never born.”

“That’s what they all say,” Kevin said.

“So, how should we do this?” asked Lilian.

“I vote for slicing his throat open and then skinning him,” Kirihime suggested. “I’m in the need for some rough leather again, and oni skin makes some of the best leather.”

… An awkward silence ensued. Kevin and Lilian stared at Kirihime, who didn’t seem to notice their faces turning green and smiled at them. The oni took Kirihime’s words as a challenge and, with a vicious roar like some primal beast, he charged at them, his feet making craters in the desert sand.

The trio was forced to scatter, lest they allow themselves to get run over. Kevin leapt several feet back and aimed his guns at the large yōkai. Lilian’s tails lit up with celestial energy. Kirihime took out her knives as a maniacal, yandere grin lit her face. The oni glared at them all, spittle flying from his mouth as he roared. His eyes locked onto Kevin. His scleras were a bloody crimson. He bellowed again—

“Here he comes!” Kevin shouted.

—and then the oni charged at him.


CHAPTER 10

DON’T ANGER THE ONI

Oni didn’t have the abilities that most yōkai were lauded to posses; they didn’t have any elemental affinities, they couldn’t use illusions, and their intelligence was incredibly lacking. In short, they possessed no special talents.

Kevin gritted his teeth as the oni barrelled for him, its feet leaving craters with every step. He rolled out of the way when it raised a fist and slammed it into the ground. Dust and gravel exploded outwards like fireworks on display. Kevin closed his eyes to keep from being blinded by dust particles, even as he continued moving backwards.

“Water Art: Water Bullets!”

Kirihime’s tails wove intricate patterns through the air. Water coalesced in front of her. Small spheres of condensed liquid appeared, hovering in the air for a moment before they were launched at the oni faster than the eyes could track. The bullets hit the oni, splashing harmlessly against his thick hide. In fact, he barely seemed to notice them, as he continued chasing Kevin, his bestial roar echoing across the desert landscape.

“It’s no good! His hide is too thick!” Kirihime cried as Kevin leapt backwards and unloaded a barrage of bullets at the oni. While the yōkai was lacking in intellect, that didn’t mean the oni was completely moronic. The oni raised his arms, covering his face to keep the bullets from hitting his eyes or the horn on his head.

“Then use a stronger technique!” Kevin called out, taking aim and firing a single bullet at the spiky outcropping on the oni’s knee. The attack struck home, and the massive yōkai roared in mixed anger and pain. The oni stumbled forward, but he didn’t fall, and his bloodshot eyes glared at Kevin, piercing him like a laser.

“R-right. Of course. A stronger technique. Got it!”

A giant fist descended on the spot where Kevin was standing. The oni’s fist crashed into the ground, which cratered upon impact, abrasions spreading along the surface like miniature trenches. When the dust that had been kicked up cleared, the oni looked down at the spot underneath his fist.

There was no Kevin.

“Celestial Art: Flare!”

“GRRAAAAA!!!”

A giant ball of light exploded point-blank in the oni’s face. The giant yōkai stumbled backwards, raising his hands to rub at his eyes, which were now blinded by the impossibly bright light.

“Now, Kirihime!”

“R-right! Water Art: Water Combustion.”

Water gathered and then exploded outward, slamming into the oni, who crossed his arms. It pushed him back, his feet sliding along the ground to create two large trenches. Just as Kevin thought the attack might break through the oni’s defense, a loud roar emanated from the yōkai, who threw his arms wide, causing water to explode in all directions.

“Shoot! Kirihime! Do you have a stronger attack to use?!”

“No! That’s one of my most powerful techniques!”

“Not good.”

The oni locked eyes with Kirihime, roared, and then stomped after her. He moved far faster than Kevin would have assumed a creature of its size was capable of, reaching Kirihime in a few seconds. Rather than attack her with a punch or kick, the oni slammed into her like a battering ram busting down the door to a castle.

“Kirihime!” Lilian, who’d been hiding within her Chameleon Masquerade technique, appeared again as she channeled youki through her tails.

At first, it looked like Kirihime had been squashed flat by the oni, but then Kevin saw ice chips flying into the air after the oni had passed Kirihime’s prone form.

“Water Art: One Thousand Armored Segments.”

Standing on wobbly legs, Kirihime revealed that she’d covered herself in water armor before the oni trampled her. The glistening blue armor held for several more seconds, then it shattered into millions of fragments that disappeared into the sand.

Seeing that Kirihime was fine, Kevin focused on the oni, who’d turned its massive, lumbering form to face him again. He fired off several more shots, blue energy lancing out of his black gun while bright yellow shot from the silver one. Again, most of the bullets didn’t seem to do anything. The water projectiles splashed harmlessly against the yōkai’s arms, which he used to protect his weak points. The celestial bullets did appear to burn it, but the burn damage was so minuscule that the oni didn’t even seem perturbed by it.

If only I could hit those spiky outcroppings.

It was too bad the oni was smart enough to know those weak points had to be protected. They, along with vital points like the eyes, were the only weaknesses on an oni. If Kevin couldn’t hit them, then he couldn’t deal any real damage.

“Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Realm.”

Half a dozen orbs attacked the oni. The light spheres flitted around his head, darting in and out of his field of vision. Visibly angry at the incessant orbs, the oni snarled and tried to bat them from the sky with little success. Lilian’s control over the orbs was such that she could easily keep them just out of the oni’s reach, and she used that to distract him with blitzkrieg feints, which served to anger the yōkai some more.

Knowing a distraction when he saw one, Kevin took aim again and fired.

“Water Art: Needles.”

Kirihime also recognized what Lilian was trying to do. Several hundred needles were fired from her tails, which wove intricate patterns in front of her, creating a wall of small, sharp needles comprised of water. The needles didn’t do much more than break against the oni’s thick hide, but the bullets Kevin fired each struck one of the outcroppings, chipping away at them.

“GRRRAAAAAAA!!”

The oni no longer seemed capable of speaking. His burning rage was such that speech was impossible.

Kevin suddenly felt the hairs on his neck stand on end. He wasn’t sure why, but he was getting some bad premonitions.

With bloodshot eyes burning with an indescribable rage, the oni bellowed, a terror-inducing sound that made Lilian, Kirihime, and Kevin cover their ears. It hurt. Kevin felt his eardrums popping like water balloons. Blood gushed from between his fingers, warm and sticky, running down his ears and neck. He could only imagine how Lilian and Kirihime felt.

Looking up through half-lidded eyes, Kevin saw the oni standing there, wisps of dark energy slowly rising from his frame like steam coming off superheated metal after water was poured on it. Veins bulged along the oni’s body. It made the already hulking monstrosity appear even more dangerously powerful than before. Kevin didn’t know what was going on, but he had a very bad feeling about this.

***

Kotohime sat in the Hummer as it drove down the street.

They had just finished safely delivering the last child home. Their rescue operation had been a great success; so flawless, in fact, that Kotohime was actually worried.

In her experience, whenever a mission of this nature happened exactly as planned, it meant that something was going to go wrong later. It might have just been paranoia, but Kotohime preferred to remain prudent in the face of potential disaster.

Crack!

She snapped her head over to the passenger window. A long crack traveled through it, traversing a diagonal path from one side to the other.

“Now that cannot mean anything good,” Kotohime muttered to herself.

***

Kevin knew that something was wrong. Very, very wrong. He didn’t know what, but he could sense this wrongness in the air, could feel it in his bones. His every instinct was screaming at him, telling him to run away, to leave this area as fast as humanly possible. Yet at the same time, his body had been frozen in place, leaving him unable to move.

The oni stood there, dark energy wafting from it like vapor from a volcano. Bulging muscles were covered in veins, pulsing and throbbing, living tubes that pumped massive quantities of blood through the oni’s body. Veins also ran along its forehead. Its red eyes glared at everything, and steam billowed from its nose and mouth like smoke from an overheating turbine.

“What… what is this?” Kevin muttered, clutching a hand to his chest. He was having trouble breathing for some reason. A strange pressure was compressing his chest, similar to the Bodhisattva’s Aura of the King, but at the same time different. Shinkuro’s aura made him want to bow his head in submission. This feeling made him want to curl up into a ball and piss himself.

“He’s gone into a berserker rage,” Kirihime answered his question. She obviously realized that Kevin didn’t know what that was, and thus she elucidated further. “A berserker rage is a unique state of mind that only oni can enter. Using their rage as a form of muscle enhancer, an oni can raise their physical attributes astronomically. Strength, speed, reflexes, constitution, everything is enhanced by several factors. This ability is what makes them physically the strongest yōkai in the world.”

“That doesn’t sound very good,” Kevin gasped.

“Are you okay?” Lilian placed a hand on Kevin’s back.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Kevin said, straightening. “I’ve just never felt so much bloodlust before. It’s frightening.”

“I understand. If I hadn’t experienced something stronger during my captivity at the Shénshèng Clan’s Palace, I wouldn’t be able to move right now.”

Kevin understood. He could feel Lilian’s hand shaking. She was just as scared as him, but because she’d already felt a similar killing intent before, she wasn’t as affected as him. Being a yōkai probably also helped. As a human with no supernatural powers of his own, Kevin had no defense against this kind of aura.

“Why isn’t it attacking?” asked Kevin.

“Probably because it’s still adjusting to the infusion of power,” Kirihime answered, though he could tell she didn’t know whether this was true or not.

“Then maybe we should attack it now?” Lilian’s suggestion sounded more like a question. “Attack it before it can become accustomed to its increased strength?”

“That’s a good idea,” Kevin agreed. “Kirihime?”

“I shall abide by your decision.” Kirhime readied her blades. “Water Art: Crystal Blades. Water Art: One Thousand Armored Segments.”

Water swirled around Kirhime’s body, forming a set of armor that quickly hardened to the same constitution as diamonds. Her two knives also became covered in water, the blades extending to another foot as they picked up a glossy, icicle-like sheen.

The three of them looked at each other, each one assessing their comrades. On an unspoken signal, they launched their respective attacks at the oni.

Several beams of light pounded into the massive monstrosity, exploding upon contact and sending the oni stumbling. Bullets tore through the space left by the light beams. Each one was a pinpoint strike to the spiky outcroppings, which released a loud ping! sound like steel balls bouncing off a metal surface. Kirihime then reached the oni, her two knives flashing out to try and carve into her foe like roast beef—

“What?!”

—only for the blades to shatter like fragile glass when they struck. Kirihime stared at her weapons, then looked up at the oni, who glared down at her with such hatred that her body froze for a single second—long enough for the oni to backhand her with its massive fist.

“Kirihime!” Lilian and Kevin shouted as their friend and maid flew through the air, crashing through several saguaro cacti before rolling across the ground like a ragdoll.

The oni tried to stalk over to Kirihime, who appeared dizzy as she sat up, her armor cracked. Kevin moved to intercept the monstrous yōkai, firing several rounds of youki projectiles at its face and the horns on its head.

“Celestial Art: World Order Distortion.”

Lilian also did what she could to help, casting an illusion on the oni. Kevin knew from sparring with her that World Order Distortion was an illusory technique that caused someone’s ability to perceive light to become distorted. It did this by intercepting the information sent from the photoreceptors in the eyes, then reinterpreted that information before sending it off to the brain, making that person think the world around them was becoming distorted.

Oni were incredibly powerful yōkai. Physically speaking, they were the strongest around. However, because all of their youki went into enhancing their physical attributes, they were highly susceptible to illusions.

Groaning, the oni fell onto its knees and held its head in its hands. Kevin didn’t hesitate to get in close and fire several rounds of projectiles at it. Unfortunately, his bullets seemed incapable of even harming it now that it was in a berserker rage. Gritting his teeth, Kevin shot its horn, which got a reaction, but not the kind he wanted.

“GRRAAAA!!!”

“Beloved!”

Kevin’s eyes widened when, without warning, the oni punched at him. The air around the fist became displaced, a visible ripple that closed the gap between them in a second. Kevin didn’t even have time to widen his eyes further before a wall of displaced air slammed into him. His chest felt like it was being caved in as he sailed backwards. He hit the ground seconds later, then rolled along the surface, kicking up dust and slamming into thorn bushes. The world around him blurred, then went white.

When he came to, Kevin realized he was lying on his back, staring at the sky. The coppery tang of blood filled his mouth and he couldn’t breath. All he knew was the pain in his chest. It hurt. A lot. Yet even as the pain threatened to send him into unconsciousness, he felt the pain being relieved.

A healing technique…

The realization made him tilt his head. Kirihime knelt beside him, her tails glowing an ethereal blue. If he looked closely, Kevin could see the tiny strands of youki traveling from her tails into his chest.

“Kirihime…” he coughed, feeling blood well up in his throat.

“Just a moment, Lord Kevin. Let me heal you before you speak.”

Kevin wanted to tell her that they didn’t have time, but when he opened his mouth, all that came out was choked gurgling. Kirihime shushed him again, and then concentrated some more. Kevin felt his bones mending, snapping back into place with a series of cracks. He soon stopped choking on his own blood.

“Lilian…” He rasped. “Where… where…?”

“She’s keeping the oni occupied,” Kirihime informed him. “It’s thanks to her that I’m able to heal you right now.”

Her words made Kevin turn his head, searching for his mate. It wasn’t easy spotting her, but it was easy to find her opponent. The oni was stomping around, rampaging like a bull with a red cloth over its eyes. It banged its fists on the ground, causing minor tremors to shake the earth and cracks to appear. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to its attacks, and it took Kevin a moment to realize why.

Illusions.

The reason he couldn’t see Lilian was because she was using an illusion to hide herself, and the reason the oni was attacking what appeared to be nothing was because it was trapped within an illusion. Lilian was using two illusions at the same time, maybe even three, if she was hiding him and Kirihime from the oni as well.

She really has come a long way.

He’d been training with Lilian for a while now, so he knew what she was capable of. That still didn’t make watching her handle the oni by herself any less impressive.

But she’s not the only one.

Kevin sat up, hacking out several globs of blood. He stood to his feet and stared at the towering monstrosity. The oni was still fighting against illusory figures. Kevin couldn’t see Lilian, but he could get a general sense of where she was based on where the oni attacked.

“We need to end this.” Kevin wiped at the blood running down his chin. “Kirihime, I need you to distract the oni for… ten seconds. Can you do that?”

“I can give you twenty, if you need it, Lord Kevin.” Kirihime stood as well, and Kevin shivered when he saw the sickly grin stretching her lips. Her eyes had become hollow shells of their former selves. “Though do not be surprised if I kill this oni myself.”

Is this what they call Yandere Mode?

As Kirihime rushed over to the oni, her body bent low to the ground, Kevin moved in the opposite direction. He didn’t know where Lilian was, exactly, but he knew that it would be away from her opponent.

“Lilian?”

“I’m here,” a voice called from his left. It was strained. Tired.

She’s running low on youki, Kevin realized. Two-tailed kitsune didn’t have much youki. They were, in fact, the weakest of the higher-tiered yōkai around. The fact that Lilian could use so many techniques was a testament to her celestial affinity. It was so high that what would take a normal kitsune several tails worth of energy, took Lilian a mere quarter of the same energy.

Kevin likened it to units. If a technique normally required ten units of power, then Lilian could cast that same technique using just two.

“We need to use that new technique we’ve been working on,” Kevin said. “It’s the only thing I can think of that will be powerful enough to put this thing down.”

“Right,” Lilian’s voice was a soft gasp.

She appeared before him, then, the illusion falling away. Sweat ran down her face and neck. He imagined she was sweating a lot inside of that bodysuit. His own body was coated in a layer of sweat.

“Ready?”

“Yes.”

Kevin holstered his black gun, then unloaded the ammo clip in his silver gun. He reached behind him and pulled another magazine into it, but this one appeared different from the others. For one thing, it was empty. For another, it had what looked like an IV drip attached to it. After inserting the clip, Kevin took the IV drip and stuck the needle end into his arm.

He breathed out. Ignoring the stinging pain in his arm, he held the gun in both hands and aimed the trigger at the oni currently trying to crush a very nimble Kirihime, who wove around the yōkai like a graceful dancer. He was impressed she could dance around her foe like that, but she was probably using minor illusions to keep one step ahead of the oni.

“Okay,” he said, “I’m ready.”

Lilian’s tails slithered around his torso, extending slowly up his arms, wrapping around them like a pair of snakes. Her arms then wrapped around his body from behind, and her soft, sweaty front pressed against his back. Kevin would’ve liked to enjoy this moment, but time was of the essence.

“This is going to hurt,” Lilian warned.

“I know.”

Lilian gripped him tighter, as if this was her way of apologizing for what she was about to do.

And then it happened.

Pain flooded Kevin’s nerves. An avalanche of agony tore through him. It felt like his heart was pumping acid through his bloodstream. Human beings were never meant to have the raw youki of a yōkai flooding through them.

Kevin clenched his teeth together until he felt blood welling up in his gums. Through the haze of pain, he could see the tube connected to his arm and the ammo cartridge glowing a reddish-white. On the sides of his gun’s handle, a small gauge filled up.

Through numerous experiments, Kevin had discovered that human blood was an excellent catalyst for youki. He didn’t know why this was, as he wasn’t a scientist, but when injecting youki into his own blood, it created a stabilized form that, when fired from a gun, was immensely more powerful than regular youki projectiles.

He’d had Kiara convince the technicians working for Monstrang to craft him this cartridge, which allowed him to inject youki-infused human blood into the gun, where it would then be fired to devastating effect. Thus far it had proven effective against his targets. However, this would be the first time he’d used it against a living target.

Please work.

Kevin held his breath. His hands shook. His eyesight was growing weak. Darkness crept at the edges and blurs entered his vision. He blinked, eyes focusing on the large shape in front of him, a grayish series of blobs that he believed was the oni. A much smaller figure darted between the blob’s legs. Kirihime. Gnashing his teeth together, Kevin forced his hands to still. He inhaled once, took aim…
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… and then he pulled the trigger.

A glowing red beam surrounded by a golden halo of energy lanced out of his gun, the air combusting, sizzling and crackling as if it was on fire. It struck the oni in the head, passing straight through the yōkai’s cranium and moving out the other side, where it continued to pass through several cacti like they were made of soggy paper. The oni stood stalk still, an unmoving statue until, like a video game character without a skeleton system, it collapsed into an unmoving heap on the ground.

Kevin slumped forward onto his hands and knees. Lilian, unable to support herself after putting all of her youki into their collaboration attack, went down with him.

“Ha… ha… urg…”

Blood pounded in Kevin’s ears. Everything was fuzzy. White spots appeared before his eyes, like static from a television.

“L-Lilian…?”

“I’m… I’m here…”

Kevin shifted until he was sitting down, legs spread out. Lilian sat down with him, sitting on his lap, her head resting against his shoulder. He used one arm to keep from falling, though it shook from the aftershocks of pain. The other he wrapped around Lilian, who was also shaking as she took several deep breaths.

Kirihime walked up to the pair, tired, but not to the same extent as him and Lilian.

“Lady Lilian. Lord Kevin. Are you two all right?”

“We… fine…” Kevin said between lungfuls of breath. Lilian didn’t even say that much. “Oni… is it…?”

“It’s dead,” Kirihime assured him.

Kevin closed his eyes. That was another life he’d taken.

He didn’t regret killing that oni. It had gone after a bunch of children. It had threatened to kill those children. It had nearly killed his friend. Someone like that, a monster who would willingly and gladly kill innocent people, couldn’t be allowed to live. The only thing Kevin felt regret for was the act itself. He still despised it when he was forced to take a life.

“Can you two move?” asked Kirihime.

“I think so,” Kevin grunted as he and Lilian climbed to their feet, using each other as support. They clung to each other, their bodies leaning into the other’s like they would fall over if the other person wasn’t there to support them. Kevin could feel the way his legs shook from the effort of standing, and he knew that Lilian was experiencing the same.

“There.” Lilian wrapped her arms tightly around Kevin, her left cheek pressing against his right. “We’re up.”

A rather large drop of sweat rolled down the left side of Kirihime’s face as she looked between the two, her expression uncertain.

“Well, if you two say so,” she said at last.

“We do say so,” Kevin and Lilian replied together.

“Very well, then. Let us get going, shall we? I’m sure Mack is getting tired of waiting for us.”

With a loud groan, Kevin and Lilian followed Kirihime back to their vehicle.


CHAPTER 11

NEW WORLD ORDER

Kevin and Lilian stood on the street in front of Lindsay’s house. Standing by their side was Lindsay’s friend Jessica, and directly in front of them was none other than Lindsay herself.

The two of them had been waiting for him and Lilian when they’d returned from their battle with the oni. Both had been suitably horrified by their disheveled appearance. While Jessica had quietly gawked at them, Lindsay had asked them all kinds of questions about their physical health and if they needed any help. It had gotten to the point where Kevin seriously considered ball gagging her—too bad he didn’t have a ball gag.

I’m sure Iris does, though.

Lindsay’s sniffling made Kevin snap out of his thoughts. The girl was staring at the three of them: him, Lilian, and Jessica. She looked seconds away from bursting into tears.

“So, this is it then,” the tomboy said. “You two are really leaving? Going back to wherever you disappeared to?”

“Ah-hahaha, you say that like we’re never going to see each other again.” Lilian, ever the cheerful one, presented the girl with her most stunning smile. “We’ll definitely all see each other again, so try not to look so depressed, okay?”

“Right.” Lindsay wiped her eyes of the tears that had gathered in them. “You’re right. I’m sure we’ll see each other again.” Even as she said this, her eyes shifted to Kevin. “I expect you to take good care of my friend and her parents for me, you hear?”

“I gotcha.” Despite his desire to head home and hit the sack, Kevin had enough strength to grin and pound a fist into his chest. “Don’t you worry about a thing. You can count on Lilian and me to take care of your friend.”

“Mm. I’m entrusting her to you. I… I…”

Had Kevin not been expecting it, he would have been bowled over when Lindsay slammed into his chest and began sobbing. He guessed she’d been holding her emotions in all this time, ever since she’d nearly been killed by that oni, or perhaps even before then. Not knowing what else to do, he hugged her back and allowed her to stain his outfit with her tears.

“S-sorry,” Lindsay muttered after nearly a full two minutes of crying. She took a step back, her cheeks burnished with crimson.

“Nah, it’s okay.” Kevin waved her apology off.

Lilian rubbed her cheek and sighed. “We should probably get going. You be careful too, okay? You might be a human, but I don’t know what the Sons and Daughters of Humanity will do once they learn you’re friends with yōkai.”

Lindsay nodded at her. “Don’t worry. I will.”

“Good.” Lilian pulled Lindsay into a hug, and even went so far as to wrap her tails around the blond tomboy. Lindsay returned the hug, burying her face in the redhead’s bosoms. Kevin couldn’t say for sure, but he thought his soccer playing friend spent a bit more time in Lilian’s arms than his—or maybe saying she spent more time in Lilian’s cleavage was a better way of putting it.

He shook his head, dispelling the odd thought, and turned to Jessica.

“Are you ready to go?”

“Ah, um, y-yes.” Jessica nodded, looking down at her feet in a very timid fashion. He didn’t let that bother him. Jessica had always been kind of timid.

Several more hugs were passed around before Kevin and Lilian directed Jessica back into the Hummer.

As they took off down the road, Kevin looked out of the backdoor window to see Lindsay standing in the driveway, crying. He watched her until she faded into the distance.

***

Justin knocked on the door to Commander Paine’s office. After hearing the commander’s gruff call of, “Enter!” he opened the door and stepped inside.

Commander Paine was sitting in his chair, reading several documents. Justin walked forward until he stood directly in front of the desk. He snapped off a smart salute, then waited for the commander to respond.

“At ease,” the gruff commander grunted. Justin lowered his hand and shifted his stance to one that was more comfortable. “Report.”

“Everything went exactly as you expected, sir,” Justin started. “Monstrang’s group came to rescue all the students at the various schools that were being held hostage. Our forces are officially tracking them via satellite. We’ll have the location to all their bases of operation soon.”

“Good. Come with me, Verräter.”

“Sir.”

Commander Paine stood up and stepped around his desk, past Justin, and to the door. Justin trailed after him, not letting the commander know that he wasn’t thinking about the coming operation.

I wonder if I’m gonna see Kevin again. That would be nice.

***

Altogether it took about an hour to get back to base.

After leaving Lindsay’s house, Mack drove them to Jessica’s, where they picked up the girl’s parents. While neither of them were keen on abandoning their home and life, both were smart enough to sense the change that was coming. They knew they couldn’t stay there.

Kevin and Lilian had introduced themselves. Jessica’s parents seemed surprised to know that a human had willingly mated with a kitsune. He guessed it was because of the current turbulent climate.

When they arrived back at base, it was to be greeted by a worried group of kitsune. Kotohime stood in front, a welcome smile on her face. Iris, dressed in a pair of skimpy booty shorts and a black tube top that only covered her breasts, rushed forward and engulfed her sister in a hug. Lilian returned the gesture. Meanwhile, Camellia, wearing a white sundress, also rushed forward, her arms extended wide as if to engulf them all in a hug.

“Hawa! Kiri-Kiri! Lilian! Kevin-kyu—HAWA!”

“M-Mom!” Lilian shouted in shock as Camellia tripped and slammed into Kevin.

His vision went white as his head smacked against the floor, then it went dark. At first, Kevin thought he’d fallen unconscious, but then he realized that he wasn’t unconscious. If he had been knocked out, he wouldn’t have been able to think rationally like this.

So, then, what is…?

Kevin opened his mouth to speak—

“A-ah!”

—when an orgasmic cry rang out, slightly muffled for some reason. His vision soon adjusted to the darkness, and he realized that the reason it was so dark was because he was underneath Camellia’s dress. Also, the person who released that cry had been Camellia herself, and the reason for it was because her crotch was pressing against his mouth, which stimulated her body every time he tried to talk.

Well, he started mentally, this hasn’t happened in a while.

It was during this moment of contemplation that Kevin finally realized something else: He couldn’t breath.

Eyes widening, Kevin struggled to get out from underneath Camellia.

“Mph! Mph! Mm mm! MMPPH!”

“Ah! Ahn! Hawa!”

Unfortunately, Camellia didn’t seem to realize what was going on. When he tried to push her off and gasp in a breath of fresh air, she clamped her thighs around his head, her grip tougher than a vice and twice as painful.

“Mmmph! Mrrggglle! Mm!”

“H-Hawahawawawa! K-Kevin-kyun! Ahn! That—hawa!”

“M-Mom! Get off Beloved this instant! You’re suffocating him!” Kevin heard Lilian say, muffled though it was by Camellia’s thighs.

“I’m sure the stud is fine,” he heard Iris reassure her sister. “I bet you he’s enjoying this.”

“Mm! Mm mmph mmphing mmm!” Kevin tried to say that he wasn’t enjoying this, but because his mouth was being shoved into Camellia’s crotch, only muffled screams were heard.

“See? He’s having a blast.”

“No, he isn’t! Beloved is clearly choking to death! Mom, get off my mate before he dies from a lack of oxygen!”

Kevin continued to struggle, but he could sense himself growing weaker. He felt sluggish, slow, like he was wading through mud. His head felt light, and spots were appearing before his eyes. It made Camellia’s surprisingly adult panties look like they had polka dots on them.

“HAWA!”

“Don’t worry. He’s the main character. I doubt he would die from something as inane as Finagle’s Law.”

“I don’t care about some stupid law! Mom! Get off my mate!”

The last thing Kevin heard was Camellia’s loud cry of, “HAWA!”

And then everything returned to darkness.

***

After passing out and waking up in the infirmary, Kevin was taken to Monstrang, where he and Lilian took part in an After-Action Report debriefing.

Kevin didn’t pay any attention to the debriefing. He knew that he probably should, but a wave of exhaustion had hit him the moment he’d woken up in the hospital. If Kiara and Kotohime hadn’t forced him to attend, he would have dragged Lilian to bed with him and slept like the dead.

He and Lilian were sitting near the back. Iris sat on Lilian’s left and Kotohime sat on his right. Phoebe had tried sitting next to him, but the maid-slash-bodyguard had, fortunately for him, claimed that spot before the yuma uba could. Instead, Phoebe sat in front of him, the ever-faithful Polydora sitting by her side.

The world faded out for a moment. When he came to again, Kevin noticed that his position had changed. He was leaning against Lilian, his head resting on top of hers. From her even breathing, he could tell that she had fallen asleep. That meant he must have drifted off as well, but something had woken him up. He wondered what.

And then it happened.

An alarm blared. A loud klaxon split the air with a piercing squeal. Lilian jerked away and would have fallen off her chair had he and Iris not caught her.

What’s going on?

Kiara swore. “It looks like we’ve been infiltrated.”

Monstrage shouted over the noise, issuing orders. “B Squad, head up to the residential wing and begin evacuating the civilians via the exit tunnels underneath the base! C Squad, you guys are heading up top with me! We’re going to deal with the people who’ve infiltrated our base!”

Kotohime stood up, her movements swift and graceful, and gestured for him, Lilian, Iris, Phoebe, and Polydora to follow her.

“Come, you five. We’re a part of B Squad, so we’re going up to the residential wing with the others.”

They joined a larger group of yōkai exiting the room and took the elevator up to the third floor, which was where the residential district started—the other group, which was much larger and consisted of both Monstrang and Kiara, ascended to the first floor.

Kevin had no idea when he and the others had been designated B Squad, but he supposed it didn’t matter. Mack, who was once again in charge, issued orders. “All right, everyone! There are only sixteen of us, so I want you to divide into groups of four. Each one of you is going to take a wing. Get everyone together and then begin traveling down using the stairwell. Don’t use the elevator.”

Obviously we shouldn’t use the elevator. It only has a 12,000 pound capacity.

And there were several hundred yōkai within each wing. There was no way all of them would fit into the elevators.

“Master.” Phoebe turned to Kevin. “I shall accompany you during this arduous hour.”

“Uh…”

“Where Kevin goes I go.” Lilian grabbed his arm.

Iris grabbed the other arm. “I’m going with the stud, too. Huhuhu, this should prove to be interesting.”

“W-wait!” Polydora looked between the four before locking her eyes onto Phoebe. “L-Lady Phoebe, what about me?”

“Ufufufu, do not worry, Polydora-san.” Kotohime placed a hand on Polydora’s shoulder. “I shall have you accompany me with my group.”

The girl looked ready to argue, but she was pulled away by the swordswoman, whose grip on her shoulder was ironclad. The girl was dragged off, but her voice remained for several seconds, her scream of “Let go of me!” echoing down the hall until fading into ambiguity.

“Well,” Kevin started, “that just happened.”

“Indeed, it did,” Phoebe agreed. “Now come, we must act swiftly if we want to evacuate everyone within the hour.”

“Why within the hour?” Iris pondered out loud.

“Because bad guys normally storm strongholds within an hour?” Kevin guessed.

“Because it’s easier to say within the hour than within the hour and fifteen minutes?” Lilian offered.

“I was being rhetorical.” Iris rolled her eyes. “Now let’s hurry up and follow Ringlets before she disappears.”

Kevin and the two vixens caught up with Phoebe. Thus began the process of going door to door and telling every resident about what was happening. Reactions varied from panic to quiet acceptance and everything in between.

“We’re under attack?!”

“How did this happen?!”

“How did they find us?!”

“It was bound to happen sooner or later.”

“We need to get out of here!”

The responses varied, but most residents responded with similar statements. Phoebe took the lead whenever they had a panicking family. She calmly and efficiently explained to each family what they should do. Kevin left her to it. She was much better at leading than him.

“You must follow the hallway all the way to the elevator. There is a door on the left. It leads to the stairwell. Take the stairs. There’s an extra level at the bottom that you can’t access through the elevator. It leads to a series of tunnels, which is how we’ll be evacuating you. Wait inside of those tunnels. We will lead you out once we’ve made sure everyone knows that they need to evacuate.”

Kevin admired Phoebe as she took complete charge of the situation. With her directing everyone toward the stairway, they made excellent time, and in no time at all, they’d reached the last residence in their wing.

“K-Kevin? What are you doing here?”

Jessica was shocked when she saw who stood before her upon answering the door. Wide-eyed and slack-jawed, the usagi looked at him and the other three people with him in shock. She probably hadn’t been expecting to see him again so soon.

“Jessica, I’m sorry to bother you, but we don’t have a lot of time. Is your family here?”

“Um, my mother is, but Father had to leave for a bit. He said something about meeting a few friends who also live here.” Jessica must have sensed the urgency in his voice. Her words were more decisive than they had been since, well, for as long as he’d known her.

“I see. Please get your mom out here.”

Jessica nodded and went back inside. While she did this, Iris placed her chin on his left shoulder.

“Is this your next conquest, Stud? Adding a rabbit to your harem?”

“I don’t have a harem.” Kevin scowled.

“Yet.”

“Ever.”

“Iris,” Lilian’s tone was admonishing, “you know Beloved’s stance on harems.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Iris rolled her eyes and lifted her head off his shoulder.

“Am I a part of this harem?” Phoebe asked.

“For the last time, I don’t have a harem!”

At that moment, the door opened and Jessica’s mom stood in the doorway. She had the same long hair as her daughter, and the same figure, though it seemed even bustier than Jessica’s. Kevin assumed that Jessica would look like this woman when she grew up.

“I hadn’t realized you were growing a harem, Kevin.” The woman’s eyes narrowed in disapproval. “And here I thought you were one of the decent men.”

Kevin would have banged his face against the wall, but they needed to leave quickly.

“Look, we don’t have time to discuss this. I’m sure you heard the sirens a while ago. This place has been infiltrated, though we don’t know by who. Everyone is being evacuated, and you are the last two in this wing. You need to come with us.”

While Jessica shook like a rabbit staring at a bullet train, her mother took a deep breath and kept calm.

“I understand. Give me one second to grab my cell phone.”

“Okay.”

Jessica’s mom went back into their apartment, then came out seconds later with a phone in hand. Her blond bunny ears twitched as she typed at super speed. Kevin was impressed. He couldn’t type anywhere near as fast. Was this some kind of rabbit ability? Rapid texting?

“I’ve sent Jason a text message letting him know what’s happening,” the mother of one said, pocketing the phone. “Please lead the way, Kevin.”

“Right.”

Moving down the hall at a swift trot, Kevin stared straight ahead. He could see Phoebe in front of him, and according to his ears, Lilian and Iris were on either side of him. Jessica and her mom were obviously trailing behind them.

While they ran, a loud explosion suddenly rocked the interior. Dust fell from the ceiling as several cracks formed, spreading along the cement surface all the way down the walls.

“W-what was that?!” Iris squawked.

“How should I know?” asked Lilian.

“Let’s just keep moving,” Kevin grunted, stiff muscles straining. It looked like he wasn’t going to be getting any sleep until later.

“An excellent suggestion, Master.”

“Don’t call me that!”

The interior shook some more. Kevin and the others stumbled as a particularly loud explosion seemed to rock the entire hallway. Looking up, his eyes widened when he saw large cracks spreading across the ceiling at an impressive rate. Furthermore, the cracks were spreading right over Jessica and her mother!

“Look out!”

Pushing off the ground, Kevin shoved Jessica and her mother away just as the ceiling came down.

“Kevin!” came Lilian’s frightened shout.

“I’m all right,” Kevin coughed. “Jessica? Mrs. Springen?”

“I-I’m fine,” Jessica said.

“As am I.”

Standing up, Kevin saw that the entire ceiling had collapsed, separating him from Lilian, Iris, and Phoebe. He tried to see if there might be a way to climb over, but a glance up revealed that such an option wasn’t viable—the path was blocked floor to ceiling by debris.

“Beloved?” Lilian’s voice called out.

“Master?”

“Stud?”

… A moment of silence.

“What? Everyone else was calling him by their given pet name, so I thought I would, too.”

Kevin almost facepalmed, but he shunted his irritation aside. “Listen, you three, go on without us.”

“… Are you sure?” Lilian didn’t sound like she wanted to leave him. “If we leave, then—”

“We’ll be fine,” Kevin reassured her. “This isn’t the only method to reach the stairway. We’ll just have to take a more roundabout route.”

“Okay,” Lilian said after a several second pause. “We’ll meet up with you at the stairway.”

“Right.”

“Be safe, Master,” Phoebe called out.

“Stop calling me that!”

Kevin listened to the trio’s footfalls grow softer and softer until they faded into obscurity. He sighed. Nothing was going right this day it seemed. He was sore, tired, and now on top of having to fight an oni, he needed to escape from their base because someone was attacking it.

How did they manage to find us?

It was a question that would have to wait. Kevin turned to Jessica and her mom, then gestured for them to follow.

“Come on, you two. We’ll go back to the last junction and get to the stairs that way.”

The two usagi nodded and, without a backwards glance at all of the rubble, the three of them took off down the hall.

***

Lilian was confident that Kevin would be okay. That didn’t stop her from worrying.

Kevin’s with that Jessica girl. Knowing him as well as I do, if something happens, then he’s going to do something suitably heroic and another girl will fall in love with him.

She honestly didn’t care if someone fell in love with Kevin. She and Kevin had formed an unbreakable bond through many trials. Another girl falling for him wasn’t the problem.

Kevin doesn’t want a harem, but he keeps bringing more girls to him.

As expected of a harem protagonist.

“Be quiet,” Lilian snapped.

…

At this rate, we may end up dealing with more harem shenanigans than anything else.

Dispelling the thoughts, Lilian focused on her surroundings. She, her sister, and Phoebe were racing down the hall, traveling toward the stairway that would lead them to the tunnels they were supposed to evacuate everyone through.

Lilian hadn’t known about the tunnels until they were mentioned, but she supposed that was just because she’d never bothered to study the layout of this place. She wondered if everyone else was already there, waiting for them.

“The stairway is just up ahead!” Phoebe called back to Lilian and Iris. She ran ahead of them, her eyes narrowed as she studied the area as if wary for a surprise attack.

The explosions had all but stopped now. Lilian wondered if that meant the battle was over. Yet even as she thought this, the ceiling above her exploded, forcing her and Iris to leap back so that they wouldn’t be flattened.

Several figures fell along with the ceiling. Clad in black spandex and Kevlar vests, Lilian easily recognized the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s uniform.

“Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Realm!”

Lilian didn’t hesitate to send half a dozen light spheres at the men and women before they could recover. However…

… the orbs never reached them.

“What?” Lilian gawked as her light spheres slammed into a purple barrier that appeared a foot from the soldiers. She didn’t have time to stand there like an idiot, however, as seconds later, the seven soldiers took aim at her and her sister.

“Void Art: Void Fire!”

Dark flames spewed into existence like a dragon’s breath. They splashed against the shield, eating away at the barrier, which dissolved into nothingness seconds later, the fire dispersing as it ran out of energy.

Lilian didn’t hesitate to take advantage of the opening Iris gave her.

“Extension!”

Her two tails shot out from behind her, wrapping around a soldier each and using them as a bat, slamming them into two other soldiers, who flew into a wall, their helmet-covered heads cracking against the cement.

“Extension!”

Iris latched onto two soldiers as well, her tails coiling like snakes. Unlike Lilian, who merely used them as a bat, Iris lifted them into the air and threw them into the hole they’d made in the ceiling. The two soldiers screamed as they flew out of sight, and then came back down seconds later, landing on their heads. Lilian winced when she heard the loud snap! of their necks breaking.

The last soldier was defeated by Phoebe, who closed the distance between them quickly. She batted the soldier’s gun away, then placed her foot into the soldier’s instep, keeping them from moving. With nary a thought, she grabbed the woman’s left forearm, twisted it, then spun around and tossed the female onto her back. Phoebe then rabbit punched the woman in the throat, crushing her windpipe. The woman’s eyes widened and her hands rose to her throat as she slowly choked to death.

“Come on.” Phoebe stood back up and ushered the two kitsune to follow her.

“Iris?” Lilian looked at her sister, who's sweaty face seemed a tad pale.

“I’m fine.”

She clearly wasn’t fine, but Lilian didn’t say anything. Now was not the time.

They didn’t make it far before, without warning, the wall on their right exploded and something large burst out of the debris. Phoebe barely had time to turn her head before the figure slammed into her. The yuma uba’s gasp of pain was completely drowned out by the loud crack! as the thing that had rammed her crushed her against the wall.

“Phoebe!” Lilian cried out before hastily gathering her youki. “Celestial Art: Chains of Babylon!”

Six chains appeared out of swirling eddies of light that looked like miniature galaxies, or perhaps tears in the time/space continuum. Each chain wrapped around the large figure, two binding its arms, two tying its legs together, one wrapping around its chest, and the other coiling around its neck. The chains then reeled back into the eddies, pulling the figure off Phoebe, who fell to the ground with a dull thud.

The figure was humanoid, though Lilian couldn’t tell if it was human. Its large body stood nearly two feet taller than her. Composed entirely of metal, it gleamed with a silvery sheen. Mechanical joints hissed as it struggled against the Chains of Babylon, a stronger version of Lilian’s regular chain technique.

Sweat dripped down Lilian’s brow as she gritted her teeth, channeling more youki into the chains, strengthening them and pulling the… whatever this thing was further from Phoebe.

“I-Iris…”

“Way ahead of you, Lily-pad.”

Iris rushed over to Phoebe and hefted the girl up, slinging one arm over her shoulder and wrapping her tails around the yuma uba to keep a firm grip on the Amazonian. Once Phoebe was secured, Iris took off down the hall.

Lilian could no longer maintain her chains. The golden chains dissolved and the metal thing, no longer restrained, shot forward and crashed through the wall. Knowing that it would be back and that she didn’t have enough youki to destroy such a monster, Lilian ran to catch up with her sister, youki pumping through her legs in short bursts, enhancing her muscles to the point where it only took a second or two before she was running alongside Iris.

“Did you take care of that thing?” Iris huffed, looking more than a little worn. Her tails had slackened to the point where she was practically dragging Phoebe now. Lilian assumed it was due to exhaustion. Channeling the Void while maintaining control over herself took a lot of effort.

“Of course not. There’s no way I can defeat something like that.”

As if to emphasize her point, the wall to their left exploded, and the machine came barreling out.

“Celestial Art: Flare!”

The tips of Lilian’s tails glowed white. Two spheres formed on the tips and then shot off, striking the machine in the face before flaring into blinding incandescence. Lilian prayed that the technique would, at the very least, blind whatever that thing used to see them with. Her hopes were dashed when stomping could be heard behind them, and she turned her head slightly to see the thing catching up.

“D-dang it! What is this thing?!”

“You’re asking me?!”

“I was being rhetorical!”

Lilian and Iris came up on a four-way junction and swerved around a corner. The machine continued to follow them, its feet crashing into the ground. Lilian growled as her tails became riots of activity.

“Celestial Art: Double Helix!”

Lilian’s tails twisted together and straightened, forming a helix-like shape. Flames of pure white erupted around them. Arcs of energy coruscated along her tails like lightning. The youki gathered, traveling up her tails to the tips, where it was launched at the machine, two white beams swirling around each other.

The technique struck the machine in the chest, halting it in its tracks. It skidded backwards along the cement floor, sparks issuing from the bottom of its feet. When the attack dissipated, Lilian expected to see, if not a bunch of innards, then at least a large dent.

What she was not expecting was for the metal chestplate to barely have a scratch on it.

“That… that is just so not fair,” Lilian whined.

“Stop complaining! Just run!” Iris shouted.

Run they did. Lilian and Iris tore down the hall as quickly as their legs could carry them. Having sensed that her sister was nearing exhaustion, Lilian also grabbed Phoebe and hefted the unconscious yuma uba with her tails, even though she herself was quite tired from her fight against the oni.

The machine continued its pursuit, following them as they made another turn, which fortunately led them to the stairway. Kotohime was waiting for them.

“Lilian-sama, Iris-sama, please duck.”

Lilian didn’t hesitate and dropped to the floor. Iris also fell onto her stomach.

An almost gentle breeze blew over their heads and backs. Lilian turned her head just in time to see Kotohime attack the machine with one of her signature moves.

“Ikken Hissatsu. Ichi no Ougi.”

Upon reaching her foe, Kotohime spun about in a clockwise circle, her blade passing through the space where the machine’s neck was located. A second passed. Nothing happened. Then a ripple spread across the airspace. The machine’s exposed neck exploded in a splatter of oil and blood, and its head flew off its shoulders like a jet-propelled rocket, smashing into the ceiling and denting it. The body remained standing for a few more seconds, then it fell to its knees and crumbled the rest of the way, blackish-red fluids leaking from its severed stump.

“Ara, ara.” Kotohime raised a hand to her face, hiding her mouth behind the voluminous sleeve of her dark blue kimono. “It seems this was not a machine at all, but a bodysuit of some kind. Oh, dear.”

Lilian ignored her sudden urge to vomit and stood back to her feet, hefting Phoebe up as well. Iris also stood, though she looked a lot worse off than Lilian. At first, she thought her sister might have been disgusted by the headless body, but then she saw the blackness tinting Iris’s nails.

“Iris…”

“Heh.” Iris’s smirk looked more like a grimace. “It seems all this excitement is getting to me.”

“Are you three well?” Kotohime asked of them.

Iris gave her sister a warning look, which Lilian decided to heed, for now. There wasn’t much they could do about her sister’s void problem anyway.

“Iris and I are fine, but Phoebe…”

“Yes, it seems she has been injured. Please allow me to take her.”

Lilian was all too happy to hand Phoebe off to Kotohime. Three tails slithered around the yuma uba, who dangled limply within the swordswoman’s grasp. Blue youki engulfed the woman, then moved across her body like water. A healing technique, Lilian realized. Even as she watched, Phoebe groaned and stirred awake.

Kotohime turned to her and frowned, her brow creasing as she suddenly realized something.

“Lilian-sama, where is Kevin-sama?”

That question never got answered.

Before Lilian could even open her mouth, a massive explosion rocked the entire underground base.

***

Kevin had known that it would only be a matter of time before they were ambushed.

He, Jessica, and her mother had been running down the hallway, taking a more roundabout route to reach the stairs, when the ceiling above them exploded and nearly a half a dozen figures in black spandex fell through.

While Jessica screamed and Mrs. Springen moved to protect her daughter, Kevin whipped out his handguns and opened fire. He narrowed his eyes when a purple barrier of some sort sprang up around the people he shot. Was this some new technology? An anti-youki barrier? Kevin didn’t know, but he realized that it meant his guns, for the moment, were useless.

He holstered them and pulled out a flash grenade. Pulling the pin, he threw it hard enough to smack one of the soldiers in their helmeted face. So physical objects could pass through the barrier? Good to know.

Mrs. Springen had seen what he’d thrown, and she quickly covered her daughter protectively before closing her eyes. That was the last sight Kevin saw before he followed suit.

Light burst behind his eyelids. He couldn’t see, but he moved anyway, relying on his memory and ears to find his opponents. One of his strategies was attacking while his opponents were blind. It worked well enough before, so he assumed it would work now.

He was wrong.

The click of a gun being loaded alerted Kevin to the danger. He threw himself forward, into a shoulder roll. Gunfire erupted from somewhere to his right. He could hear it tearing through the place he’d been standing. Understanding that his plan to blind his opponents had somehow failed, Kevin skipped back to his feet and pulled out his silver gun, which he made liberal use of, unloading an entire clip into where he could sense the nearest enemy.

The sound of something shattering reached him, followed by a scream. Kevin didn’t know what that meant, but he didn’t stop moving. Holstering his gun, he darted right, pulling the black gun out and unloading another clip into where he could hear his next foe.

Another click echoed around him. Kevin prepared to move. Gunfire erupted, but not at him. A feminine scream caused his eyes to snap open.

It was Mrs. Springen. She was lying on top of Jessica. Blood leaked out of several holes in her back, staining her shirt a dark carmine.

“M-Mom,” Jessica uttered, her voice pathetically weak.

Kevin felt rage. A red film hazed over his eyes. Symphonic rage thrummed inside of his body. He could feel it coursing underneath the surface, bubbling inside of him, threatening to overwhelm him. This feeling, which he latched onto and used as fuel, sprang up from seeing someone he’d tried so hard to protect get gunned down.

She was only trying to protect her daughter.

The other soldiers aimed their guns, but Kevin didn’t allow them to fire again. He slid across the floor, kicking the feet out from underneath one of them. He stopped his momentum with a hand, then used the kinetic energy traveling through his arm to slam his foot into the soldier’s helmeted face. The glass faceplate cracked, then gave, and Kevin felt a moment’s satisfaction from the loud crunch! that issued forth. Blood flew from the soldier’s now broken visor as he fell to the ground, landing on his side and staying there.

Kevin rolled along the ground, grabbing the machine gun on the way. As he rolled onto his back, he aimed at the nearest soldier and shot her in the faceplate. He squashed his regret as holes appeared in the visor, along with splatters of blood. The woman jerked back, falling to the ground, dead.

The other soldiers reacted to his sudden attack. Kevin rolled across the floor some more as they opened fire, bullets pelting the ground he’d been standing on. He came back up on his feet and pulled the trigger. The gun clicked empty, so he threw it at his nearest foe, distracting them long enough for him to attack.

He leapt into the air, grabbed the soldier’s head, and then slammed his knee into the faceplate. A grunt was muffled by his gritted teeth. Kevin shunted the pain aside as several glass fragments stabbed into his flesh. The person he kneed went down, falling onto their back, and Kevin rolled off them, grabbing their gun as they went.

Kevin swerved around, searching for another enemy. When none revealed themselves, he realized that he’d defeated them all. He couldn’t celebrate just yet, though. Jessica looked ready to break down in tears and her mother had been shot. They needed to move. He needed to find Kotohime or someone else who could heal Mrs. Springen, and they were all still in danger.

Knowing this, Kevin lifted Mrs. Springen into a fireman’s carry, then pulled Jessica to her feet.

“Come on, Jess. Snap out of it! We need to keep going.”

“K-keep going?” Jessica mumbled in shock.

“That’s right.” Kevin grabbed her hand. “Your mom is still alive! If we hurry and find Kotohime or Lilian, we can heal her! Now, follow me!”

Kevin took off, dragging Jessica along behind him. The girl stumbled several times, having not been prepared for such a hasty action, but she eventually began running with him. Together, they tore down the hall, their footsteps bouncing along the walls, turning a corner into another hallway.

A hallway that was now destroyed and had a massive hole in the floor.

“S-shoot,” Kevin swore. Held aloft on his shoulder, an unconscious Mrs. Springen groaned. “Can we even go this way now?”

Even as he said this, a noise emerged from the hole. Voices. Two of them.

“W… wa… hawa…”

“Don’t worry, Lady Camellia. I will heal this up, so please remain still.”

“Kirihime!” Kevin called out. There was a moment of silence. Then…

“Lord Kevin?”

Kevin felt relief flood through him. If Kirihime was down there, then it meant Mrs. Springen could be healed!

“It’s me.”

“Lord Kevin, I’m so glad to hear from you.” The relief in Kirihime’s voice could not be masked. “Lady Camellia and I were separated from our group, and then we were attacked by this man wearing a large bodysuit of some kind. I killed him, but then the ground collapsed underneath us.”

Kevin nodded as he stopped in front of the edge and looked down. Kirihime and Camellia were there. While Camellia was sitting in a messy sprawl, Kirihime knelt beside her, using a healing technique on a small bruise that was even now growing smaller.

“Kirihime, I have someone here who’s injured and needs your immediate assistance.”

Kirihime looked up, noticed the woman bleeding onto his bodysuit—which he hadn’t been able to take off yet—and then gasped in obvious alarm and worry.

“Very well, Lord Kevin. I’ll heal her immediately.”

Camellia was already healed, so Kirihime used the extension technique to take Mrs. Springen from him. He turned to Jessica, who stood silently next to him, her hand gripping his fiercely.

“Hold onto me,” he told her. Obviously still in shock, Jessica did exactly that. Her arms wrapped tightly around his waist as she shook. Kevin realized that she was seconds away from crying.

Kevin looked back down the hole. “Camellia?”

Camellia looked up. “Hawa?”

“Can you please use your tails to get us down there?”

“Ah, um, eh? Hawa! Yes! Camellia can do that. Camellia will help Kevin-kyun and Bun-Bun.”

Clearly excited to be of some help, Camellia extended her five tails until they had wrapped around him and Jessica like a cocoon. She lifted them into the air, pulled them through the hole, and set them on the ground.

“Thank you, Camellia.”

“Tee-hee, Kevin-kyun thanked me. So happy!”

“Right.”

Kevin let go of Jessica and turned his head to see Kirihime healing Mrs. Springen. Several bullets were forcefully expelled from her back, and then the holes in her flesh healed over, the skin knitting together, leaving it unblemished save for the bloodstains.

“There,” Kirihime sighed, “that should do it. What should we do now, Lord Kevin?”

“We should still be able to reach the stairway needed to access the evacuation tunnels from here,” Kevin determined. “Let’s hurry and meet up with the others.”

“An excellent suggestion. Lady Camellia and I will follow you.” Kirihime stood and scooped Mrs. Springen up with her tails, wrapping the woman in what looked like furry bondage.

Kevin turned to Jessica. “You okay to keep moving?”

Jessica’s frightened expression stared at him. “I… yes.” She nodded eventually, the motion jerky and halting. “Yes, I can keep moving.”

“Okay. Then let’s go.”

Kevin and Jessica started moving again, this time with Camellia and Kirihime in tow.

He prayed they wouldn’t run into any more trouble.

***

After meeting up with Kotohime, Lilian, Iris, and Phoebe hadn’t run into any trouble, and they reached the evacuation tunnel in short order.

Lilian channeled youki to her eyes, using her control of celestial energy to change her ability to perceive light, giving her a form of night vision. It was a trick she had picked up one night when she and Kevin had been discussing her powers. They had wanted to create super awesome shōnen-style powers, but had come up with this instead. It was a useful technique, though not as cool as being able to stretch your body like a rubber man.

She looked for familiar faces within the crowd. Lilian didn’t know any of the people here, really. She recognized a few of the people she went to classes with, but she couldn’t remember their names—which was fine with her. Lilian wasn’t looking for them anyway. She was looking for someone specific.

“Kevin’s not here.”

Lilian’s stomach clenched.

“Neither are Kirihime and Camellia,” Kotohime added, frowning. “I am sure they are fine, though. Kirihime and Kevin-sama are strong. We must have faith that they will show up soon.”

“Yeah…”

Lilian knew that Kevin was strong. That never stopped her from worrying, though. Kevin was her mate, the most important person in her life. It was her right to worry about him.

“There you guys are,” Mack called out, walking up to their group. “I was getting pretty worried when you didn’t show up. I had Kotohime wait up top for you. I’m glad to see you guys made it. Now we can finally begin the evac—”

“Hold up there, Pinky,” Iris interrupted.

“Pinky?”

“The stud is still missing. We can’t leave until he shows up.” The raven-haired vixen crossed her arms and glared at him, as if daring Mack to tell her that they couldn’t wait for Kevin.

Mack looked a little uncomfortable. “Look, I know you’re all worried about Kevin, but we can’t afford to wait for him. We have to get these people out of here.”

“While I would normally agree with you, I believe it would be inappropriate of us to leave while someone who has done so much for our kind is left behind,” Phoebe stated her opinion.

“What she said,” Lilian muttered, still looking for Kevin.

“I believe it is imperative that we wait here until Master arrives.”

Mack gave Phoebe his best “WTF” look.

Iris facepalmed. “And you just totally ruined the moment.”

“Lady Phoebe!” Polydora rushed over to the group. “Lady Phoebe, you’re all right!”

“Of course I am all right.” Phoebe thumped her chest. “Kotohime healed my grievous, life-threatening wounds quite well.”

“L-life-threatening?!” Polydora squawked. “You were injured that badly?!”

While Polydora fretted over Phoebe, despite the woman in question telling her companion that she was fine, Mack continued explaining why they couldn’t wait for Kevin.

“I understand that you’re worried, but we have to face reality. There’s a good chance that he’s—”

“If you say dead, I’m going to Gomu Gomu your ass into a wall,” Lilian warned.

“Gomu Gomu what now?” Mack’s face flickered with confusion.

“Lilian, what have I told you about copyright laws and plagiarism,” a familiar voice spoke up behind her.

Lilian whirled around to see Kevin, unharmed, standing several feet away.

“Honestly, Lilian, do you want us to be sued? That’s what’s gonna happen if you keep using someone else’s attack name.”

“Beloved!”

Lilian didn’t remember her body moving. One second she was standing there, and the next she was in Kevin’s arms, their bodies mashed together as if attempting to meld with each other, and her lips attacking his in a ravenous kiss—a physical reassurance that he was here, with her.

Kevin returned the kiss with equal vigor, having clearly been expecting it. Lilian felt a pair of arms tighten around her thin waist, pulling her close. She groaned in complaint as their suits rubbed together. She would have preferred rubbing her bare chest against his. A tongue probed her mouth, and she gladly met it, swirling and hooking her own tongue with it.

Had they not been in a public setting, she would have happily done more, but Lilian knew that now was not the time for gratuitous displays of affection. After satisfying her need to reassure herself, Lilian pulled back.

“I wasn’t gone for that long,” Kevin joked.

“It felt like forever, though.” Lilian pouted at her beloved. “I was worried.”

“Heh. Sorry for worrying you.”

“S’okay. You’re here now, so it’s all good.”

“I’m glad you’re here, too,” Mack interrupted their touching moment, his voice reverberating throughout the tunnel. “Now that we know you’re safe, we can finally get a move on.”

Lilian glared at the usagi for intruding on her touching moment. Didn’t this idiot know anything about romance? Clearly not, otherwise he would have known that you can’t interrupt the main character and their love interest while they’re sharing such a touching scene together!

Well spoken.

“Thank you.”

“Ah—um, L-Lilian?” Jessica gave the kitsune an odd look. “Who are you talking to?”

“Hm?” Lilian glanced curiously at the blond usagi. What was she—oh! “Ufufufu, don’t worry about that. I wasn’t talking to anyone important.”

I resent that.

“Shut up.”

…

“Um, okay,” Jessica mumbled as a small droplet of sweat traveled down her face.

“Don’t worry,” Kevin reassured the girl, “you’ll get used to her antics eventually.”

“… Right.”

***

With Mack leading the way, the giant group of over 1,000 yōkai moved through the tunnel.

It was a winding path with twists and turns galore. The tunnel branched off several times, making it confusing for anybody who didn’t know their way to travel through this place. Fortunately for them, Mack seemed to know his way around quite well. He stood at the front of the group, his ears twitching and bouncing as he surveyed the area, carefully picking which tunnel they would go down.

“Everyone, this way! Try not to get separated!” He called loudly enough for those in the back to hear him.

The group surged forward, the yōkai in back pushing those in front, trying to hurry them along. Several fights almost broke out, but Kotohime, Phoebe, Polydora, and a few yōkai—that he knew by face but not name—kept them from becoming full-fledged brawls.

“Hawa!”

“Lady Camellia, p-please don’t fall on top of people like that!”

“Hawawawawawa!!”

Kevin felt almost relieved when, for once, Camellia did not fall on top of him. He watched, amused, as Frederic flailed around underneath the beautiful woman’s notorious bosom.

“Hmm, think we should help him?” he asked, eying the young man kicking and screaming underneath Lilian’s mom.

“I don’t see why we should,” Lilian huffed. “That jerk tried to hurt you.”

“I was thinking of Camellia, actually.”

“Oh.” Lilian took a second look at Camellia. “Well, I do feel kind of bad for her. I mean, it can’t be pleasant boob planting on top of someone you don’t even know.”

“Those were my thoughts exactly.”

“I think you’re just jealous.” Iris smirked at Kevin. “You’re probably upset that someone stole your position as the Boob Fall King, and you’re trying to mask your jealousy by acting tsundere.”

Kevin raised his eyebrow in a “are you really that stupid?” expression. “I’m not exactly sure what you’re getting at here, but you’re way off the mark, so stop it.”

“Uhuhu, you know, if you want, I could fall on top of you.” Iris gazed upon him with half-narrowed, succubus-like eyes, pools of carmine that would have made other men quake—or cum, whichever came first. “You’d like that, right? You’d enjoy me tripping and planting my twins right into your face, you dirty perv.”

“The only dirty one here is you, siscon.”

“Now that’s just too harsh, Stud. I’m not just a siscon.”

“Then what else are you?”

“I’m also into men, you know? I like you, for example.”

Kevin didn’t know whether he should blush or simply deny her. “I-I am flattered you feel that way, but—”

“Are you saying that you wouldn’t enjoy it if Lilian and I double-teamed you?” Iris grabbed his arm and pressed it into the valley of her breasts as they continued walking. Kevin tried not to let his mind go down the gutter. “I think you’d like that. We could push you onto the bed, rip off your pants, and take your big, fat cock between our tits and—ouch! What was that for?”

“You’re being a pest,” Kevin admonished, rubbing the hand that he had used to karate chop Iris over the head with.

“And you’re being a stubborn ass.”

“Why? Because I have morals?”

“Because you’re letting your humanity get in the way of my happiness!”

“Well, sorry for being human!”

Kevin and Iris glared at each other, until two red fox tails smacked them both in the head.

“Knock it off, both you,” Lilian chastised them. “We’re not in a situation where we can argue right now.”

“You’re right,” Kevin mumbled. “Sorry.”

Lilian smiled at him. “It’s okay. Just try not to argue anymore.”

“Right.”

“He started it,” Iris grumbled, until both Kevin and Lilian smacked her on the head. “OWCH!”

***

Something was wrong with her sister. Iris had always been straightforward and somewhat belligerent—at least, when she wasn’t putting on the seduction act—but she’d never been that straightforward before. Not with Kevin. She’d always left him to Lilian.

She glanced at Iris out of her peripheral vision. Iris walked beside her, on the opposite side and away from Kevin. She’d had to separate them because Iris kept trying to goad Kevin on with her “sexy vixen” act. Her sister walked with the same confident gait as always, but Lilian could see the slight hesitation in her steps and the way her hands were clenched

She also saw the blackness that slowly crawled along her fingers.

It’s happening.

The Void was trying to consume her sister. Iris had been fighting it for months now. Each month had become harder than the next, however, and it was only a matter of time before her sister was forced to confront the Void or be swallowed by it.

I won’t allow that to happen. Lilian strengthened her determination to help her sister. If necessary, I’ll use my powers to push the Void back. I’ll also talk with Kevin again. I have to try harder.

Nodding to herself, Lilian hardened her resolve. She would talk to Kevin and do her best to convince him to let Iris join their relationship.

“We’re almost out of here,” Mack bellowed to be heard. “It’s just through this door.”

Door?

Lilian looked ahead of her. Dominating the path before them was a door, gleaming dully in the low lighting. Thick iron bars ran across it like crisscrossing beams, reminding her of those gigantic vault doors on some of the anime she watched. The door itself stood over them like a monolithic creation from a more ancient time. Sitting off to the side was a small square device, an old electronic lock, which Mack walked up to and typed a code into.

Hiss!

Hydraulics within the door sprang to life. A series of loud pops made Lilian’s ears twitch. One by one, the bars slid away from the door, which squeaked as metal gears turned. Slowly, ever so slowly like it was in need of a good oiling, the door creaked open.

“I want all of you to file out slowly,” Mack said, still speaking loudly. “Don’t push and don’t shove. We don’t want anyone getting injured here.”

Kotohime, Phoebe, Polydora, and about a dozen other yōkai helped direct traffic. Lilian stuck with Kevin, clutching his hand in hers as they moved out. Beside Kevin, Jessica and her mom walked in silence.

She glanced at Iris again before, without hesitating, she grabbed her sister’s hand. When Iris turned her head to stare, she smiled, which caused a smile to break out on Iris’s face as well.

The large door led into an equally large ramp, which sloped upwards. After what felt like hours of walking up a hill with nothing but drab gray walls on either side, the group stepped out into the light—

Several hundred armored soldiers wearing full US military uniforms stood before them.

—and walked right into an ambush.

***

Kevin’s mind had barely caught up with his body as he grabbed Lilian, Iris, and Jessica, pulling them to the ground and covering them with his body. Mere seconds after he did that, the soldiers opened fire on the civilian yōkai. A threnody of screaming surrounded him on all sides. Everywhere he looked, yōkai were being downed in a hailstorm of bullets. Mrs. Springen had been quick enough to avoid such a fate again, but even that small mercy seemed negligible in the face of what was happening.

“Celestial Art: Barrier that Protects the Princess!”

“Water Art: Shield!”

“Water Art: Tsukuyomi’s Barrier.”

“Aegis!”

Several shields suddenly sprang to life. Around him and those he was protecting, a crackling shield of brilliant gold surrounded them, a half dome of celestial energy. The bullets that would have torn into them disintegrated as they touched the barrier.

“Lilian, Iris,” Kevin shouted to be heard over the hailstorm of gunfire and the yells of frightened yōkai. “Are you two ready?”

“Of course I am!”

“I’m always ready, Stud.”

“Right. Mrs. Springen, do you know any barrier techniques?” Kevin felt disappointment gnaw at him when Mrs. Springen shook her head. She must have been one of the yōkai who’d so fully integrated into human society that she only had her basic abilities to rely on. “In that case, I want you two to stay behind us. Don’t stray too far. Can you do that?”

While Jessica shook with fright, Mrs. Springen hardened her resolve, determination showing on her face.

“Yes.”

“Good.” Kevin took in a deep breath. “Then let’s do this.”

Kevin held his breath for exactly three seconds, and in that time, three things happened: Lilian dropped the barrier, Iris sent a wave of void fire at the incoming soldiers, and Kevin pulled out his black and silver handguns and unleashed a barrage of bullets. The void fire destroyed the purple shields that protected the soldiers, and his bullets tore through their Kevlar vests with ease—youki projectiles could be far more deadly than bullets.

“Celestial Art: Divine Wave!”

Lilian’s tails lit up like a bonfire. She whipped them forward in a sweeping motion, sending two large crescent waves of divine energy into the troops before them. The soldiers were knocked to the ground, and Kevin took aim at the large tanks and military vehicles behind them.

He fired two rounds for each vehicle, one from his black gun and one from the silver gun. The two shots were, of course, the opposing powers of void and celestial youki. Like before— during his fight with Justin—these bullets smashed into each other at the same time as they hit the vehicles. Turrets were destroyed. Metal was punctured. Holes appeared on the hulls. Treads were damaged, the gears that turned them blown to smithereens. Kevin didn’t stop firing until he’d run entirely out of bullets.

He and Lilian shot to their feet—Lilian using a burst of youki to enhance her muscles and him on pure gumption. He quickly reloaded his guns, sliding the cartridges into each one and clicking the butts together, and then unloaded another hailstorm. Having already used up four cartridges, that meant he only had these two and four more strapped to his back, making for six total.

I’ll need to fight conservatively from here on out.

“Celestial Art: Chameleon Masquerade.”

A vicious grin lit Kevin’s face upon seeing the soldiers start in surprise. He knew what this meant. Their foes could no longer see them—he and Lilian were effectively invisible.

Kevin holstered his guns and ran up to his first victim. The young woman who received a brutal blow to the nose didn’t even see him coming. As she cried out and stumbled back, blood flying from her broken nasal passage, he went low and swept her feet out from under her.

While he couldn’t see Lilian due to the effects of her illusion, he saw what she did well enough. Two men standing side by side suddenly had their heads slammed together like someone knocking two coconuts. The helmets broke under the assault, and the soldiers crumbled together to the ground.

“W-what the hell is going on here?!”

“They must be invisible! I heard kitsune can do that!”

“How do we fight an enemy who can—AAAHHH!”

Kevin silenced the one talking, breaking his left arm and slamming a knee into his face. As the soldier went down, Kevin grabbed the machine gun he’d been using and unloaded the entire clip into the nearest group of foes, painting the ground red with his enemies’ blood.

I hate this, Kevin thought, even as he stepped into someone’s guard and broke their neck with a vicious spinning kick. I hate this so much, but what choice do I have?

As he and Lilian continued battling side by side, invisible underneath the Celestial Kitsune’s illusion, Kevin stoically lamented the loss of life.

***

Kotohime stood, surrounded by a pile of growing bodies.

“Sword Art: One Thousand Blades.”

Unsheathing her blade at the speed of sound, Kotohime thrust her katana out in all directions. Flashes of light, too brief for human eyes to follow, lashed out a countless number of times. She then sheathed her blade. As a soft click echoed silently in the chaotic din of battle, blood spurted from numerous grievous wounds.

All around her soldiers fell, screaming in agony as their limbs were sliced off. Some lost arms, others legs, and a few lost their heads. One thing about all these people remained the same.

None of them came out of her technique uninjured.

Several feet away, hopping around in a manner similar to that which his species was named, Mack fought against his foes with technical skills that were, in their own way, worthy of admiration. He leapt and spun and twirled, striking at enemies where they were weakest, his punches and kicks quicker than a whip and twice as deadly. Then he would dart away and blitz his next opponent.

“Shoot, men! It’s just a single woman! Kill the bitch now!”

“What a rude comment,” Kotohime uttered as several soldiers surrounded her.

The soldiers dropped to their knees, rifles at the ready.

“FIRE!”

A hailstorm of bullets flew at Kotohime, penetrating her full of holes—or so her enemies thought. When all their bullets did was go straight through her image, which wavered and vanished into a curtain of mist, the soldiers gawked.

“W-what the hell?!”

“Where did she go?!”

“Ikken Hissatsu.”

A voice said behind them.

“Eien Ni.”

Arcs of carnelian liquid flew through the air almost gracefully. Limbs and various body parts flew with it as a truly uncountable number of sword slashes diced the men, who’d attempted to kill Kotohime, to pieces.

As blood rained to the ground, Kotohome looked around. All of the men who’d attacked her were either dead, dying, or so injured they couldn’t fight back.

Mack hopped up to her.

“How is the escape proceeding?” she asked, thankful for the slight lull in combat.

“Everyone who can flee has. I’ve got Geff and Cammie protecting them, and Lisa and Isla are covering their flanks. The only ones left aside from us are Nathan, Janice, and…” Mack turned his head. Kotohime also turned her head, her lips curving when she saw what the usagi was looking at.

“Ara, ara. It looks like those three are doing quite well.”

***

Kevin was lost in a sea of blood and screams.

Time had long since lost its meaning. Enemies came at him and were then put down. Between his martial arts and spatial awareness, Lilian’s impeccably timed illusions, and Iris’s void techniques, none of their foes stood a chance.

“Void Art: Void Fire!”

Dark flames spread across the enemy forces from behind as Iris, having snuck over under the cover of an illusion, blasted them while he distracted them. Without their vehicles protecting their rear, they had been left vulnerable. Kevin grimaced as he listened to the screams of those who were caught by the flames, their agonized cries as they were consumed by sentient fire rent his soul. Yet he put it out of his mind to focus on the task at hand.

Dropping to the ground, Kevin avoided several bullets while also scooping up a gun sitting near his feet. He didn’t even bother to aim as he sprayed the area with gunfire. It didn’t even matter if he aimed. Every place he fired hit something. When his gun clicked empty, he threw it at the nearest soldier he saw, a distraction for his charge.

Two soldiers took aim at him as he ran, yet they were taken down before they could fire. Kevin saw them get lifted into the air by invisible tails, which threw them across the battlefield and sent them crashing into their allies. He focused on his own opponent, reaching them before they could unclip their pistol. That person went down in a spray of blood when he leapt into the air, grabbed their head, and slammed his knee into their nose. His knee jolted with pain, a sharp ache that faded into a dull throb. He ignored it, like the other pains he felt from minor cuts and bruises. He couldn’t let pain stop him now.

“How are you doing, Kevin?” a voice asked. Lilian. She was still invisible, hidden behind her illusion, which bent the light to mask her presence entirely.

“F-fine…” Kevin huffed.

“No, you’re not. Don’t lie to me.”

“You’re right. I’m tired… sore… and… and I just want this to end.” Kevin’s face scrunched, an outward reflection of his turbulent emotions. “However, I know this won’t end until we end it. We have to defeat these people and give everyone else time to escape.”

“I know.”

“Hey, if you two have time to chat like that, think you’ve got time for a quickie with me?” asked Iris.

“NO!”

“Tch. Stingy.”

Now that there was a lull in the fighting, Kevin took this chance to survey the battlefield. Corpses were everywhere. They lay scattered about like broken dolls tossed away by an angry child, their bodies twisted and torn, sporting holes and missing limbs. Most were soldiers, but a few were civilians. Each one, be they human or yōkai, carved a bloody furrow on Kevin’s heart.

“It looks like there aren’t many enemies left,” he muttered.

“You’re right. I guess I don’t need to remain invisible anymore.” So saying this, the space next to Kevin flickered briefly, the air wavering like a mirage as Lilian suddenly appeared.

“I expected a harder fight,” Iris commented idly, her lips twisting themselves into a foul grin. “That was too easy.”

Kevin eyed the blackness that covered Iris’s left arm all the way up to her elbow. He shivered at the feeling coming from it. He could sense its hunger.

“These people weren’t members of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.” Kevin knelt down next to a corpse. It was a woman dressed in military garb. Her sightless eyes stared at the sky. He closed them, sighing. “This is just the regular military. The Sons and Daughters of Humanity were using special equipment designed to kill yōkai, which is why the ones we faced inside were so much harder to defeat.”

“So, the US military is involved in this?” Lilian asked. “Isn’t that like declaring war on yōkai?”

“I doubt they’d consider it like that,” Kevin informed her. “More than likely, the US government is going to call it an extermination instead of a war. To them, yōkai are threats to humanity meant to be eliminated.”

“Che.” Iris spit at the feet of a soldier. “Any idiot who thinks hotness like mine should be stamped out is a fool. They deserve to die.”

Kevin studied his friend again. There was something disturbing about the way Iris spoke. While, on the outside, she didn’t seem a whole lot different, he could tell that her personality wasn’t quite her own. That abrasiveness of hers had never been this bad, and she was, while rude, still considerate of others—at the very least, Iris had never struck him as the type to show the dead such disrespect.

Is it the Void making her say these things?

“But why send regular soldiers to fight us?” asked Lilian. “In a straight up battle, yōkai hold the advantage. It would take numbers a lot greater than this to take down a group with people like Kotohime in it.”

Kevin turned his head to study Lilian, who was worrying her thumb in uncertainty.

“I suspect it’s because—”

“—We only needed to hold you long enough for the main force to arrive,” a familiar voice said above them.

Kevin whipped his head around so fast that he feared giving himself whiplash, or he would have, had he not been shocked by the person hovering in the air above them.

Justin floated over them, a pair of repulsors or something similar on the bottom of his feet. His armor had been upgraded. Decked from head to toe in silver armor, his figure gleamed a violent red in the evening sun. Kevin didn’t see any weapons on him, but that meant little. With such armor, his whole body might as well have been a weapon.

Surrounding him were three of those machines that had given Kotohime and Kiara so much trouble.

“Justin!”

“Hello, Kevin. I’m glad to see you’re doing well,” Justin said with a smile that nearly split his face in half.


CHAPTER 12

A DECLARATION OF WAR

Kevin was feeling so many emotions that he didn’t know what he should feel.

They swept through him like a storm. Unstoppable. Rampant. He felt like he was drowning within a sea of negativity, and all of it was because of the person hovering above him.

“Now I get it,” Kevin muttered, his hands clenching into fists. “Attacking the base and making the civilians evacuate, it was all for this moment, wasn’t it? You wanted to lead us outside, where you could dispose of the yōkai here in one fell swoop.”

“More or less,” Justin admitted easily. “After those yōkai took all of those schools hostage, it gave us the perfect excuse to declare war on their kind. The president of the United States has given us his full cooperation.”

“And the rest of the world?”

“Most have signed on and are beginning their own wars against the yōkai. There are a few who remain stubborn and indecisive, but that’s not my concern. It’s not really any of my business. All I need to do is what I am ordered to do, and I’ve been ordered to eliminate the yōkai here.” Justin reached down, as if seeking Kevin’s hand. “Kevin, I’m going to give you one more chance; abandon these yōkai and join me. There’s no need for you to get yourself killed because of them.”

Kevin didn’t need to see Lilian to know that she was staring at him. He could feel her gaze on his head well enough. He held out his hand, fingers splayed, and felt the gentle warmth of hers as she took it.

His eyes remained firmly locked on Justin.

“You know that I would never betray Lilian. I don’t even know why you bothered asking that question.”

“True.” Justin retracted his hand. “I did suspect you wouldn’t, but you can’t blame a guy for trying, can you?” He didn’t give Kevin any time to answer. “Anyway, if you won’t join me, then I have no choice but to eliminate you with the yōkai you cherish so much. It sucks, but orders are orders.”

Justin pointed at them.

“YK units. Destroy them.”

Kevin tensed as, with a burst of overwhelming speed, the droids launched themselves forward. Not even a second passed before they closed the distance. Kevin could almost see his death reflected in the gleaming metal. The YK droids raised their arms, which had each transformed into a powerful claymore, and prepared to bring them down on him and the two vixens.

“Water Art: Tsukuyomi's Surging Waterfall.”

A giant hydro cannon of water slammed into the three YK droids, launching them backwards. Their feet dug into the paved surface, digging a trench as they tried to find purchase. The droid in front sliced at the waterfall with its sword, splitting the water in half.

Kotohime appeared before them, her posture straight and her demeanor calm. One hand caressed the hilt of her katana while the other reached behind her and freed her wakizashi from its sheath. Kevin stiffened at the incredible bloodlust emanating from the wakizashi. Her tails were a fury of activity as she turned to gaze upon them.

“Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama, Iris-sama, please leave these machines to us.”

“Us?” Lilian and Kevin asked at the same time.

In that moment, several yōkai surged around them, passing them and rushing at the YK droids. Mack led the charge, his distinctive pink bunny ears flopping as he raced for the first droid and slammed into it with two feet, sending the thing into the air.

“We will take care of these machines, so please, focus only on taking out the one controlling them.” Kotohime smiled at the trio before she bent her legs, and then pushed off the ground, launching herself into the fray with incredible speed. The last Kevin saw of her was her blade slicing into one of the YK droids like a Zanpaktou through a tree.

“Hm, it seems my Yōkai Killer Droids won’t be able to back me up,” Justin murmured as he dropped to the ground, which cracked underneath him. “That’s cool. I brought some more backup along in the event that something like this happened.”

Justin pressed a button on his wrist, and suddenly, the thwump-thwump-thwump of a helicopter’s propeller echoed over the din of high-level combat.

Kevin, Lilian, and Iris looked up to see a military helicopter fly over them. The hatch opened and two figures dropped down, landing on the ground, their bodies crouched like tigers on the hunt.

“Those two look familiar for some reason,” Lilian murmured. “I swear I’ve seen them somewhere before.”

The two crouching figures were human, or at least they looked human. Matching blond hair and blue eyes were their most distinguishing features. Only their faces were visible, while the rest had been covered by a bodysuit that seemed to disdain from the light. Their pale white skin looked almost translucent, and it presented a striking contrast with their outfits. The two figures stood to their full height, pulling a knife and a handgun from their belts.

“Hey!” Iris exclaimed. “Aren’t those the idiots who tried to kill us in our sleep?! I remember them. Tch! They totally interrupted my sexy time with Lily-pad and the stud.”

“There were no sexy times! We were sleeping!” Kevin shouted.

“No, you were sleeping,” Iris corrected. “I was feeling you two up while you slept.”

“What?!” Kevin squawked. “You were?!”

“Of course.” Iris puffed out her chest, which bounced enticingly. “How else do you think I remained awake to sense those two?”

Kevin didn’t know how, but somehow, he tripped on air, or something, and face-planted directly into the road. He jumped back up a second later and started shouting. “Don’t grope Lilian and me while we’re sleeping! That’s rude!”

“Hmph! You won’t let me grope you when you’re awake, so of course I have to find some other way to have my fun.”

“You call it fun; I call it molestation!”

“That’s because you’re a prude.”

“Iris, please don’t make fun of Kevin like that,” Lilian chided. “And Kevin, Iris is a kitsune just like me. She needs physical affection. Since we’ve been ignoring her, it’s only natural that she would do something like grope us in our sleep.”

“I fail to see how that could be considered natural,” Kevin muttered, then paused. He slowly went over what Lilian said in his head, and then blushed when he realized something. “Wait a minute! You knew what she was doing, didn’t you?!”

“Ufufufu, of course not.”

“Yes, you did! You only ever laugh like that when you’re trying to cover something up!”

“Ufufufu.”

Kevin was 100% positive these two were playing a prank on him… well, 99% positive. Iris, for all her bravado, had never actually done anything truly repulsive to either him or Lilian. She always stopped right on the borderline of what was and wasn’t acceptable. Also, Kevin was a light sleeper these days. He would have known if Iris had been touching him inappropriately. He would have woken up.

That’s what he liked to think, at least.

“You three are pretty funny.” Justin smiled. “I always enjoyed listening to your conversations back in school. It’s too bad we can’t do this now. Ian, Adam, kill them.”

Ian and Adam blasted off the ground far faster than a human should have been capable of.

“Void Art: Void Fire!”

The pair were forced to separate when black flames shot between them. This did not halt their forward momentum, and the twins merely adjusted their trajectory and continued rushing forward.

“Extension!”

Ian swerved around one of Lilian’s tails, then ducked under the other one as he pressed forward. Seeing this, Kevin quickly dropped to a knee and took aim, firing off several rounds from both of his guns. He clicked his tongue when Ian juked left, avoiding the bullets and closing the distance.

“Celestial Art: Flare!”

Kevin closed his eyes and leapt backwards. His ears twitched as he listened to the sounds of running feet. They were closing in. Heavy thuds. Ian. Kevin fired off several rounds, swivelling his head when he heard the footsteps change direction, then fired another six rounds from each gun.

The footsteps continued moving forward.

“Tch!”

Holstering his guns, Kevin opened his eyes and saw Ian stepping into his guard. A fist shot toward his face, but Kevin fell back, avoiding the attack while at the same time grabbing onto Ian’s outstretched arm. He started to fall further back, intent on rolling onto his back and using his legs to kick toss his opponent.

Ian wouldn’t let him.

“Woah!”

Kevin’s eyes bulged when Ian lifted him off the ground like he weighed less than a PS4. Ian’s muscles strained, then, with little warning, Kevin was pulled into a waiting knee.

Blood and spittle flew from his mouth as he felt his intestines being turned to mulch. He didn’t receive any reprieve either, as seconds after the first knee slammed into him, another one plunged into his gut. His stomach groaned in protest. His mind hazed. Kevin gritted his teeth, blood staining them and, in desperation, slammed his head into Ian’s face.

“OWCH!”

Ian let go of him, allowing Kevin to stumble back, a hand on his head. That had hurt a lot more than a headbutt should. He could feel his brain as it was rattled inside of his skull. Speaking of which, he might have just gained a hairline fracture. It felt like his skull had been cracked.

“W-what the heck is your head made out of?! Steel?!”

Ian didn’t answer. Maybe he couldn’t answer. Kevin didn’t know, but he wouldn’t deny that it was annoying.

Kevin moved at the same time as Ian, falling into that state between self-awareness and unconsciousness. The world around him seemed to fade away, until all that remained was him and Ian.

I need to finish this up and help Lilian and Iris, Kevin thought. It was the last one he had before the battle consumed him.

***

Iris stood across from Justin who, upon seeing the young vixen, smiled lightly as if greeting an old friend.

“I see you’re looking sexy as always. It’s good to see you again, Iris.”

The frown on her face grew more prominent. “I always suspected there was something off about you.”

Justin appeared amused. “Really?”

“Yeah. Even though you always responded to me like most men would, it never felt real. I’m an expert at this stuff, you know, so I could tell that you weren’t really affected by me. Let me tell you, when I realized this, it really pissed me off.”

“Sorry.” Justin didn’t sound all that sorry.

“Whatever. Anyway, it took me a while to figure it out, but I’ve finally got it.” Iris paused for dramatic effect. “You’re gay for Kevin, aren’t you?”

“Um, what?” Justin looked nonplussed.

“That’s gotta be it,” Iris continued belligerently onward. “I mean, you were always talking to him and you never really paid much attention to anyone else. It was really weird, but after seeing you constantly try to bring the stud over to your side, I realized that it must be because you want him—or at least what’s in his pants.”

“Um, no,” Justin said sternly.

Iris grinned. “You say that, but you’ve been in the grip of the main character forever. Just so you know, there’s nothing wrong with BL in this day and age.” She trailed her left hand down her chest, slowly moving it through the valley of her breasts all the way to her stomach. “I’m a bit disappointed that you don’t like this, but I suppose there isn’t much I can do if you go for hot dogs over tacos.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I want you to stop.”

“Fine. Fine. This was just a distraction to make you let your guard down anyway.”

“What?!”

Justin’s eyes went wide when Iris burst into black flames that rushed to consume him. The repulsor jets on his feet launched him into the air, but the sentient fire followed, defying gravity as it raced after him. He seemed to already know what he was up against, because rather than try to combat the fire, he shot further upwards, gaining so much distance between him and the Void that he left the fire’s sensing range.

“Void Art: Fires of Oblivion.”

Justin looked up just in time to see several hundred balls of black flame appear all over the sky. Standing on the road looking up, Iris raised her hands and made a motion.

The flames descended.

Jinking and juking and swerving, Justin did everything humanly possible to avoid the massive amount of black flames that tried to consume him. However, no one could avoid thousands of spheres descending upon them all at once. It was only natural that one would eventually hit him.

But when the black flame unexpectedly passed right through him, he looked down at Iris, who realized that she was in trouble.

Uh-oh.

“I had forgotten that you kitsune specialize in illusions,” Justin admitted. “I won’t forget that again.” He pointed a finger at Iris—a finger that was glowing a brilliant red.

“That cannot mean anything good,” Iris mumbled.

A bright beam of red energy shot from Justin’s finger like a canon. Iris dove out of the way, and the beam struck the earth, exploding like a miniature atom bomb and pelting her with debris. Iris did what she could to protect herself, but she couldn’t use her powers well enough to attack individual pieces of debris.

Kill…

Iris gritted her teeth, straining against both the whispers and the pain from raining detritus, which felt like fist-sized hailstones slamming into her back. The hail of blacktop fragments soon ended—and that’s when Justin descended, mercilessly stomping on Iris’s back.

Iris exploded into dark flames.

“Void Art: The Hunger.”

Justin shot into the sky like a rabbit launched from a cannon. The flames licked at his heels, but he bit the inside of his cheek, drawing blood and causing the flames to dispel.

It had just been another illusion.

“Now I see.” Justin looked at Iris, who stood several feet behind him. “You don’t have the same capacity as your sister, do you? That’s why you’re sticking to illusions.”

“You can think that if you want,” Iris said, her lips twisting into a dark grin, the inky blackness spreading further up her arm all the way to the shoulder. “I can promise you this, honey; those will be the last thoughts you’ll ever have.”

***

“Gomu Gomu Extension!”

Lilian’s tails shot forward to great lengths and slammed into the spot where Adam should have been. The young man had darted around her tails with ease. Rather than get annoyed, she swept her tails back, hoping to catch him from behind. He leapt over them.

Okay, now she was annoyed.

Retracting her tails, Lilian channeled her youki into her limbs, enhancing her body to the same physical level of an Olympic athlete.

“If that won’t work, then I’m just gonna have to… break my fist off on your face!”

Lilian slammed her tails into the ground on either side of Adam, making it impossible for him to move anywhere but forward. She then threw a punch aimed at his nose. More than anything else, she wanted to wipe that blank look off his face.

Which was why she was surprised when her enhanced fist slammed into him and did nothing.

“What the—?!”

Lilian’s shock didn’t last long—or rather, the shocked look was wiped from her face when Adam snapped off a kick that slammed into her chin.

It felt like a freight train had hit her. Her feet were lifted off the ground, a testament to the amount of power behind that kick. She speared her tails into the ground to keep from going far, however, and used them to pull her back and snap a kick off at Adam.

He ducked.

Then he grabbed her outstretched leg, twisted it, and slammed her into the ground.

“Guuu!”

Lilian’s head rang as it dented the blacktop. Stars popped up in her vision. She blinked once, then started when a heel filled her vision. Rolling out of the way, she was just in time to witness the heel slam into the ground with enough force to dent the road.

What is going on here?

Lilian scrambled to her feet. Adam came at her again, his fists a blur of never-ending motions. Each attack traveled so fast that her eyes could barely follow it.

I’m being pushed back?

Backpedaling, Lilian tried to put some distance between them. Adam doggedly hung on, throwing punches and kicks as he pressed her, not allowing her a moment to breathe. She blocked one of his kicks with her forearm, but she yelped in pain when she felt her ulna crack. Stumbling backwards, Lilian was barely able to block the next attack by smacking it with her reinforced tail. Even then, it stung.

This shouldn’t be possible.

It was true that kitsune, on their own, were about as strong as a human, maybe even a little weaker. However, when using enhancement, a kitsune’s strength increased considerably. Lilian, when using enhancement, had about the same level of strength and speed as an Olympic athlete. Kotohime’s went even beyond that, into the realm of the inhuman.

How is he stronger than me?!

Lilian swatted at Adam with a tail, but he smacked it away with the back of his hand, then rabbit punched her in the face with that same hand. Her head snapped back and blood spurted from her nose. She grimaced, but gritted her teeth and stubbornly went back into the fight.

“Celestial Art: Chameleon Masquerade.”

Bending the light to her will, Lilian all but disappeared from human eyes. She used her invisibility to get in close. She snuck in from the side—

“Gya!”

—and cried out when Adam leapt into the air and spin kicked her in the face. Having spent almost eight months training with Kevin, she knew how to move with the blow, minimizing the damage, but it still left her somewhat dazed.

Adam capitalized on her semi-conscious state and snapped a quick kick at her. Yet even while dazed, Lilian had the sense of mind to move backwards, avoiding the strike before it could hit her. She shook her head, clearing the stars swirling around her, then glared at Adam.

“Come on!” Lilian gestured for him to come at her. “You might think you’re hot stuff now, but that’s only because I haven’t gotten serious yet. Ufufufu, just wait until I unleash ‘that’ on you. Oh, yes. Once I’ve used ‘that,’ there’s no way you’ll be able to—”

Adam cut Lilian off by trying to kick her in the face.

“Don’t interrupt me during my shōnen monologuing!” Lilian shouted.

Adam’s response came when he attempted to knee her in the face.

***

Kevin couldn’t fight for much longer. He’d been awake for over forty-eight hours, had fought against an oni and then against soldiers, and had run through a base while it was under attack. He was only human. His body needed rest. His mind needed to recover and sort through the accumulated data via his memories. Most importantly, his soul needed to recover from the beating it had taken. He had reached his limit.

Yet still he continued to fight.

Ian tried throwing a punch at Kevin, a straight jab that came in far faster than a human should have been capable of.

Kevin dodged it.

More attacks were thrown. Punches and kicks. Elbows and knees. Ian tried any number of combinations, launching them at speeds that caused miniature sonic booms.

Kevin avoided them.

His mind had fallen dark; Kevin was consumed by instinct. His body fell back on the combat style that he had painstakingly crafted, the style that he’d created for the sole purpose of fighting against supernatural creatures.

Ian was not a supernal being, but he had been enhanced to the point where he might as well be.

A punch flew at Kevin’s temple. He ducked, lowering his center of gravity and using his own centrifugal force to toss Ian over his shoulder. The young man flipped around while still in midair, but Kevin had already moved, slamming a foot into his fellow blond’s gut. While not as strong an attack as it could have been if, say, a yōkai had launched it, the kinetic momentum built up from their clash ensured that Ian’s body received damage.

Landing on his feet, Ian latched onto Kevin’s leg, gripping it like a vice. Kevin registered the pain, but only as an abstract concept. He was beyond pain. Shooting himself into the air with his remaining leg, he slammed a soccer kick into Ian’s face, breaking the teen’s nose in a spray of blood. Ian let go of his leg and stumbled back. Kevin, still bouncing on one leg, jumped and spun the other way, this time unleashing a powerful heel kick that snapped the boy’s neck back like he’d gotten whiplash.

Despite such incredible damage, Ian didn’t release a single grunt of pain.

Kevin didn’t care. He just kicked at a corpse by his feet, sending it and the contents in his bandolier spilling across the ground.

Sweat entered Kevin’s eyes, stinging them as he moved backwards. Ian came after him. Punches flew, but none of them hit as he swayed from side to side, his movements almost lackadaisical. Left. Right. Left. Left. Spin. Kevin danced a ceaseless dance, waiting for the inevitable opening to show.

This guy doesn’t know how to use his newfound strength properly.

The human body works in interesting ways. The brain even more so. Kevin had heard many theories proposed that said limiters have been placed on the human body to keep it from tearing itself apart: The eight gates of chakra, the theory that humans only used 10 percent of their brain, or the one about how humans can only use 30% of their strength. There were multiple theories out there, but none of them were correct.

Kneeling down, Kevin grabbed onto the corpse of another soldier and tossed it at Ian. The young man barely broke speed as he spun around and blasted it away with a powerful kick. Munitions from the dead soldier’s bandolier clattered to the ground.

The truth is that human bodies work at full capacity almost 24/7. The only time they didn’t is when a person slept. Going on this theory, humans are always at their strongest and always giving their full effort.

So, then, what happens when a person’s body is enhanced to beyond normal human limits?

Unleashing a payload of bullets from a nearby rifle that he’d picked up, Kevin watched as Ian dodged. Using his foot, he unhooked a bandolier, picked it up, and tossed it at Ian, who kicked it aside even while he dodged more bullets.

The gun clicked empty.

Ian came in at speeds that far exceeded those of a human. Kevin did not meet this charge head-on, but spun to the left. Sticking out his right foot, he gently pushed Ian’s forearm, knocking the young man off balance and sending him right into Kevin’s waiting kick. He winced when 145 pounds of flesh, muscle, and bone slammed into his knee, but pain was a small price to pay to see Ian crash face-first into the ground.

He didn’t stay down long. Shoving off with his hands, Ian flipped into the air and landed back on his feet.

Kevin knelt down and took a hand grenade off the corpse of a soldier. He pulled the pin and threw it at Ian, who swerved to dodge. The grenade exploded seconds later behind him, but that was fine. It had only been a means of getting Ian into place.

“It’s over,” Kevin spoke with finality. In that moment, he unholstered his own unique handguns and unleashed his entire cartridge, not into Ian, but into the many dozens of explosives surrounding him.

In that moment, a large explosion ripped apart the spot that Ian was standing on. Fire rose into the air, giant plumes like a phoenix rising from the ashes. Yet this was not a scene of rebirth but of death. Kevin didn’t take his eyes from the sight. Debris pelted him and waves of heat seared his vision, but he refused to look away.

Even if he could do nothing else, Kevin would at least bear the burden that came from taking a life.

The explosion died down, leaving blackened ground and a charred corpse. Kevin walked up to the body, waiting to see if it would get up. When it remained inert, he let out a slow breath.

I wonder if I’ll be able to sleep without having nightmares after this.

No sooner had he thought this that a scream pierced the air. It was a scream of pain, of terror, and of rage. It was an ungodly howl, a sound more akin to a beast woven into the most ancient tales of horror, a noise so awful that it could not have come from the lungs of any sentient creature. And yet, at the same time, it did. He knew that voice. A jolt coursed through him as he spun around.

Iris!

***

Lilian had discovered a weakness in her foe.

“Celestial Art: Distortion.”

Adam, who’d been running straight for her at speeds that not even she could match with reinforcement, suddenly stumbled and fell to his knees. While his face didn’t change expression, his body told Lilian everything she needed to know.

“Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Realm.”

Half a dozen spheres appeared around her. Glowing balls of light energy shot forward, darting around each other in dizzying patterns. Adam tried to dodge them, but with Distortion still affecting his vision, he couldn’t do much more than stumble.

The first orb slammed into his chest. Light flared around him, and Lilian’s attack splashed harmlessly against a purple barrier that had sprung up to protect him. Her second attack hit him in the back. Again, a barrier appeared, keeping her attack from harming him. The third and fourth spheres came in. Adam was still stumbling. As he hadn’t felt any pain, he was unable to break out of the illusion, and he apparently had yet to realize that he was under an illusion to begin with—or so she thought, until he bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood. He then rolled along the ground, the two spheres that came at him striking the road and exploding into light particles.

Jumping back onto his feet, Adam thrust his hand forward, attempting to spear Lilian through the chest. His hand sliced into her—

—and then went straight through her like she wasn’t even there. Adam stumbled forward.

“Extension!”

Lilian appeared behind him, her form wavering as the illusion she’d cast on herself dispersed. Her two tails arced over her head and slammed into Adam. The ground underneath him cracked, abrasions appearing along the blacktop, spreading out from beneath his feet. His legs buckled, but they did not break.

“Fox-fire!”

The tips of Lilian’s tails flared briefly before two balls of fire crashed into Adam at point-blank range. Her foe disappeared in a red explosion. Knowing better than to assume the fight was over, Lilian channeled more youki into her tails.

“Celestial Art: Double Helix!”

Her two tails coiled together and unleashed a beam of celestial youki that formed a helix pattern. It pierced the fire, creating a hole that traveled from one side and out the other. When the flames dispersed, she saw Adam standing exactly where he had been.

There was a gaping hole in his chest.

The young man stood there for several seconds, still as a statue. Then, suddenly, he crumpled to the ground like a depowered Gundam, falling onto his back and staring at the sky with sightless eyes.

“Ga…”

With the fight over, Lilian fell onto her butt, breathing heavily. Her chest heaved as she leaned back, placing her hands behind her to support her upper body.

By the gods, I am so tired.

Lilian could feel the exhaustion eating away at her consciousness. She wanted to sleep, to crawl into bed, curl up by Kevin’s side, and sleep like the dead.

But I’m not gonna get to do that yet, am I?

There was still a lot of fighting going on. She could hear it. The sounds of combat caused her ears to twitch.

Lilian slowly climbed to her feet, shunting the aches and pains wracking her body aside. She hadn’t suffered much injury yet, aside from her broken nose and a few bruised ribs—both of which could be easily healed—but she still felt tender.

It happened just as she finished clambering to her feet—a gods awful shriek pierced the air. It was an inhuman sound that should not have been possible for anything with human-like vocal chords to produce. Yet she recognized the voice it came from. It was as familiar to Lilian as her own voice. Hearing such a horrendous sound from a voice she knew so well caused fear to escalate inside of her.

Iris!

***

Iris was in trouble.

Kill…

Her breathing had long since become labored. Each raspy inhale caused a sharp pain to fill her chest, a fire to burn her lungs. Heavy limbs weighed her down like lead weights had been strapped to them. Every movement she made sent jolts of agony up her side.

Devour…

Hovering above her, buzzing around like an oversized gnat, Justin shot red beams of intense energy from his fingers. Iris had no clue what sort of technology allowed a human to do that, but she knew better than to let those beams hit her. She reinforced her body with youki and dodged accordingly.

Everything returns to darkness…

Justin had realized that she couldn’t use void techniques very well. He probably didn’t know why, but just knowing that she had to use her deadliest techniques sparingly gave him an edge over her.

“Void Art: Void Fire!”

Iris gritted her teeth as she launched a small sphere of black flames at Justin. He dodged accordingly, swerving away and letting it pass him, but the Void was a hungry thing. It sought to devour the living, and when Justin dodged, it followed.

Everything eventually turns into nothing…

“Kitsune Art: Twilight!”

It was a new technique that she had come up with. Twilight was, in some ways, similar to Lilian’s Distortion technique. However, while Distortion worked by distorting a person’s ability to perceive light, Twilight merely inverted it. Black would be white. Red would be green. Blue became orange. Experiencing such a sudden change in the light spectrum caused extreme disorientation—even someone like Justin was not immune to illusions.

Despite this, her Void Fire still failed to find its mark. Justin appeared disoriented and confused for but a second, then, he righted himself and blasted her Void Fire apart with those energy beams.

All living things return to the Void…

It wasn’t that Iris was in a serious battle that caused her to be in danger. Justin was an admittedly troublesome foe, but she felt like she could have beaten him if it weren’t for her other problem

Return to the Void!

Iris was fighting a two-way battle. Justin on the outside and the whispers on the inside. Subliminal suggestions eroded her ability to think, while Justin’s constant attacks forced her to focus on the battle, which meant she couldn’t ignore the whispers. Worse still, the more void techniques she used, the louder the whispers became.

The Void hungers!

Darkness crawled up her entire left side, insipid and insidious. Similar to ink being absorbed by a sponge, her skin became tainted with a thick, black substance, like ethereal ooze frothing from her pores. The harder she tried to push the darkness back, the more she tried to ignore the whispers, the louder and more difficult her task became.

I need to end this…

“Well, honey, it’s been fun,” Iris started, channeling more youki through her tails than she ever had before, “but it’s time we ended this little dance of ours.”

“That’s too bad,” Justin joked. “And here I was just beginning to enjoy it.”

Iris gave him a smirk that she didn’t feel. “Sorry to disappoint, but I’ve grown bored of you.”

“Void Art: Spider’s Web.”

Lines of black flame spread across the sky, connecting, entangling. Dozens—no, hundreds of lines spread across the airspace. Uninhibited by linear movement, they traversed the many angles and pi radians that made up the skyways, forming what, from a distance, appeared to be a large spider’s web.

“What the hell?!” Justin shouted in surprise, swiveling his head this way and that. Iris could only assume that he was seeking a way to escape. However…

There is no escape from this technique. Not unless you can match it with a more powerful technique.

Spider’s Web. It was a technique of Iris’s own creation. It created lines of void fire by devouring the air currents. The atmosphere was made up of hundreds of thousands of tiny air currents. By commanding the Void to only devour specific currents, she could create “strings” of fire. These strings were inanimate. They did not move, even though they wanted to. The Void, after all, was a sentient thing—it hungered, it desired to consume everything. To keep the “strings” from seeking to expand in search of something living, Iris needed to pit her will against its.

Iris’s will was eroding, wasting away by the constant barrage of whispers. But, even so, she still had strength enough for this.

“Now. You. Burn!”

“Void Art: Consuming Chaos!”

Iris reinforced her will. The lines of fire closed around Justin until his form was no longer visible—just a bunch of “strings” crossing over each other. It was like looking at a giant ball of black yarn. The ball was then compressed, growing smaller and smaller until, with one last effort of will, it disappeared.

“Ga! Ha… ha…”

Iris released a loud rasp. Falling to her knees, she raised a hand to her mouth. Her hands became stained carmine as she hacked up several globs of blood, and her mouth tasted of copper. Despite how she felt like her body had been torn apart from the inside out, she was quite pleased with herself. She might not be much of a fighter, but she still managed to beat this pretentious brat.

“That was a good effort,” a voice said behind her.

No way!

Iris began to turn—

“A-ah!”

—when something sheared right through her left shoulder. Iris blinked several times, her mind unable to conceive what had just happened. She stared at the stump that was now her shoulder, at the blood spilling from the stump. Muscle fibers dangled from the shoulder and a bit of bone was poking out.

“Oh…”

The pain hit her. It was like an avalanche flooding her nerve endings, like lava flowing through her veins. Her mind threatened to shut down. Black spots appeared in her vision.

The next thing Iris knew, she was lying face-first on the ground. She didn’t remember when she had fallen, and she could only vaguely remember what she’d been doing. Her mind felt numb, as did her body.

I… I’m going to die here, aren’t I?

Boots appeared in her darkening field of vision. She wanted to look up, but that required more effort than she had left.

“How…?” she rasped.

“Let’s just say that yōkai are no longer the only people with the ability to use illusions.”

An item dropped to ground, a square with rounded edges. The object lit up, then a small hologram of a miniature Justin flying around appeared.

“It really is too bad you and I are on opposite sides in this conflict,” she heard a voice say. Why did it sound so familiar? “Kevin’s going to be sad when he learns of your death, but orders are orders.”

Kevin…

The name brought feelings of warmth with it. She envisioned a face, surrounded by blond hair, with glowing blue eyes smiling at her. Kevin would probably be sad if she died. That was just the kind of person he was.

I… I can’t…

Iris tried to push herself up.

“G-gah!”

A foot slammed her back into the ground.

“Don’t struggle anymore. If nothing else, I’d at least like to get this distasteful task over with quickly.”

No…

Iris didn’t want to die.

I don’t… I can’t…

She knew this was the end. It wasn’t like she had a choice. This person was going to kill her, and there wasn’t anything she could do about it. Unless…

Give in to darkness…

The whispers surrounded her.

I… I guess there’s no choice.

Iris didn’t know what happened to those who confronted the Void. Confronting the Void was a personal and unique experience for every yōkai who could touch it. No two experiences were the same, and it was not something those who had confronted it would ever reveal to another. However, she’d read the codex. She knew that confronting the Void changed people.

Iris worried about what would happen when she confronted the Void. If she survived the encounter, what changes would take place in her? Would she still be the same person that she was now? Would her feelings be the same? She didn’t know, and she didn’t like not knowing.

Iris didn’t want to confront the Void. She didn’t want to change.

Yet she wanted to die even less.

All right. Fine. If you want me, then come and get me!

Iris allowed the whispers to enter her conscience. She let them invade her mind, spreading their insidious message throughout her soul, pouring their malice and hunger into her.

I’ll have you licking my feet and calling me Queen!

Inky blackness spread across Iris’s body, covering every inch of her. It poured into her, entered through her every orifice, soaking into her pores, pouring down her throat, worming into her ears.

Iris stopped breathing.

Her body ceased to move.

Her heart no longer beat.

Even her youki had disappeared from the senses of others, having been consumed by the Void.

However, when the Void tried to touch the essence that composed Iris Pnév̱ma, to pry the things that she held most dear and consume them as well, her soul released one final scream of defiance before going silent.

Touched by the unfathomable entity otherwise known as the Void, Iris disappeared.

The mind-shattering roar of a beast that was not of this world echoed across the battlefield like a herald announcing the end of this world.

***

Kevin rushed to where he heard the scream and arrived on the scene of something horrible.

Justin flitted around in the sky, dodging blast after blast of void fire. On the ground, crouched down on all fours, was a beast that he’d never seen before. Its body was vaguely anthropomorphic, with two limbs that looked like legs and two more that looked like arms. It possessed a head with two triangle-like appendages reminiscent of ears. It even had two tails that writhed behind it, giving it an almost fox-like appearance. However, those were where the similarities ended.

Thick, slime-like black ooze covered its body. Kevin belatedly realized that it was actually void fire. It burned like fire, consumed like fire, but it didn’t look anything like fire. It sloughed off the creature’s frame, dripping to the ground, which it consumed with ease, leaving small holes in the road.

Even as he watched, the beast opened its mouth, black flames spewing forth like water from a fire hydrant. Up above, Justin moved accordingly, but the flames followed him, forcing him to travel a twisting and convoluted path within the air.

“IRIS!!”

Kevin snapped his head toward the voice. Lilian had run onto the scene. She was staring at the black beast, her eyes wide in horror and a hand raised to her mouth.

“Iris?” Kevin looked back at the creature. It couldn’t be… could it?

“IRIS!!!”

Lilian attempted to run at the creature, but a sheathed katana stopped her. She looked at the wielder of that katana, her eyes stabbing into Kotohime with more rancor than Kevin had ever seen from her.

“Don’t get in my way, Kotohime! I have to rescue Iris!”

“There is nothing you can do,” Kotohime said placidly, though Kevin thought he detected a tremor in her voice. “She has been consumed by the Void. That thing is no longer your sister, but an Emissary of the Void.”

“No…” Lilian’s legs trembled, then gave out. She fell to her knees, tears staining her face. “No, it can’t… Iris… Iris would never let the Void take her! She wouldn’t!”

Kevin started to move, to make his way over to her. However, the Void is a sentient hunger. It feels life, and it felt his life the moment he entered its sensory range.

The beast turned its head. It had no eyes. The empty sockets that sat within its ugly black visage bored a hole into his soul. Kevin’s breathing grew heavy as a presence pushed down on him, declaring him worthless, letting him know that, before the might that is oblivion, he was nothing but an insect that would soon be devoured.

I can’t… I can’t let this thing get to me…

“Iris!” He shouted, startling Lilian and Kotohime, who swiveled their heads to look at him. “Iris, I know you’re in there! Don’t let the Void consume you!”

“K-Kevin…”

“Kevin-sama.”

“Iris! Don’t make me rip you out of that thing! Come back to yourself right now!” he continued to shout. Even if it was hopeless, even if nothing he said would reach her, Kevin couldn’t stand the thought of not doing anything.

The beast looked at him as if he was a curiosity. It tilted its head to the left, then to the right, and then sucked in a deep breath—

“GRRRAAAAAAA!!”

—and let out a terror-inducing howl that rattled Kevin’s very existence. He fell to his knees and gripped his head in his hands. His soul felt like it was shattering, his mind like it was slowly being squeezed into a fine pulp. He felt like his very existence was being crushed.

He gritted his teeth.

I can’t give in… I can’t…

Iris was in there. She was in there, and if he didn’t help, then he would have failed as Lilian’s mate. If he couldn’t even save her sister, then he had no worth.

“Fine… if this is how you… want to play…”

Kevin gasped as he stood up on shaking legs. Lilian and Kotohime were also in a similar boat, though Kevin noticed that the swordswoman wasn’t having as hard a time as him and Lilian. He switched his attention back to the beast, which had yet to make a move. Reaching for his guns, Kevin withdrew them and aimed at the monster that had taken over Iris’s existence.

“Then let’s play.”


CHAPTER 13

TO SAVE A LIFE

I used up two cartridges during the evacuation, and another two during the fighting here. I started off with six cartridges of ammunition total, which means I only have two left. That means I’ve got two hundred bullets… and only the celestial bullets will be effective against this thing, this Emissary of the Void.

The presence of doom had lessened, but Kevin assumed that meant he’d simply grown used to it. He could still feel it, after all, the essence of death pushing down on him, the hunger that wanted to consume his very existence. It was there, a mental pressure straining against his own resolve and will.

He stared at the beast who stared back at him. The world around them evaporated as Kevin suffered a bad case of tunnel vision. He’d need to dredge up every ounce of focus and willpower if he wanted to save Iris.

Kevin took a deep breath, held it, and then…

Exploded into action.

The beast roared as he ran to the left, circling it. Fire spewed from its mouth like dragon’s breath. Kevin raised his silver handgun and fired off six rounds. The bullets, incandescent streaks of celestial energy, penetrated the flames, bursting through them and continuing on. The flames dispersed as they lost cohesion, and the bullets exploded against the Emissary of the Void. The beast roared. However, it didn’t seem to be injured.

Motes of darkness appeared around the beast and were launched at Kevin one by one.

Knowing that he couldn’t afford to carelessly waste ammo, he did what he could to dodge the attacks, even going so far as to throw corpses into the path of incoming void projectiles.

Gritting his teeth hard enough to make his gums bleed, Kevin reached behind him, grabbed a flash grenade, and tossed it at the emissary.

“GRAAAAA!!!!”

He closed his eyes as the grenade exploded, unleashing a payload of blinding light. The emissary did not, and Kevin was subjected to its outraged screams. So this thing could see even though it didn’t have eyes? Ignoring the shrieks, Kevin continued moving.

“Celestial Art: Heaven’s Prison!”

Chains of light appeared from within circles of luminous distortions. They wrapped around the emissary, constricting its movement.

“GRRAAA!!!!”

The emissary roared as it struggled against the bindings, which burned away at its skin like acid. Black steam rose from its body. Its mass shrank, but only a little bit before, with a vicious snarl, power burst from it like an exploding star—a star of darkness. The chains shattered, dissolving into light particles. The beast then turned its attention to Lilian, who froze upon seeing the thing that used to be her sister staring at her.

“I-Iris.” She raised a hand as if reaching out to it. “Iris, it’s me. It’s Lilian. Please… come back to me.”

But the beast didn’t understand. All it saw was food.

Spears shot from its back, a mass of black ooze that extended to pierce the now frozen Lilian.

“Sword Art: One Thousand Blades.”

Kotohime appeared before Lilian. Her blade flashed out an uncountable number of times, slicing through the darkness. The strange tendrils were cut to pieces and fell to the ground, devouring it. Oddly enough, Kotohime’s katana was pristine.

“Lilian-sama, please do not speak with this thing anymore,” Kotohime implored. “It is no longer the sister you once knew.”

“It is!” Lilian shook her head, tears flying off her eyelashes. “I know it is. Iris is still in there! So don’t tell me not to talk to her! I know she’s there!”

Kotohime shook her head sadly, but she could not say anything as more spears shot out of the emissary’s chest and attempted to penetrate their soft flesh.

Knowing a distraction when he saw one, Kevin unloaded six more bullets into the emissary’s back. His eyes narrowed when the celestial projectiles dissolved the blackness. It was just a moment, but he could have sworn he saw pale skin lurking underneath the surface.

The emissary turned to him, as if just now remembering that he existed. It opened its mouth, darkness gathering around it in a tiny ball, before the ball turned into a beam that shot from its gaping maw.

Kevin threw himself to the ground, groaning when his shoulder was jarred by the impact. The beam sailed over his head. He rolled along the road to get as far from it as he could. He then leapt back up to his feet as the beam dispersed and shot the creature eight more times. More holes appeared on its body, revealing that, indeed, there was soft skin underneath that black exterior.

Iris.

It had to be Iris. He gnashed his teeth in thought. What could he do to save her? Trying to think of a solution, he glanced at his guns, a grimace appearing on his face.

Eighty bullets left.

***

Forty bullets left.

Kevin’s chest hurt. It burned like someone had shoved a blow torch down his lungs. Every breath he took sent pain flaring along his ribs. His breathing came in deep, heavy rasps that sounded more like the dying chokes of a man being hung.

“GRRAAAA!!!”

The emissary chased after him, bounding along on all fours like a ravenous beast. Where ever it stepped, the earth crumbled, consumed by the Void.

“Water Art: Tsukoyomi’s Typhoon.”

Water slammed into the emissary from above, crushing it into the concrete. Yet with a single roar from the beast, the water caught fire—black fire. The Void ate the water as surely as it did everything else.

“Celestial Art: Light Sphere!”

The emissary stood up and received a light sphere to the face for its trouble. For just a moment, Kevin saw a familiar face as the monster’s head snapped back. It stumbled two steps backwards, righted itself, then turned to Lilian and launched a condensed beam of void fire at her.

“Look out, Lilian-sama!”

Kotohime’s tails wrapped around Lilian and yanked her out of the incoming beam’s path. The emissary howled, enraged that someone dared to help its prey escape. It turned to Kotohime and Lilian, prepared to attack them.

Kevin wouldn’t let it.

One. Five. Ten. Twenty bullets were fired off from his silver gun. They struck the emissary in the back, a localized attack that scattered much of the void fire that composed it. Iris’s smooth, pale back was revealed before it was covered again by more void fire.

D-dang it. Kevin swore. Everything we do to it just heals—no, more like regenerates! How can we defeat this thing if it keeps regenerating like that?!

Kevin knew there was a way to beat this monster. There had to be. Everything had a weakness, and if they could find this emissary’s weakness, then they could defeat it and save Iris.

The Void is the absence of concept. It’s weak against celestial powers, because celestial powers represent the creation of concept. Life and death. Nothingness and creation. The Void and Celestial. The key to defeating a creature of the Void has to be a yōkai with celestial powers.

Lilian was the only person he knew that had a celestial affinity. However, she didn’t have the power to use any higher tier attacks, the kind that it would take to defeat a monster of this caliber. Not with how she was right now.

Tossing another flash grenade, Kevin blinded the emissary and used the small reprieve granted to look at Lilian.

She looked exhausted. Beyond exhausted. Her eyes drooped. Her body sagged. She stood with her noticeable stoop, her strength failing, unable to so much as hold her body erect. Trembling legs struggled to hold up a body that had long since given out. Lilian was hanging onto consciousness by a thread.

I need to end this.

“Kotohime! I need you to distract this thing! Give me at least one minute!”

Kotohime, who was the healthiest and least exhausted of them, actually needed a moment to comprehend his words before accepting them.

“Very well, Kevin-sama. This humble Kotohime will do everything within her power to grant you those sixty seconds. But, please, make it fast. While I can defeat a monster like this on my own, subduing it while not killing the one being consumed is beyond me.”

Sheathing her katana, Kotohime took a wide stance. She inhaled a deep breath, then exploded forward like a pair of rockets had been placed underneath her feet.

Kotohime vanished.

“Ikken Hissatsu. Bunkatsu.”

Light flashed. A sliver of silver appeared within the darkness. Kotohime appeared behind the emissary, slowly sliding her katana back into its sheath.

Click.

“GRRAAAAA!!!”

The emissary roared, not in anger, but in pain. The darkness split, and for the first time, Iris was almost fully revealed, if only for a second. Once the second had passed, the Void regenerated itself, and then the emissary turned to face Kotohime, black spears shooting from its back.

Undeterred by such an attack, Kotohime channeled massive amounts of youki into her blade, which glowed a vibrant blue. She swung the katana in majestic arcs, slashing the void spears apart by overwhelming it with her own youki. The emissary, while strong, had a limited amount of power, and Kotohime overpowered it.

“Lilian!”

“K-Kevin…”

It was only upon getting closer to her that Kevin noticed how truly exhausted Lilian was. From a distance, Lilian appeared like she was hanging on by a thread, but from up close, he realized that Lilian was already gone. Only her stubborn refusal to give up kept her from falling. Her half-lidded eyes flickered between pain and turmoil.

Kevin grabbed her by the shoulders and forced Lilian to look into his eyes.

“Listen to me, Lilian, I need you to hang on for just a little longer. I have a plan to save Iris, but I need your help.”

“My… help?”

“Yes, can you help me?”

Lilian blinked several times. Her eyes gained a bit of vibrancy. She nodded once.

“Good. Listen. You remember how we defeated Fan?”

During the summer, Fan, a member of the Shénshèng Clan, had attacked him and Lilian not once but twice. During her second attempt, Lilian had forced her youki into Kevin, allowing him to counter Fan’s illusions.

“Yes, I remember.”

“We’re going to do something similar, except instead of simply channeling youki through my body, I want you to store it all in here.”

Kevin held up his left hand. Lilian stared at the hand, uncomprehending for a moment, until, with a start, her eyes widened.

“You can’t do that! Kevin, if you do that, then your hand might, it could…”

“I know, but I don’t have much of a choice.” Kevin’s smile silenced whatever protests Lilian might have had. “If I don’t do this, then Iris will be completely consumed by the Void. I want to save her, and I know that you do, too. So, let’s save her together.”

Kevin’s hand had the power to open barriers made of youki. Through experimentation, he had learned that he could also absorb youki to a certain extent, and then release it. There seemed to be a limit to what he could absorb, though he didn’t know what that limit was.

Tears fell from Lilian’s eyes. She no doubt knew what his plan was, just as she knew the most likely outcome. However, she also knew that, beyond anything else, this might be their only hope of saving Iris.

“Okay.” Lilian sniffed and wiped the tears before they fell down her cheeks. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

“Right.” Kevin held out his arm. “I’m ready.”

Lilian closed her eyes, a grimace plastered on her face. She channeled her youki into her tails, then wrapped those same tails around Kevin’s arm and forced her youki into him.

Kevin gritted his teeth as agony surged through his arm. He bit back a cry, and then he tasted blood on his tongue from biting the inside of his cheek. He hung on, riding out the wave of agony until, mercifully, the pain vanished and numbness took its place.

“There,” Lilian said, “it’s done.”

Kevin opened his eyes, which he didn’t remember closing, and stared at his arm.

It was glowing.

Bright white light emitted from his arm like sunbeams through a window. His arm looked almost like a giant glow stick.

And in the center, located on the underside of his forearm, the image of a silver key was etched upon his skin.

***

“Water Art: Blade of the Water Lily.”

Kotohime’s katana became encased in water. The blue liquid rotated around the blade at incredible speeds, and she used it to slice into the beast, which gave an enraged scream and attempted to swat her away. But Kotohime was quick. She deftly backpedaled before the emissary’s hand could touch her.

“Ikken Hisatsu. Ougi.”

The ground underneath Kotohime’s feet cratered as she launched herself forward. She spun around, her blade parallel with the ground. A ripple spread from her katana, traveling through the air like a mirage. It passed through the beast, then exploded with the fury of an angry goddess. The emissary roared as its chest was ripped open. Unfortunately, in spite of the damage it had taken, the chest regenerated within seconds.

Over and over again Kotohime sliced into the beast, careful not to cut apart the person trapped within it. Over and over again the damage she did to it was regenerated. Kotohime didn’t want to admit to being disheartened, but what else could she feel when faced with an inability to dish out permanent harm to her foe?

Fortunately, the beast was slow, and it was ponderous, and its attacks lacked intelligence. While the Void may have indeed been sentient, that didn’t mean its sentience was on the same level as a yōkai or a human. It could not think. It could not plan. It simply hungered. That was how Kotohime had managed to fight against this thing without receiving any damage, despite holding back a great deal.

The beast fired a large beam of darkness at her, void fire condensed into beam form. Kotohime narrowed her profile, slid her blade into its sheath, and then unsheathed the blade and swung it at speeds that broke the sound barrier.

“Ikken Hissatsu. Bunkatsu.”

The void beam was split down the middle. It traveled on either side of her, slamming into what had once been Monstrang’s base, bathing it in all-consuming fire.

“Ikken Hissatsu.”

Spinning in a counterclockwise circle, Kotohime tore through the wave of black fire that shot from the emissary’s mouth. Her blade was liberally coated with her own youki. It protected her sword, kept it from being consumed.

“Eien Ni.”

And then Kotohime was right in front of the emissary, her blade cutting into its abominable flesh without pause, without reprieve. Her katana was nothing but mere flashes of light as she tore the beast apart.

However, the beast was not the sort that would just stand there and take it. Unintelligent it might have been, it still had a limited form of sentience. Its maw opened wide and it launched a beam of void fire at her point-blank.

Kotohime was engulfed.

And then she turned into water.

“Ha… ha…” Appearing several feet away, Kotohime blinked as sweat stung her eyes. “I hope Kevin-sama finishes whatever he needs to soon, or I…”

“Kotohime! Get out of the way!”

The shout came from behind her. Kotohime leapt to the side just as Kevin darted past her. She started in surprise. This was his plan? A frontal assault? What was he—

The beast saw him as well. Its maddened roar was a prelude to a dozen black orbs of the Void appearing around it—orbs that were launched at Kevin, who was undeterred and continued running.

Kotohime thought to yell out to him. Her mouth had even opened to shout at him, to tell him to get away, to dodge.

Yet she couldn’t.

Because she witnessed Kevin do the impossible.

Shouting a war cry of his own, Kevin smacked one of the orbs away. Two more orbs came at him. Kevin swerved to avoid one, but he couldn’t avoid the other. So, he punched it. His fist slammed into the void orb, which exploded and dissolved as its power was extinguished.

W-what is…

Kotohime couldn’t understand it. She knew that Kevin had a strange power in his left hand, but it shouldn’t have been able to do this. So, then, how was he…

That’s when she noticed it.

His left hand.

It was glowing.

I see. He had Lilian-sama force her youki into his left hand and is using it to defeat the void attacks. Celestial youki is the Void’s opposite, and so he’s countering the Void’s power with Lilian-sama’s power.

It was an ingenious plan, and it was also incredibly stupid. Humans weren’t meant to have youki shoved into their bodies. Doing so could irreparably damage them. Yet he was willing to do this to save Iris.

This boy…

His other hand held the silver gun, and he fired off forty rounds into the other void spheres, eliminating them by stint of overwhelming firepower.

Kevin reached the beast. Kotohime felt her breathing still, wondering what sort of trick he had up his sleeve now. How would he save Iris from this cruel fate?

And that’s when he surprised her yet again. He plunged his hand straight into the beast. Kotohime’s eyes became intumescent, swelling to the point where they might rupture. She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. She couldn’t, however, because her voice had caught in her throat, becoming constricted as if a vice had wrapped around her neck.

Tears streamed from Kevin’s eyes. His howling rent Kotohime’s soul. He screamed and cried in pain, his agony clear as day on his face.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”

Yet he continued to push his arm into the beast’s chest. The beast seemed almost as surprised as Kotohime, for it made no move to stop him.

“Are you just going to stay in there for the rest of your life?!”

Kotohime could only imagine the pain he was in. His arm was being consumed by the Void. Not even having your hand covered in celestial youki would adequately protect it from such a flagrant action as shoving your hand into a void beast’s chest.

“Dang it, Iris! If you don’t get out of there right now, I’m going to come in there and drag you out!”

And yet Kevin didn’t stop. He pushed and pushed and pushed and then…

***

When Iris opened her eyes, it was to find herself in an unfamiliar surrounding. She was lying on her back, on a bed bathed in crimson silk, and with a canopy of translucent material like ethereal gloss above her head.

She was not alone either.

Someone was with her.

Iris gazed upon a face that she knew as well as her own, on a visage that she had stared at countless times. Eyes like emeralds smiled at her. Strands of fire framed a face that could have been mistaken for a beautiful fae. Lips that she longed to kiss curved in delightful artistry.

“Lily…”

Her words were halted when Lilian dipped her head and claimed her mouth with a kiss. Iris should have been surprised, since it was always she who initiated any kiss between them, but she wasn’t.

She kissed back, enjoying the feel of a tongue sliding into her mouth. She was startled when a hand slid between her legs, but not enough to let that hand stop what it was doing.

“L-Lily…”

“Just let go,” Lilian whispered before nibbling on her ear.

“Hnn!”

Would it be so bad if I did let go?

Lilian switched targets from Iris’s ear to her neck. A finger slipped inside of her. Iris’s hips bucked as pleasure coursed through her body.

If I can stay here like this… stay here with her… then I…

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”

“Eh?” Iris was startled when a male voice interrupted her musings.

“Are you just going to stay in there for the rest of your life?!”

“W-what?”

The vision of Lilian dissolved. Iris reached out for it, but her fingers grasped nothing but air. She sat up and looked around. What was…

“Dang it, Iris! If you don’t get out of there right now, I’m going to come in there and drag you out!”

That voice…

She knew that voice. It had become almost as well known to her as Lilian’s. Kevin. But where was he?

“What the hell?!”

Iris screamed in shock when a hand suddenly appeared in front of her and grabbed her by the hair. She cried out in pain, but she could do little else as the hand yanked on her head, pulling her off the bed.

The world around her dissolved. A clear blue sky showed over her head. Iris saw bright blue eyes staring down at her in concern.

And then she saw nothing.

***

Another miracle happened.

Kevin pulled his arm out, an arm that had not been consumed by the Void, and Iris was pulled out with it. He stumbled backwards, falling to the ground, cradling an unconscious vixen in his arms. The beast, without a host to maintain its form, gave one final roar of defiance before dispersing. It vanished with nary a trace, the black ground it stood on the only evidence that it existed.
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“Kevin-sama…”

Kotohime knew of Kevin’s incredible resolve. She had watched him train every day, had helped him in his training. She had seen him take beatings and had dished beatings out to him when he asked for a sparring partner. Throughout it all he never complained. He kept coming back again and again and again. It was admirable; however, it still hadn’t prepared her for this. Kevin… he was…

The most admirable human I have ever met.

As Kotohime continued to gaze at Kevin with a fondness that had been slowly growing within her, her joy turned to shock when Kevin fell backwards, his head cracking against the black road.

“KEVIN! IRIS!”

Kotohime rushed to Kevin’s and Iris’s side. Lilian beat her to them. The redhead knelt down and pulled their heads onto her lap. Kotohime looked down at them, studying Kevin for a moment before releasing a soft sigh of relief.

“Do not worry, Lilian-sama. It seems that they are only unconscious. I am sure both of them will wake up soon enough.”

Lilian nodded but didn’t speak. She probably couldn’t speak, and Kotohime didn’t blame her. Were she a younger person, a less experienced person, what happened this day would have shocked her into silence.

Kotohime looked up at the sky and wondered about the future.

***

Justin grimaced as his suit short-circuited while in mid-flight, electricity coursing across its surface like skittering tendrils of arcane power.

He descended for the surface, his knees jarring when he slammed into the earth.

Ouch…

Standing fully erect, Justin gazed at his surroundings. He recognized some of the buildings and used them to pinpoint his location.

Just a little bit further… I’m almost at the extraction point.

Walking hurt, but he carried on, ignoring the pain. Compared to some of the torture he’d endured during his training, this was nothing.

Still…

He had not expected to face a creature like that void beast. Like most humans, Justin knew little of the Void—enough to know that he should fear it but not what to expect. Even so, that creature had been beyond him, a thing that did not belong on this plane of existence. He’d known from the moment the emissary appeared that he would die if he stayed.

Kevin defeated it…

Sure, he hadn’t actually killed it, but still, rescuing Iris and making that monster dissolve was even harder than just killing it—at least, Justin thought so.

Commander Paine isn’t going to like it when I tell him that.

Justin chuckled as he imagined the look Commander Paine would have when he informed the man of what happened. It was sure to be amusing.

Kevin Swift, I look forward to the day we meet again.


CHAPTER 14

A PROMISE

“We suffered a number of civilian casualties. In total, one hundred of the two thousand yōkai who were living with us were killed during the ambush, and another two hundred were grievously injured.”

Kotohime sat in a conference room. Gray walls surrounded a circular table, around which several yōkai sat.

This room was located within a building that sat in the heart of Phoenix, hidden from humans behind layers of illusions and enchantments, and shielded from satellites and cameras by a number of technological advancements. More than sixty-five percent of the yōkai who’d been living in the previous base were also hidden here, or at least, in the underground community beneath this building. The rest had been evacuated north, to a base hidden beneath the vast forests near Flagstaff.

This place, Kotohime had learned, was Monstrang’s last bastion within Phoenix, his only remaining stronghold. She would have questioned his choice of location, but she felt like she understood his reasoning. Within the center of a city populated by humanity, they were safe—for the most part. Even the Sons and Daughters of Humanity would think twice before attacking a place so heavily populated with human civilians. As distasteful as she found it to be, Kotohime couldn’t deny that, at the moment, they needed every advantage they could get—even if it was distasteful.

“Even one hundred casualties is one hundred too many,” Monstrang grunted.

Mack shrugged, as if to say, “What else can you do?”

“It could have been worse,” Mack said. “They had us dead to rights. We were outmaneuvered, outmatched, and outgunned. The only reason we lost so few is thanks to those kids.”

Monstrang grunted again, while Kotohime smiled.

“Those brats sure are something.” Kiara grinned, tapping her fingers on the table. “Heh, they’ve really grown.”

“I don’t approve of children being made to fight.” Monstrang looked almost put out, though it was hard to tell since his expression rarely changed.

“None of us do,” Kotohime finally spoke up. “However, there isn’t much that we can do. Simply by having them present, they have become involved in this.”

“I suppose.”

“Speaking of, how is the kid?” Mack asked.

“Kevin-sama is fine,” Kotohime said. “Lilian-sama is taking care of him and Iris-sama.”

“That’s good to hear.” Mack leaned back in his seat. “Still, it’s hard to believe he’s in one piece after what he did to rescue that Void Kitsune.”

Kotohime tried not to shift in her seat. Everyone who’d been at that battle had been present to witness what Kevin did. He was the talk of the town, as the old saying went. It made her uncomfortable. She didn’t like the attention he was receiving, even though she knew why he was receiving it.

Kevin had done something that should have been impossible, and not just because he was human. Not even a yōkai would have been able to do what he’d done, except for maybe another yōkai with powers over the Void. Certainly, someone like Hagoromo Gitsune could have done it, but she was the Void Kyuubi, a supreme being whose powers over the Void rivaled a god’s. For Kevin to have done something that most normal yōkai couldn’t do was nothing short of astounding.

“We should be talking about more important things than kids right now,” Kiara said, gesturing with her only remaining hand. “What are we going to do about this war?”

The United States and many other countries had officially declared war on yōkai as of yesterday. It had apparently been made by a unanimous vote in the senate. The soldiers were now being rallied, and many of the yōkai who’d tried living peacefully had been taken into custody. They were now being held in a prison built specifically for the purpose of holding yōkai.

I am positive that the Sons and Daughters of Humanity had a hand in building those prisons. They seem to have been planning this for a long time.

“The US government hasn’t made any statements about what they plan on doing with the prisoners. However, we know that, at the very least, they will not kill them outright. Doing so may garner sympathy for the yōkai, especially since news of our rescue operation has spread across the country like wildfire.” Mack smiled, amused by something. “They’re calling us a group of vigilantes.”

The thought was almost amusing. The government had designated them as a “third party” in this war, due to their actions, and it made sense, in a way. They were not just a group of yōkai. Even though it was only two people right now, there were humans within their ranks. Kevin and Heather. The boy was currently unconscious in the hospital, but she hoped that would change soon.

“Our first priority should be to rescue those prisoners,” Monstrang decided.

“I do not know if that’s a good idea,” Kotohime admitted. Monstrang gave her a cross look.

“What do you mean by that?” asked Mack.

“Just think about it. If we rescued those prisoners, not only would we have to find a place to keep them safe, which would put a strain on our resources, but we would also be considered more than just a vigilante group. Right now, we are safe mostly because the government is busy with the aggressive yōkai who are fighting back. The moment we step in and start to fight as well, all of that changes.”

“So, you’re saying we should just leave them there?” Mack’s nose wrinkled as if he’d smelled something foul.

“For the moment, we do not have much choice. We have neither the resources to give them a place to stay, nor do we have the manpower needed to protect them.”

“Kotohime is right,” Kiara interjected before anyone else could say anything. “Right now, our forces are only about five thousand strong. The US army has us outnumbered one hundred to one.”

“And the yōkai army that has gathered to fight them is also larger than we are. They outnumber us by at least twenty to one,” Kotohime added. “At the moment, secrecy is our greatest ally.”

“I still don’t like this,” Mack sighed and sat down, “but I understand what you’re saying. If we’re not going to rescue the prisoners, then what should we do?”

“We do what we can,” Monstrang started. “We help those in need when we find them, create escape routes for yōkai on the run, build an information network to gather intelligence, and train our people should the situation arise where they need to fight. That is all we can do.”

“I can train our people to fight,” Kiara said.

“And I will help build our information network,” Kotohime added.

“In that case, I’ll begin working on escape routes that yōkai can use to flee the city,” Mack decided.

“Then we’re agreed.” Monstrang stood up. Kotohime and the others also stood up and left the room.

Kotohime walked toward the elevator with Kiara, who raised her hand behind her head and grinned. “Going to see the brat?”

“I am indeed. Kevin-sama should be waking up soon.”

“I’ll come too,” Kiara decided, her grin widening. “I wanna lecture the brat for being reckless.”

Kotohime smiled, but she hid it behind her kimono. “Agreed.”

***

Kevin woke up in a hospital.

The smell of antiseptic hit his nose, a sharp scent that left him reeling.

He opened his eyes and gazed at the plain white ceiling overhead. How many times had he done this already? Woken up in a hospital? Absentmindedly, he wondered if this was going to become commonplace. That wasn’t a pleasant thought. He’d rather not wake up in the hospital after every major battle he took part in.

I don’t particularly want to battle at all.

“Finally awake, Stud?”

Kevin turned his head to see Iris grinning at him. She was sitting by the bed, and he belatedly realized that she was holding his hand in both of hers. He remembered before passing out that she had lost one of her arms. It must have been reattached. He knew there was technology capable of doing that. It even reattached the nerve endings so they could make full use of the arm again.

“Iris, are you okay?”

“You wake up after shoving your arm into a Void Monster, and the first thing you do is ask if I’m okay?” Iris shook her head, as if amused by him. “To answer your question, yes, I am okay. I’m actually feeling a lot better than I have been in a long time, and it’s all thanks to you.”

“I see. I’m glad to hear that. Where’s Lilian?”

“Getting something to eat. Lilian and I have been rotating on who watches over you.”

“Hm.”

Kevin relaxed into the bed. He wanted to ask more questions, but he was still tired. Still, he couldn’t really sleep right now, not when he felt Iris’s presence next to him. While he wasn’t looking at her, he knew that she was staring at him, her carmine eyes boring into his skull with laser beam precision.

This is getting awkward.

He didn’t know why, but even though he couldn’t see it, Iris’s stare made him feel embarrassed, like a child who, after staring at his crush, suddenly realized that she had noticed him. His self-conscious made him almost wish he had tsundere protocols to activate, because at least then he wouldn’t feel this way.

“Hey, Stud,” Iris said.

Kevin sighed, but realized that he couldn’t very well continue to not look at her. That would be rude.

He turned his head.

“Yes—hmph!!”

And found himself on the receiving end of Iris’s kiss.

Iris’s lips felt almost identical to Lilian’s, and yet, they also felt so extraordinarily different. He couldn’t really understand it, but if he had to put it into words, he would say that it lay in her technique.

Lilian’s kisses were always passionate but somewhat clumsy. She had improved with time, just as he had, but since they only ever kissed each other, it meant they had no one else to really practice on, nor did he have anything to compare it to. Kevin didn’t mind, and honestly, he loved Lilian’s kisses.

However, Iris was another beast entirely.

A loud groan escaped from Kevin’s throat without permission. Iris plunged her tongue into his mouth in what almost felt like reckless abandon. Yet even then, there was skill in her kiss, experience. What at first seemed like reckless passion was actually skillful guidance. Kevin didn’t really realize it until he discovered that he was kissing Iris back, without having ever realized that he’d been doing it in the first place.

He wanted to stop, but Kevin was also a male, and he was tired. His mind wasn’t working as it should have been, and Iris was pushing all the right buttons. At least, that was what he told himself as he kept kissing her.

While her tongue skillfully guided his along, playing with it in ways that sent shivers up and down his spin, a hand slipped into his shirt and mapped out the contours of his physique. Soft fingers roved over the dips of his six-pack, then five nails sank into his pectoral, not enough to draw blood, but hard enough to make him hiss in mixed pleasure and pain.

Kevin felt the need for oxygen become paramount, but Iris wasn’t about to let him go. Her tongue continued to plunder his mouth, unbridled and without reservation. Had Kevin not been so tired, perhaps he would’ve been able to resist her. But he was lost. Kevin was lost in Iris’s touch. He was lost in the feel of her tongue gliding through his mouth. He was lost in her moans, a symphony of orgasmic sounds that nearly tipped him over the edge.

And then she released her hold on his mouth, and Kevin gasped for breath. It took him nearly a full minute, but when he finally got his breathing and heart rate under control, he turned to Iris, red-faced and confused.

“What… what was…”

“That was a thank you for saving me,” Iris said, smiling at him in a way he’d only seen from her a few times before, “and, it was also a promise.”

He rapidly blinked several times and tried to grasp what she was telling him. “A… promise?”

“I promise you we’re going to do that again. Kissing, I mean.”

Kevin opened his mouth to say that, no, they were not going to kiss again, because he had a mate.

“Are we friends?”

Kevin paused, then thought about her question, and then realized that it was a stupid question.

“Of course we are,” he answered.

“Then how come you’re not accepting my friendship?”

Kevin wanted to say that he had accepted her friendship, but he paused again. There was something about the way she said that, about how she enunciated the word “friendship” that made him hesitate.

Iris sat there, eyes on him, a carmine gaze that waited patiently, expectantly.

“I have been trying to give you my friendship and affection for a long time now, ever since you and I went off to rescue Lilian from the Shénshèng Clan. Yet every time I offer it to you, you reject it.”

“That’s because of the kind of affection you’re trying to give me,” Kevin said. “I have a mate. I won’t betray her.”

“And what marks a betrayal? Kissing? Would you betray Lilian if you kissed me? Would you betray her if you had sex with me? What if she gave you her permission? Would that still make it a betrayal?”

Kevin closed his mouth again. Iris shook her head.

“You know, for someone who’s so smart, you can be awfully stupid.” Kevin wanted to dispute her, but the words had stunned him into silence. “Lilian has already said that she’s willing to let me join you two. I might never hold the place in your heart that she does, but Lilian has still given you permission. I know she’s talked to you, so I know you know that she’s okay with it.”

“T-that is true… but still… it feels wrong…”

“Gods be damned human mentality,” Iris swore under her breath. “That’s the first thing I’m gonna work on, getting rid of those human morals you have about relationships and sex. They’re stupid.”

Before Kevin could say anything, Iris stood up. At the same time, the door opened and Lilian walked in.

“Anyway, I’m gonna let you think about what I said.”

Kevin gawked as Iris turned around, pulled Lilian into a quick kiss, and then strode out of the room, her hips swinging from side to side.

The door closed behind her.

“So…” Lilian started as she sat down. “I’m glad to see you’re awake. You… you really had me worried, you know? When you stuck your hand into that beast, I thought I was going to die.”

“Sorry.”

“I should Gomu Gomu you for that.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Forget I said anything.”

Kevin decided to do just that. It had been a long day, and he was still tired. His left hand also felt numb.

He looked down at the hand, which was now just a hand. It no longer glowed, and that strange key symbol had disappeared as well. He wondered about it for a moment, but then decided that there were more important things to think about. He could figure out what that key was later.

“Anyway, Kevin, Beloved, I wanted to talk to you about our relationship.”

“Eh?” Kevin blinked as her words were processed by his mind at light speed. “Um, okay. What did you want to talk about?”

“I think we should take our relationship to the next level.”

“Um, what?”

“I’ve been thinking about it, and I’ve finally realized that the reason you’re so reticent about Iris is because you and I haven’t had sex yet.”

“Where the heck did you get that idea?! Those two things are completely unrelated!”

“Plus, we’ve been dating for almost a year now. I think it’s about time our relationship progressed to that final stage.”

Lilian slid over onto the bed and straddled his hips. Having already been subjected to Iris’s surprise kiss, Kevin was still pretty hard, and when her groin rubbed against his hardness, he squeaked like a little mouse trapped between the paws of a cat—or maybe calling himself a rabbit trapped by a fox would have been more accurate.

“W-wait! Lilian! Let’s not be hasty now!”

“I’m not being hasty. I’ve thought this through a lot.”

“But I haven’t!”

“I think we’ve gained enough experience about each other’s bodies that we can adequately please each other. It is time to explore the wonders of procreation!”

“D-dang it, Lilian! Would you listen to me!”

“Ufufufu, don’t be frightened, Beloved. I’ll be gentle.”

“That’s not my concern! Wait! Lilian, what are you doing? Don’t do that! Wait! No! Ahn! S-stop! Listen to me, dang it! I said stop!”

“Ufufufu, here I come!”

“No! W-wait! At least let me prepare myself emotionally first! Lilian! LILIAN!”

***

Standing outside the door, Kotohime and Kiara looked at each other.

“Lecture him another time?” Kiara offered.

“Another time,” Kotohime agreed.

Together, the two women turned and walked away from the door to Kevin’s hospital room.

They ignored the screams of “Wait! I’m not emotionally prepared yet!” as well as the moans and grunts of pleasure that came afterward.

Whether or not Kevin Swift lost his V-card that day was something that the world might never know.


AFTERWORD

Hello, everyone! Thank you for reading A Fox's Hostility. I hope you all enjoyed it. This volume has a lot of action and fan service it in. I mean, I think most of my volumes have a pretty good combination of action and fan service, but this arc is where the story starts to get serious.

However, I am not here to talk about serious, Sirius, or seriously serious this story arc is going to be. The world is basically at WWIII now. Humans vs. Yokai. You can't get much more serious than that. What I want to talk about instead is a review I got on my last book. It was a very glowing review, saying that my story was about as close to perfect as a story can get and that from now on, this reviewer was going to review my stories as though they were written by a professional...

I'm a little worried.

To be perfectly honest, I don't think I will ever consider myself a professional anything—unless professional idiot becomes a legitimate profession. I'm a hobbyist. I write because I simply love writing. It helps me deal with all those pesky issues I have like, you know, social anxiety, depression, ADHD, OCD, and slightly suicidal tendencies. It's basically my coping mechanism, a way to keep sane in an insane world... or is that a way to keep insane in a sane world? I could never figure it out. My point is that I'm not nor will I ever consider myself a professional author. Yes, I do this for a living. Yes, I make sure I do the best job I can to weave an entertaining tale about a harem protagonist and his group of super sexy furries battling against evil, but at the end of the day, I do this for fun.

Now that I got that out of my system, I do hope you all had fun reading this story. There's a lot going on now. Yokai have been outed to the world, Kevin and his group of foxy ladies have joined what is beginning to look like a resistance group, and the Sons and Daughters of Humanity have begun a war of extermination. Shit is hitting the fan in a big way in this volume.

I have a lot of stuff I'm planning to introduce during this upcoming arc, which I've currently titled the World War Arc—though I suppose I could also title it World War III, since that is basically what this is. I want to reveal a lot of new information in this upcoming arc. There's so much more to this world than what I've currently revealed, and I'm hoping this arc will shed some light on certain aspects about this world that I haven't shown you all yet.

Like, you know, why that kitchen sink constantly appears in this story and stuff.

Anywaaaaaay, that's really all I wanted to talk about. Before I leave you all, I just wanted to thank everyone who bought a copy of this book, be it digital or paperback. I know I say this every volume, but your support really does mean a lot to me. Like a lot a lot. I would not be where I am today without all of you supporting me.

I hope to see you all next volume. Signing off.

 

~Brandon Varnell
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