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  WORDS YOU SHOULD KNOW


  Otaku: (in Japan) A young person who is obsessed with computers or particular aspects of popular culture to the detriment of their social skills.


   


  Bishounen: a Japanese term literally meaning "beautiful youth (boy)" and describes an aesthetic that can be found in disparate areas in East Asia: a young man whose beauty (and sexual appeal) transcends the boundary of gender or sexual orientation.


   


  Boku no Pico: a Japanese series of shotacon anime OVAs produced by Natural High. The producer has described it as "the world's first Shotacon anime".


   


  Mulan: a character, inspired by an actual historic figure, who appears in Walt Disney Pictures' 36th animated feature film Mulan(1998), as well as its sequel Mulan II (2004).


   


  Koharu Hotta: A female baseball player from the sports anime Princess Nine.


   


  Hebi: The Japanese word for snake.


   


  Seiza: an upright kneeling position that is traditionally used in Japan in meditation and as part of the preparation in martial arts.


   


  Yama-uba: a yōkai found in Japanese folklore.


   


  Fudoshi: traditional Japanese undergarment for adult males, made from a length of cotton.


   


  Kawaii: Japanese word for cute.


   


  Jinn: (in Arabian and Muslim mythology) an intelligent spirit of lower rank than the angels, able to appear in human and animal forms and to possess humans.


   


  Hakama: loose trousers with many pleats in the front, forming part of Japanese formal dress.


   


  Haori: A haori is a lightweight coat worn over kimono.


   


  Shogunate: The title applied to the chief military commanders from about the 8th century a.d. to the end of the 12th century, then applied to the hereditary officials who governed Japan, with the emperor as nominal ruler, until 1868, when the shogunate was terminated and the ruling power was returned to the emperor.


   


  Heike Monogatari: The Tale of the Heike is an epic account compiled prior to 1330 of the struggle between the Taira and Minamoto clans for control of Japan at the end of the 12th century in the Genpei War (1180–1185). The Tale of Heike is often likened to a Japanese Iliad.


   


  Dan-no-ura: a major sea battle of the Genpei War, occurring at Dan-no-ura, in the Shimonoseki Strait off the southern tip of Honshū.


   


  Shibari: The ancient Japanese artistic form of rope bondage.


   


  Tsukkomi: Boke and tsukkomi are loosely equivalent to the roles of "funny man" or "comic" (boke) and "straight man" (tsukkomi) in the comedy duos of western culture.


   


  yamato nadeshiko: a Japanese term meaning the "personification of an idealized Japanese woman", or "the epitome of pure, feminine beauty".


   


  Hada: A ceremonial scarf used in Tibet and Mongolia.


   


  Torii: the gateway of a Shinto shrine, with two uprights and two crosspieces.


   


  Yuri: Explicit lesbian relationships in anime or manga.


   


  Borsalino: A man’s wide-brimmed felt hat.


   


  Raikage: The leader of a shinobi village from the anime Naruto.




  CHAPTER 1


  THE PROBLEM WITH VISITING RANDOM COUNTRIES


  Kotohime was a very traditional kitsune.


  Perhaps it was because of her upbringing in Japan, but the traditions instilled within her remained even to this day.


  Among those traditions was to never go against her lord, the one whom she was bound to serve. Loyalty to one’s lord was one of the most important facets of Japanese culture. Going against the person she had pledged allegiance to went against her nature.


  Yet here, now, that was exactly what she was doing.


  “I do not approve of this plan, Pnév̱ma-denka.”


  “So you have said several times already.”


  If Pnév̱ma-denka was bothered by her words, the woman did not show it. Sitting on a throne encrusted with gold, ornately crafted and beautiful, just like the woman who lounged on it, the nine-tailed kitsune, the greatest of the Ghost Kitsune, wore a smile that reeked of amusement.


  “And I will say it again several more times, as many times as I have to.” Kotohime knelt before the one she served, head bowed in deference, yet still defiant. “I should have gone with them.”


  “You are worried about them.” It was not a question.


  “I should be with them, protecting Kevin-sama and Iris-sama from danger and attempting to rescue the one whom you bade me to protect.”


  “Such loyalty is admirable.” Pnév̱ma-denka’s amused smile bothered Kotohime more than she cared to admit. “In most other circumstances, I would have no problem with you traveling with young Kevin and Iris. But circumstances dictate that you cannot go with them on this journey. Not only do you stand out like a sore thumb, but you are also well known among our kind. A human boy and a young two-tails can slip past the Shénshèng Clan’s spies without detection. The infamous mercenary and former princess of the Ślina Clan cannot.”


  It galled Kotohime to agree with her master but agree she did.


  “You should have a little more faith in your charge’s mate and sister. Young Kevin seems quite resourceful for a human, and Iris, despite her blasé demeanor and oftentimes rude attitude, is not lacking in intelligence.”


  Kotohime agreed with the Pnév̱ma matriarch’s assessment, especially about Kevin-sama. Having watched him since before he decided to become Lilian-sama’s mate, she had witnessed his remarkable growth. Kevin-sama now trained daily to grow stronger, worked hard to learn about yōkai and kitsune in particular, and, while he still refused to have sex, he had stepped out of his comfort zone to please Lilian-sama’s voracious sexual appetite.


  She knew that Kevin-sama was not a force to be underestimated, and she knew that, should the situation come down to it, he would not hesitate to kill to protect the people he loved.


  She also knew that killing was anathema to him. He hated killing, even when those he was forced to kill were enemies. She wanted to spare him from that pain, the pain that came from being forced to take a life.


  “I… understand, Pnév̱ma-denka.” The words from her mouth, smooth and lyrical and composed, stood in direct opposition to the way she really felt.


  Pnév̱ma-denka probably sensed this, but true to her disposition, she did not reveal that she knew of Kotohime’s true feelings. She sat upon her dais, body shifting until she was resting her left cheek against her left hand. Nine tails of the purest silver roved across her body like a second toga, shimmering with the light of a ghastly, otherworldly power.


  “Do you know the story of how Lilian met Kevin?”


  The question startled Kotohime, though that did not stop her from replying.


  “Of course. After Lilian-sama overheard Shinkuro-dono’s desire to set up mating arrangements between her and his son, she ran away. I believe her reason for running was because you said they would be a good match.”


  “Indeed, though looking back on that moment, I would have to reassess my words. Lilian and Jiāoào would have been a terrible match. Power wise, they are compatible. Any offspring they sired would have been quite strong, I imagine. However, their personalities are too dissimilar. Had they been paired, I imagine Lilian would have snapped and killed Jiāoào after he tried forcing himself on her.”


  Kotohime agreed but said nothing. It was not her place to speak about such things.


  “In either event, you know that Lilian ran out of the Pnév̱ma estate and into the forest that bordered Psyxḗ, yet she still remained within the boundaries of the barrier. So then—” Delphine’s eyes brimmed with a curious gleam “—how did a human boy, a child with no powers whatsoever, pass through my barrier and find her?”


  Kotohime furrowed her brow. She had never really thought about it before, but with the question now posed, she did have to wonder. How did Kevin-sama make it past the barrier, a barrier which should have kept all humans out? Even if Kevin-sama was not human, which he most assuredly was, it still would have kept him out since he did not have permission to enter—and his expulsion from the barrier would have been, should have been, most violent at that.


  “I… I do not know,” Kotohime confessed.


  “Neither do I,” Pnév̱ma-denka professed. As Kotohime gazed upon the woman she had pledged her loyalty to, the Ghost Kyūbi of the Pnév̱ma Clan gave her a bone-chilling smile befitting one titled The Silver Queen of the Netherworld. “However, since that time, I have become most curious about that young man. It is the reason that I had you all travel to the United States, and the reason that I presented Lilian with the opportunity to reach Arizona unmolested.”


  Kotohime carefully hid her frown. Was Pnév̱ma-denka telling her that Lilian-sama’s escape from the Pnév̱ma estate in Florida, along with her traversal across the United States, had all been premeditated in order to let Kevin-sama and Lilian-sama meet again?


  “How is that even possible?” she wanted to ask. She did not. Even if she wished to know, learning such knowledge was not her place, and some part of her was afraid of uncovering the truth.


  Certain things in this world a kitsune such as her was not meant to know about.


  “In either event,” Pnév̱ma-denka began again, “Kevin and Iris have already left and are on their way to China. While you could follow them, I would rather you not.”


  “If this is your will, then I shall, of course, abide by it,” Kotohime said, even though she wished to say otherwise.


  “That is good.” Pnév̱ma-denka nodded with the imperious grace of a queen. “And now that we have settled this matter, let us put it out of our minds. I have a task that I would like you to perform.” Her eyes glimmered with a devious cunning that Kotohime found hard not to shiver at. “One that I feel you will be most suited for.”


  ***


  With a startled jerk, Kevin was driven from his sleep and into the waking world. Screeching tires filled his ears, and the entire world rumbled around him, causing him to shake in his seat.


  It took him several seconds before he finally realized where he was. A glance out of a small, round window revealed planes, trees, and mountains flashing across his vision like streaks of blurred color, and he remembered that he was on a plane that was—had been—traveling to Turkey. From what he saw outside, it looked like they had arrived.


  Something soft resting against his side made him turn his head. The soft thing pressing against him was, of course, his companion. Iris Pnév̱ma, Lilian’s fraternal twin sister, lay sleeping against him. She had been attached to him from the very moment this flight had taken off.


  It turned out Iris enjoyed flying even less than most kitsune. She had screamed when the plane was taking off and grabbed onto him for dear life. Then she had spent the next thirty minutes fighting off a panic attack. Kevin had felt so bad for the girl that he couldn’t bring himself to shove her off him.


  She had only fallen asleep after exhaustion hit her, maybe an hour or so ago. She was also still recovering from falling into a coma, so she was weaker than normal. He’d fallen asleep not long after her, his own body giving into the lulling warmth that she emitted, even though he felt guilty for doing so.


  The speakers came on overhead, and a female voice, speaking in a language that he didn’t know, said something. Having never been to Turkey before, he wasn’t well-versed in the language. Though he could speak several others, at least enough to hold a basic conversation and not sound like a fool, he would be pretty useless speaking to the people in this country.


  Guess I’ll be relying on Iris, then.


  Kitsune had the ability to understand and be understood regardless of what language someone was speaking. Their patron god, Inari, had gifted them with this ability. Iris spoke Greek, but to him, whenever she or Lilian spoke, it always sounded like she was speaking in English. It was a mysterious power that he didn’t understand but didn’t question either.


  He shifted in his seat. The chillingly cold but perfectly smooth gem and the cord that it was attached to felt odd as it rested underneath his shirt. Delphine, Lilian and Iris’s grandmother, had given it to him. He wasn’t one for wearing jewelry. He did his best to ignore the necklace and, knowing they’d be disembarking shortly, prepared to wake up his companion—when he noticed something. His shirt, from the right shoulder down to the sleeve, was soaking wet.


  He looked at the beautiful girl again. Raven hair fell around her head, covering some of her porcelain face, but he could still see her mouth, which hung open like the gaping maw of a sarlacc pit.


  She was drooling. A lot.


  Resisting the urge to twitch, Kevin shook the girl awake.


  Like everything Iris did, the very act of waking up seemed more like an erotic dance than someone being woken from a deep slumber. Even the drool leaking down her mouth somehow appeared sexy on her. He didn’t understand it, so he tried not to think about it.


  “Mornin’, Stud.” Iris stretched her arms above her head. Kevin closed his eyes in order to keep from staring at the way her tight black shirt stretched against her bosom. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples poked through the fabric and hints of midriff revealed itself during her stretch.


  Complimenting her long locks of raven-colored hair, which shimmered as sunlight streamed in through the small viewport to their left, Iris’s eyes were a deep crimson. The seductive quality in that narrowed gaze would have put most men under her spell. In fact, several men at the airport in Greece had tripped over their own bags when they had stared at her as she walked by, and even more had suffered from spontaneous combustion of the nasal cavities. Along with her black shirt, the skirt that she wore was the same color and so short that her panties would show if she bent over.


  She was wearing a black thong.


  “It’s actually noon,” he corrected as he opened his eyes.


  “Whatever.” Iris dismissed his words with a wave of her hand. “If you’re waking me up, that must mean we’ve arrived.”


  “Yes.” Kevin nodded. “We have.”


  Iris glanced over his shoulder, looking out of the window. Their plane had finally stopped moving and now sat still on the runway.


  Van Ferit Melen Airport didn’t look like much, just a single building; long, rectangular in shape, and containing no more than two stories. A single control tower jutted from the top. Like an inverted pyramid, the tower became narrow as it moved into the building, while the top was shaped like a square, the walls made almost entirely of glass with an electric fence surrounding it like a crown.


  “Thank Inari’s sagging testicles for that.” Iris slumped in her seat, the relief she felt an almost physical thing. Kevin’s lips twitched.


  “Who knew there was something out there that you were more afraid of than dogs,” he teased.


  “Oh, shut up.” Iris crossed her arms under her chest, purposefully squishing her breasts together, allowing her nipples to become even more visible through the fabric. “We foxes were never meant to travel through the air. Leave the skies to the tengu.”


  “Violet said something similar to me once,” Kevin said idly.


  “Ah, so you’ve spoken with the prude,” Iris said. She had been in a coma until just yesterday, so she didn’t know what he’d been up to this past week.


  “Prude?”


  “Yeah, prude. Anyway, I don’t really like her, cold fish that she is, but she’s got the right idea about flying. Why you humans are so fascinated with it is something I’ll never understand.”


  Kevin responded to her words with an eloquent shrug. Flying was convenient. That was all there was to it.


  “By the way—” Iris looked at his shoulder “—why is your shirt all wet?”


  Kevin couldn’t keep from twitching this time.


  ***


  Unlike most airports in the United States, the one in Van had them disembarking via a set of stairs and not a docking station that extended from the building itself.


  After grabbing their luggage, a suitcase containing his guns and another bag containing several sets of clothes for them both, he and Iris exited with all of the other passengers.


  Warm, dry air hit his skin as he stepped onto the runway. Because he lived in a desert, Kevin was fairly used to this kind of weather. He actually found the heat to be milder than Arizona’s summer weather, and it was therefore easily bearable.


  Airport security directed their group into the airport building. It was smaller than any other airport he’d visited before. Unlike most airports where he had to walk through long hallways filled with stores and restaurants, this place had none of that. There weren’t that many people, either, which didn’t surprise him, considering the size of the airport.


  Because they didn’t have any luggage beyond what he was already carrying, Kevin and Iris didn’t require going to the small baggage claim station. He’d wanted to travel light. His companion had complained about not having enough stuff, but he had cajoled the devious vixen into submission with his logic.


  They headed for the exit, where airport security made them stop. Kevin stood back and let Iris take over.


  It was almost amusing listening to the conversation. He knew that Iris was actually speaking in Greek, but to him, it sounded exactly like English. The security guard would be hearing her words in Turkish.


  Iris stopped talking, turned to him, and smiled.


  “He says that he wants to see our passports and identification. You’ve got those on you, don’t you, Stud?”


  “Yeah.” Kevin reached into his pocket and pulled out two sets of passports and two IDs. “Here they are.”


  He handed the IDs and passports to Iris, who in turn gave them to the security guard. The man, an aging fellow with wrinkles lining his face like creases on old parchment, stared at the objects with an unblinking gaze. Dark eyes then looked up to stare at him and Iris. Kevin tried not to let how unnerved he felt be seen on his face. He was used to being stared at, but the intensity of this man’s gaze left him feeling vulnerable.


  Fortunately, the staring didn’t last long. The man handed their IDs and passports back, and Kevin pocketed them as the security guard waved them through.


  ***


  Despite not having a large airport, Van was a very populated area.


  After hiring a cab to take them into the city, he and Iris found themselves walking along a sidewalk. A number of people walked on either side, some going in their direction and others traveling the opposite way. Cars drove along the streets, their chassis cast in shadow from the numerous buildings that loomed over them. Signs hung on these buildings, written in a language that he couldn’t read. It was a bustling place, perhaps not as crowded as Los Angeles, New York, or even Phoenix, but there were still a lot of people.


  A lot of those people were staring.


  “You’re attracting attention,” he sighed.


  “I always attract attention.” Iris winked at him. “But you knew that, didn’t you, Stud?”


  He did know that. He just disliked it.


  “It’s going to be harder to go unnoticed if everyone’s staring at us, at you.”


  Iris shrugged at him, uncaring.


  “That’s not really my fault.”


  He knew that as well.


  Kevin did what he could to ignore the stares. They weren’t directed at him but at Iris. That didn’t really make it any better, but at least he knew the reason for it.


  Kitsune were avatars of beauty. He had yet to meet one that was ugly. Even Jasmine, who looked like a thirteen-year-old girl, was enchanting in her own way.


  As one of the most perfect examples of her species, Iris attracted more attention than most. It wasn’t just in her looks but also her mannerisms. The alluring sway to her hips was like a magnet. It brought all attention to her magnificent rear end, which shook and swayed as she sashayed her hips. Those in front were treated to a glorious view of her flat stomach, the flawless, milky skin visible because her black tank top only covered about a third of her stomach. And if that didn’t attract attention, then the alluring sway of her chest did. With such enchanting beauty in their presence, he supposed it was only natural that people would be drawn to her.


  Unfortunately, that same beauty often drew the wrong kind of attention.


  They had been sitting on a knee-high wall before getting up and walking over to them, stopping before the pair, impeding their progress. There were three of them, all boys of the teenage variety. He judged them to be just a little older than him, maybe seventeen or eighteen. Their leader, or at least the one he presumed was their leader, gazed at the vixen by his side with a look that he’d seen plenty of times before, on both men and women.


  The young man said something then. Kevin was surprised when he could understand him.


  “Hey there, baby,” the boy said, smoothing back his shoulder-length black hair in what Kevin guessed was supposed to be a smooth gesture. “You look new around here. How would you like to join my friends and me? We could give you a tour. Maybe you’d even like to take a tour of my bed.”


  The other two boys laughed like children who’d been told a fart joke.


  Anger coiled in his stomach like a viper spitting venom. The desire to lash out at these people was there, but he ignored it. They couldn’t afford to start a fight. He instead relied on Iris to deal with this. A simple enchantment should suffice in sending them off.


  “Sorry, boys.” Iris’s dark red eyes glowed with unnatural light. “But I’m not interested in your little friends. The only man who’ll be sticking his Excalibur into my Guinevere is the stud over here.” She winked at Kevin, who merely rolled his eyes, and then looked back at the boys. “So do me, and yourselves, a favor: Get out of our way. Now.”


  Kevin expected them to leave. That was what most people did when Iris enchanted them. Few could withstand her enchantments.


  That was not what happened this time.


  He felt mildly alarmed when the trio of teens refused to leave. Their leader placed a hand on Iris’s shoulder, his lips curling into a gruesome grin filled with malicious intent. Kevin could practically feel the boy’s desire for Iris permeating from him like a physical thing.


  “Sorry, baby, but I’m not the type who takes no for an answer. Don’t worry, though. I guarantee that you’ll be begging for the D after I’m finished with you.”


  The other boys began crowding around Iris. Through the gap between their bodies, he could see her eyes widening in alarm.


  In most other instances, Iris could have taken care of herself. While not much of a fighter, she knew a little combat just like her sister. Illusions were out of her reach without her tails out, but reinforcement was still possible.


  However, Iris was still suffering from when she’d been in a coma. The celestial youki, so anathema to a kitsune with an affinity for the Void, may have left her system, but it had done its damage. She would recover in time, but she would be weak for a little while.


  Which meant getting these boys to leave would be up to him.


  How troublesome.


  “Excuse me.” Kevin placed a hand on the shoulder of the boy nearest to him. The teenager’s shaggy brown hair bobbed when his head turned. “But get your hands off my friend.”


  The boy sneered at him. Dark gray eyes narrowed in a fierce expression as lips peeled back to reveal sharper than normal teeth.


  “Get lost, punk! This chick is ours now. If you think we’re going to let a weakling like you step onto our turf, then you’ve gotta another thing—”


  Kevin didn’t allow the idiotic teen to say anything else. Loud crunching echoed around them as his fist met the boy’s face. He didn’t consider himself a violent person, but he couldn’t deny that there was something cathartic in feeling some pretentious fool’s nose breaking under his fist.


  The boy stumbled back, a hand held up to his nose. Blood leaked from between his fingers, dripping down his face. Wide eyes stared at him in shock. Kevin didn’t know why. With the way he and his friends were acting, he should have expected this outcome.


  Because he didn’t want to give them any time to react, Kevin launched himself forward. The boy barely had time to take a single step back before the hard, metallic case in Kevin’s hand slammed into his temple. He crumpled to the ground in a heap, senseless, glazed-over eyes staring listlessly at the sky.


  More shouting was heard. The other two boys surged forward. Kevin met their charge head on, falling back into the stance that he’d adopted for dealing with yōkai.


  The first one, the leader, attacked in a straightforward manner. His left fist lashed out, aimed at Kevin’s face. It was dodged.


  As he stepped to the left, Kevin used his right hand to push the boy’s left hand away from him, then took a single step forward, bringing himself into the taller boy’s guard. He slammed his open palm into the boy’s jaw. Teeth clacked shut with painful reverberations. The boy’s head snapped back like he’d been smacked with a steel bat. He then doubled over when Kevin slammed the metal case into his stomach, which was followed through by that same case slamming into the underside of his chin. The boy dropped like a sack of bricks, his body crumpling in a broken heap upon the ground.


  The last of the group hesitated when his eyes landed on Kevin. The boy stopped in his tracks, body frozen as though he’d been hit with a yuki-onna’s powers.


  “Take your friends and leave,” Kevin told him, his voice holding an authoritative tone that he never really used. It wasn’t in his nature to display authority of any kind. He often left the task of ordering others around to the adults.


  The boy looked from Kevin to his insensate friends. The other two boys, the ones with shaggy brown hair and shoulder-length black hair, lay on the ground like broken dolls. He then looked at Kevin again. Seeing the hesitance still there, Kevin took a single step forward, which seemed to freak the other boy out and caused him to grab his friends by the scruff of their shirts and drag them away. Moving as fast as his legs could carry him, the boy disappeared down a side street.


  Kevin turned his attention to Iris.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Of course.” Iris tried to smirk, but he could see how her body shook. Her legs were trembling. “You don’t think a little something like some foolish boys trying to come onto me is enough to shake me up, do you?”


  Kevin shook his head.


  “No, but a trio of yōkai who are immune to minor enchantments might.”


  Kevin could see how his words bothered Iris. He took her hand and began walking again. Iris allowed him to take her away from the sight of the short skirmish.


  “Thank you for that.” He glanced over to see the normally confident kitsune biting her lip. “I’m still not feeling much better yet, and without my tails, all of the enchantments I can cast are subpar and won’t work on yōkai.”


  Kevin nodded. He knew about kitsune powers and how it all came from their tails. They could still cast enchantments without bringing their tails out, but their powers were greatly weakened when they were in a completely human form.


  “Could you tell what kind of yōkai they were?” He wove past several people, keeping a tight grip on Iris’s hand so they wouldn’t get separated.


  Iris shook her head, clearly aggrieved about her inability to determine their species. Then again, there were more types of yōkai than there were types of food.


  “Unfortunately not. While my powers are excellent at sensing life, it is nearly impossible for me to distinguish one type of lifeform from another.”


  Kevin nodded noncommittally. He still didn’t know much about the Void, the sentient hunger that afflicted Iris and other Void Kitsune, but he knew that its only desire was to consume all life. It didn’t differentiate between lifeforms because it didn’t care. Everything would eventually be consumed.


  “By the way…” Iris continued, making him look at her again. The smirk on her lips, one that reeked of amusement, made him almost stumble. “I’m not the one people are staring at now.”


  He needed a moment to comprehend her words. Only after he understood what she’d said and its meaning, did he notice that everyone around them was now staring. Not at Iris, but at him. They gawked and pointed and whispered in each other’s ears. He couldn’t understand a word of what was being said, and it wouldn’t have mattered if he could because most were too far away for him to hear, but he didn’t really need to understand what they were saying to know they were talking about his short fight with those disguised yōkai.


  He looked back at Iris, at the sensual smirk adorning her face, which seemed to be accusing him of calling the kettle black. He turned his head away, his cheeks heating up and embarrassment coloring his voice.


  “… Shut up.”


  This was yet one more thing that he would never live down.


  ***


  Lilian awoke to a dull ache in the back of her neck. The pain was akin to background noise, a sort of static aftershock that remained after receiving an injury.


  As she opened her eyes, she had to blink several times to clear spots from her vision. Her eyelids felt heavy and the desire for more sleep was hard to ignore but ignore it she did. Her vision was muddled, distorted, like she was looking through a tainted window that had been partially melted. She needed to shake her head several times before her eyesight sharpened and remained clear.


  The large red canopy that hung over her head was unfamiliar to her. A glance to her left revealed walls decorated in red and lined with gold. Large posts stood in intervals, and between each post sat a window that revealed a blue sky. Sparse decorations of furniture in rich dark woods and the nightstand and dresser led her to guess that she was in a bedroom.


  How did I get here? And just where is here?


  In an effort to find out more, Lilian turned her head… and shrieked in surprise when she found a face inches from her own. She jerked her body back in shock and tumbled over the side of the bed. In an effort to keep herself from falling, she grabbed handfuls of the thick red quilt, but all that did was cause the bedspread to go with her.


  Her head cracked against the carpeted floor. She became a tangled mess of limbs and sheets as the blanket wrapped around her while she squirmed and struggled. The struggling just caused the sheets to entangle her even more. It took nearly two whole minutes of laboring under thick, heavy sheets before she finally managed to get herself untangled.


  She stood up and glanced down at the figure lying on the bed, a boy who was clearly not her mate. Long blond hair shimmered like silk against red sheets of satin. Resplendent robes that looked awfully uncomfortable to sleep in adorned a thin frame. The fox ears and two tails, golden in color and tipped with white fur, denoted this boy’s origins. He looked familiar, though it took her a while to put a name to his face.


  “This boy… Jiāoào?”


  “Indeed, it is,” a calm voice spoke up.


  “Gya!”


  Lilian nearly tripped over the blanket as she spun around to face the person who spoke. He looked a lot like Jiāoào, an older, more mature, nine-tailed version of Jiāoào. His long blond hair fell down his head like a waterfall of silk. Stately purple robes, ornately decorated with swirling designs and gold piping along the hem, covered his effeminate frame. He was handsome, to be sure, but it was the bishounen kind of handsome, where he could easily pass for a girl at first glance. Nine tails swayed behind him, popping out of his clothes, their motions beautiful and elegant in ways she could scarcely imagine.


  “Lilian Pnév̱ma, the young kitsune who spurned my son’s desire to mate with her,” he said. Lilian tried to mask her fear, but she could not quite contain the shudder that ran down her spine. “It has been many years since we last met. I see that time has treated you well, unlike my son.”


  Perhaps it was the utterly calm expression on his face or maybe it was that unfathomable gaze, those blue eyes that seemed bottomless and vast, but Lilian felt fear trickle into her gut.


  “Have you nothing to say to me, the father of the son whom you ruined?” he asked.


  “W-why am I here?” she croaked.


  “Ah, a question.” The Bodhisattva nodded his head, sitting calmly on a chair made of crystal several meters from the bed. “I should have expected questions like this from one such as you.” He spread his arms in an all-encompassing gesture. “In case you have not figured it out yet, you are currently within my home. I had you brought here for the purpose of curing my son.”


  Lilian’s mind had trouble comprehending his words, or maybe she just didn’t want to comprehend them.


  “What?”


  “Confused? My words were very straightforward, I believe. You are going to cure my son of his vegetative state. I have heard from several sources that people whose minds have shattered can be brought back by being in the presence of people who mean a lot to them.” He paused as though to give her time to absorb this knowledge. “You have always been on the forefront of my son’s mind, despite my disapproval once it became clear that you were an uncouth individual unworthy of my son’s attention. Because of this, I have come to believe that if you are constantly in my son’s presence, he will eventually get better, which is why you shall be remaining here for the foreseeable future.”


  Lilian had a few choice words to say about that, “hell no” being at the forefront of her mind. She didn’t say that, however, partly because she knew that speaking out of turn in front of this man could get her killed, but also because of the pressure his presence exerted over her. Even though he was just sitting there, the urge to kneel before him, to submit herself to his majestic presence, the presence of a king, was nearly overpowering.


  “So… I’m just… going to stay here?” she asked, struggling to form the words. Her tongue felt thick, heavy, swollen like a sponge.


  The Bodhisattva shook his head.


  “You will not just be staying here. You will be looking after my son. As you are the one who put Jiāoào into this pitiful state, you and that human mate of yours, it is only right that you care for him as he recovers.”


  Lilian didn’t understand. She tried to say as much, but her voice had stopped working as the pressure he exuded finally became too much. It pushed down on her, preventing her from speaking.


  “You are confused.” It was not a question. “Allow me to explain. My son can do nothing on his own. He cannot eat; he cannot move; he cannot even go to the restroom without aid. You are going to be the one who aids him.”


  “No.” The word left her lips even before she realized what she was saying.


  “No?” The Bodhisattva raised an eyebrow at her defiance. “No,” he repeated. Not a question. The look he gave her, so calm, so placid, sent chills down her spine. “You would defy me?”


  Lilian tried to speak, but the pressure that had been building since the nine-tailed kitsune announced his presence suddenly became unbearable. Her legs didn’t buckle. She simply fell flat on her face. Like Earth’s gravity had suddenly undergone a two-thousand-fold increase, the Bodhisattva’s presence bore down on her in such a way that she was forced to the floor.


  “Seeing how you are the progeny of a traitor, I am unsurprised by your audacity.” The Bodhisattva’s voice remained calm, even as the weight of his presence threatened to crush her. “However, I had been hoping that you would have become a more reasonable person with time. It seems such is not the case.”


  Lilian’s mouth opened to say something, but all that came out was a raspy, gurgling sound. Breathing started to become difficult. Her lungs tried to inhale, but oxygen refused to come. It felt like she was underwater without scuba gear, and with the weight that threatened to crush her into a fine paste, she might as well have been stuck at the bottom of the Mariana Trench.


  “Let me tell you something right now, Lilian Pnév̱ma.” The voice came from above. She tried to raise her head, but the presence, the weight, the indescribable feeling that pressed down on her and proclaimed her worthless, prevented that from happening. “The only reason you are alive right now is because I need you. If you refuse to help me, if you do not cure my son, then you are of no use to me, and will be disposed of accordingly.”


  





  
  




  


  Lilian gritted her teeth as she struggled to retain a grip on her sanity. Blackness crept at the edge of her vision. The lack of oxygen to her brain made her head fuzzy. The only reason her mind hadn’t snapped yet was because of the anchor she used to keep herself from breaking; it was the image of a young man with blond hair and blue eyes smiling at her. It kept her from going over the brink, though it did little to keep her from feeling like her body was being turned into a bloody smear on the floor.


  Such was the power of the being before her. Those granted the ninth tail are akin to gods walking the earth, kitsune whose powers have transcended the boundaries that constrain their race, granting them a near limitless power. And Shinkuro Shénshèng, the Bodhisattva, the nine-tailed Celestial Kitsune of a legendary and ancient clan, was considered to be the greatest Celestial Kyūbi in all of history.


  “This is not a request,” the Bodhisattva continued. Lilian made a sound like a vacuum sucking in nothing as the weight of his presence increased. “This is an order. You will do this for me, or you will die.”


  “I…”


  Lilian gritted her teeth as she struggled to get up.


  “I…”


  Her legs and arms shook like the limbs of trees caught in a violent hurricane.


  “I…”


  Finally, she managed to raise her head, and she looked up into the blue eyes of the Celestial Kyūbi, whose presence continued pushing her to the floor.


  “I… w-w-w…”


  She managed to keep her head raised for exactly two seconds. Then her head fell back down, smacking against the carpet, and darkness engulfed her vision.


  ***


  They needed to find a place to stay for the night.


  Kevin looked up at the sky. Night had yet to fall, but the sun was going down. A combination of red, yellow, and orange swirled across the sky, setting buildings ablaze, making the atmosphere appear as though it was on fire. He looked at the buildings, trying to figure out which one was a hotel, but he really couldn’t tell the difference between any of these buildings.


  “I wish I could read these signs,” he said with a sigh.


  “You mean you can’t?” Iris gazed at him with a bemused expression. “Haven’t you been all over the world? I thought someone as well traveled as you would know how to read and speak other languages.”


  Kevin’s messy blond hair swayed as he shook his head negatively. He absentmindedly noticed how empty the street they turned down was. He couldn’t see a single soul. How odd. It had been busy everywhere else, even at this time of day.


  “While I’ve traveled to a lot of countries, I can only speak and read the languages of countries I’ve been to a lot of times. I know French because Mom spends most of her time in France. I know Spanish because we often traveled to Spain whenever she took me with her. I know Japanese because—”


  “Because you’re an otaku.”


  Kevin’s right eye twitched as he glared at her.


  “I am not an otaku!”


  “Oh? So you’re a weeaboo, then?”


  “I’m not that either!”


  “You so are,” Iris teased. “You have all the makings of a weeaboo.” She began ticking reasons off on her fingers. “You watch anime all the time. You’re obsessed with reading manga. You care more about Japanese culture than your own. You cosplay.” She gave him an amused smirk. “Need I go on?”


  Kevin’s eyes narrowed.


  “Okay, one: I don’t watch just anime. It just so happens that anime is my favorite form of televised entertainment. Two: I read manga because I like the artwork more than American comics. Three: I do not care more about Japanese culture than my own. I rather like being an American, thank you very much. Four: I cosplay, but so do a lot of other people. There’s nothing wrong with dressing up in a costume and having fun.”


  “Whatever you say, Stud.”


  “Tch!”


  Kevin was about to say something sarcastic, but he never got the chance because two people, familiar faces that he remembered seeing about half an hour ago, emerged from behind a door to their left.


  “Look at you two, having a little lover’s quarrel.” The man with slick-backed black hair grinned at them. Kevin noticed that the bruise he’d given the other man was gone. Of course, the man’s attention was not on him but on Iris. “You see, this is why you should have come with us. Unlike this kid, we could have actually shown you a good time.”


  “Oh, I highly doubt that.” Iris’s smirk was deadly seductive as she draped herself over Kevin, who did his best to ignore the pair of pneumatic knockers pressing into his side. He actually thought Iris might be a bit bigger than Lilian. “You see, the stud here may be an anime-obsessed nerd—”


  “Hey!”


  “—but he’s also strong, kind, and knows how to play my games. He entertains me in ways you boys will never be able to. He’s also got a really big dick.”


  “Would you not mention my dick?!” Kevin shouted.


  “Why? You should be proud of your Excalibur. Sure, it might not be a one-eyed monster, but it’s still a good size for someone your age, and you’re still growing.”


  “How would you even know something that like?”


  “You underestimate my abilities of observation,” Iris declared, her snuggle pups jiggling as she puffed out her chest. Kevin almost facepalmed when the three disguised yōkai started nose-bleeding. “I can tell the size of a male’s manmeat just by looking at them. For example—” she pointed at the guy with slicked-back hair “—he’s got an inch worm for a phallus.”


  The man squeaked, an embarrassed flush crossing his face as he covered his crotch with his hands. Sweat ran down the left side of Kevin’s face. It looked like Iris had been right on the money.


  “And that one next to him has an average-sized needle dick.”


  The man she pointed at, a young man with a brown head of hair and gray eyes that sat upon a square-jawed face, followed his friend’s example and covered himself.


  “And that other guy they were with has a chode.”


  “Girly, you are so dead,” a voice said behind them. He and Iris turned to see the last member of the trio, a lanky teen a head taller than Kevin, glaring down at them with a red face. “I don’t care how hot you are. No one insults members of The Cat’s Nya and gets away with it.”


  “The Cat’s Nya?” Kevin made a face at the name.


  A grin made its way onto Iris’s face. “Is that some kind of yaoi fanclub?”


  The man with slick-backed hair snarled. “That does it! You two are so dead!”


  The three beings surrounding them began to change. Their bodies shifted and morphed, squashing and growing compact, becoming no larger than a child or a really small adult. Their skin changed color, and in the sparse amounts of light remaining, their skin shone with a thick layer of grease that covered their bodies like unwashed filth. The skin of the one with slick-backed hair became a deep red like blood, while the other two turned a mottled green reminiscent of mold. Legs became long and gangly, double-jointed appendages that moved in ways human limbs weren’t supposed to move. Long, disgusting tongues stuck out of their no longer human faces.


  “Iris?” Kevin leaned over to the vixen. “Do you know what these things are?”


  “Don’t look at me. You’re the otaku. Shouldn’t you know what they are?”


  “I’m not an otaku.” Kevin glared at her. “I can function perfectly normal in regular society… and I only know the major yōkai that often appear in anime, not the ones you rarely ever see.”


  The grin Iris gave him revealed her sharp canines as they glinted in the remaining speckles of light. “And you just proved my point.”


  “Enough of your blathering.” The one with slicked-back hair looked ready to start spitting acid. “You two are dead; prepare to meet your maker!”


  Kevin and Iris looked at each other, then glanced at the creatures that leapt at them. All three yōkai had launched themselves into the air like predators pouncing on their prey.


  “Yeah, we’d rather not,” Kevin said.


  Just as all three were about to pounce on the pair, Kevin and Iris disappeared, or rather, the minor illusion that Iris had cast to make it look like they’d been standing there disappeared.


  “What the hell?!”


  “Where’d they go?!”


  Kevin rushed out from behind a dumpster as their squawks of shock resonated across the street, his silver and black handguns already in his hands, firing off several rounds. The creatures squawked in shock and scampered away from the bolts of bright red energy that lanced out of his guns with the thunderous roar of cannon fire. The energy bolts struck the ground, blowing large chunks out of the cement.


  “Extension.”


  Appearing several feet to Kevin’s left, one of Iris’s tails shot out from behind her, lengthening to an incredible size and smacking the red-skinned leader in the face. The yōkai’s head snapped back as he was launched off his feet, hitting the ground like limp ramen noodles. His two companions stared at their boss’s flaccid body in wide-eyed horror.


  “Bro!”


  “Don’t take your eyes off your opponent!” Kevin shouted as he rushed at the two other yōkai. The first one became the victim of a pistol whipping. Kevin slammed his gun against the back of the creature’s head and sent it face-first to the ground.


  The second one tried launching its tongue at him, but it soon found a tail wrapping around it and constricting it like a vice. Gurgling emitted from its mouth, which opened wide like a gaping maw. Its long tongue squirmed and wriggled like a worm being poked with a hot needle. Gruesome saliva the color of bile dripped from its mouth and hissed angrily as it burned the ground like acid.


  “Extension.”


  The tail elongated more. It whipped around and slammed the yōkai into the brick wall of the nearest building. Then the tail retracted, but the strange supernatural creature hung there, embedded into the wall. The yōkai’s asphyxiated gasp of pain soon turned into a squeal of horror when several red bolts of energy exploded off the wall all around him, showering him with shards of brick.


  Kevin glared at the creature as he walked up and stuck the silver gun into the yōkai’s face. The frightened squeak it let out was like the kind a mouse made when caught within the paws of a cat.


  “I do not know what you are, who you are, or what your reasons for transforming in front of a human are, and quite frankly, I don’t really care. Instead, I am going to give you this one chance to leave. Run away with your tail tucked between your legs and never bother me or my friend again. If I ever see you again, I won’t be this nice.”


  With the barrel of a gun being practically shoved into his mouth, with Kevin giving him a glare filled with his annoyance, the yōkai could do nothing but nod.


  “Good. Now get out of here.”


  Kevin retracted his gun and watched as the yōkai grabbed his friends and scampered off. That fight had been easier than he had expected. He was actually kind of disappointed.


  “Those are minor yōkai.” Kevin looked at Iris, who smirked as though seeing right through him. “That’s why it was so easy to fight them. Minor yōkai like that aren’t much more powerful than a human. They just look different and have some minor supernatural abilities, but even then, most of their powers are pretty weak.”


  “Is reading minds a void ability now?”


  “Course not.” Iris chuckled as she leaned into Kevin, making sure to press her breasts against his arm. “I just know you so well that I can tell what you’re thinking.”


  “Whatever.” Kevin shook himself out of her grip and walked off. “Come on. We still need to find a place to stay for the night.”


  “Whatever you say, Stud,” Iris mumbled as she ran to catch up with him.


  ***


  The hotel room they had rented out for the night was sparse. Lacking in any real decorate, it only had enough furniture to be vaguely considered a hotel room. There was a single bed, two nightstands, a dresser, and a small table. Nothing else.


  Iris sat on the bed, laying on her stomach, feet kicking in the air like something a child might do when they were bored. She wore nothing but a semi-translucent nightie, which fit her frame perfectly and tantalized him with hints of her cleavage. He could also see her nipples poking through the fabric.


  She glanced over at him, her chin resting on her hands, the look she presented inquisitive.


  “What are you doing?”


  He looked up from the map that he’d been pouring over to glance at her for a second. He then looked back down at the map. It was spread across the table.


  “I’m trying to determine what route we should take to sneak into China,” he answered. “The matriarch told me that the entirety of China is under the control of the Bodhisattva, both the humans and the yōkai. That means sneaking in via airplane, which had been my original intent, won’t work.”


  “Is that why we traveled to Turkey and not China?” Iris sat up. Kevin’s right eye twitched when her twins bounced once, jiggled, and then swayed as she moved.


  She’s doing that on purpose…


  Kevin nodded as he looked over the map, ignoring the creases from where it had been folded and letting his finger traverse the mostly smooth paper. He did his best to ignore Iris.


  “That’s right. We can’t just go in half-cocked and expect things to work out. We need a plan.” He paused, frowning as his finger grazed against Azerbaijan. “The problem is that I am unsure of which route to take. From what I can see, there are three routes we can take to get to China. One is to head south after reaching Azerbaijan and travel through Iran along the Caspian Sea, then make our way through Afghanistan and Pakistan. Another is to head north and travel through Kazakhstan. The last option is to travel straight through the Caspian Sea and then traverse across Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgzstan.”


  “The people in that area sure love their stans, don’t they?” was the idle comment from Iris.


  Kevin rolled his eyes, showing just what he thought of her childish words.


  “Be serious here, Iris. Lilian has been kidnapped and we have to rescue her. We can’t afford to let ourselves be whimsical.”


  “I rather like being whimsical.” Kevin didn’t look up, but he didn’t need to. He could practically hear the grin in her voice. “It rolls off the tongue so well.”


  “I really wish you would be serious. Don’t you care at all that Lilian’s been kidnapped?”


  “Of course I do.” Iris’s huff was followed by the rustling of fabric and the bouncing of springs. Kevin ignored it and continued focusing on the map. “You know that Lilian is the love of my life. Every moment that she and I are apart tears me up inside. However, I also know that allowing myself to get stressed out and constantly worry isn’t going to help her.” Kevin frowned. Why did her voice sound closer than before?


  He found out the reason for that a moment later when a pair of slender arms wrapped around him and two perfectly rounded breasts pushed against his back.


  He stiffened. In more ways than one.


  “You know what I think you need?” Hot breath washed over his left ear. He told himself that the shudder that coursed down his spine was due to fear and not arousal. “I think you need to relax, take a load off. I can help with that. All you have to do is ask.”


  Kevin took several deep breaths to center himself. When that didn’t work, he pinched his thigh hard enough to cause a sharp jolt of pain to travel straight to his brain. The pain brought clarity. It brought focus.


  “I thought you loved Lilian,” he said.


  “I do.”


  “Then why are you always doing this to me?”


  She smiled. Kevin knew she’d smiled, even though he couldn’t see her. He could feel her smiling at the back of his head like an itch that he couldn’t scratch.


  “Perhaps it’s because you intrigue me…”


  A chin came to rest on his shoulder.


  “Or maybe it’s because you’re the only human who’s ever resisted my enchantment…”


  A nose nuzzled into his neck.


  “Or it could just be that I think you’re my path to claiming Lilian for myself…”


  Two soft tails the color of midnight snaked around his waist, their tips traveling underneath his shirt to feel the hard muscles of his stomach and chest.


  “Iris,” Kevin said with deadly calm, “I would suggest you stop this right now.”


  Iris’s grinning face came into the view of his left peripheral.


  “What will you do if I decide not to stop?”


  “This.”


  “Iyah!” Iris’s voice was a mixture of pleasure-filled moan and pained gasp. “M-my tail… let go… of my tail…”


  “Ha! I don’t think so.” Kevin grinned as he squeezed her tail, not hard enough to cause true pain, but definitely hard enough to give Iris some mild discomfort. “Do you really think I’m going to just let you walk all over me? That I’m going to allow you to tease me like that and not suffer any repercussions?”


  “Y-yes!” Iris gasped as his thumb brushed against a spot underneath her tail that was slightly bumpier than the rest.


  “Then you clearly don’t know me very well.”


  “Da-damn human.” Iris’s legs quivered before she fell onto her knees, her chest swaying as she heaved in deep lungfuls of air. Her ass shook and small, glistening droplets of sweat trailed down her milky thighs. “You’re sneakier than I… than I thought.”


  “I’ve been living with you kitsune for ten months now,” Kevin replied as he continued his ministrations on her tail. Iris buried her face into the ground as a loud moan escaped her. “I’ve learned a thing or two, like how the tails are an erogenous zone for your kind. Now give up. There’s no way you can beat me.”


  Iris looked up at him, her carmine orbs hooded with the sensual desires of a predator.


  “I’ll never give up!”


  “Then I’ll just keep doing this until you lay defeated at my feet.”


  Perhaps it was his words—in fact, later that night, Kevin would come to believe it was his words and lament ever opening his trap—but Iris’s determination seemed to harden. She surged to her feet with a strength that she shouldn’t have possessed and body tackled him to the floor.


  They both went down in a tangle of fur and limbs, and then began rolling around the carpet as they struggled to overpower one another.


  “Ha! Take that, puny human!”


  “Puny?! Which one of us has already defeated numerous yōkai and which one was stuck in a coma for the past week?”


  “Ouch. That was a low blow. Just for that, I’m going to return the gesture in kind!”


  “Return the—get your tail out of my pants!”


  “No, if you want it out, then you’re going to have to—i-iyhan!”


  They continued struggling and rolling and causing a ruckus. Their wrestling eventually came to an end when Iris used reinforcement to strengthen her limbs and pin him to the ground.


  He lay on his back, panting, his face flushed red from exertion. Despite losing, his lips had stretched into a wide smile. That smile was reflected back at him by Iris, who lay on top of him, her own chest swaying enticingly as she took in deep gulps of air through her slightly parted lips. She straddled his leg. Her crotch rubbed against his thigh, leaving a wet trail. He frowned. Why did that feel so weird?


  “Looks like I win,” she said, her hair falling to one side, creating a curtain that tickled his cheek.


  “You cheated,” he accused.


  The seductive smirk on Iris’s face already told him what she would say before she said it.


  “My dear Kevin, don’t you know that all is fair in love and war?”


  “Whatever,” he muttered. “I still say you cheated.”


  “And I say you’re a sore loser.”


  Almost against his will, Kevin glanced up at her. The nightie that she had donned fit loosely on her frame, though he supposed that was how it should fit, and one of the thin strings holding it up slid off her shoulder. He could see the pearlescent skin of her calves, covered lightly in sweat, and the way her breasts heaved alluringly every time she breathed through gentle, upturned lips that were curled into a genuine smile made him wish he could turn away. It was in that moment, as he stared at a girl whose beauty transcended humanity, that he noticed something he should have realized but somehow still took him by surprise.


  Iris wasn’t wearing any panties.


  Carmine orbs gleamed victoriously as his body responded like any other teenage boy’s would in this situation.


  “Is that Excalibur in your pants or—”


  “Don’t finish that sentence,” Kevin muttered embarrassingly as he finally turned his head.


  





  
  




  


  ***


  As the ruler of Van, Kağan was the cat’s meow.


  He controlled everything within the city, working from the shadows and concealing his presence from the humans.


  As the most powerful yōkai in Van, Kağan expected all those underneath him to obey his commands.


  He took great pride in his strength and ability to inspire others. Those who did not follow him, for whatever reason, were either re-educated or executed, for he had no room in his group for weak yōkai or those who disobeyed orders. Disloyalty was always met with death.


  Meow.


  As someone who led others by example, Kağan was a harsh taskmaster, but he rewarded those who served him well.


  He wasn’t like other yōkai, who ruled through fear alone. Respect was something to be earned, not given, and he had earned that respect by being both compassionate and ruthless. It was how he had earned his nickname.


  So when three of his boys came in looking beaten and battered and weaving tales about a human who kicked the crap out of them, he decided to do something about it.


  “So, let me see if I got this right, meow.” Kağan scratched his cheek with a long, clawed finger. “Some human boy with blond hair and blue eyes and a kitsune with black hair and red eyes beat the utterly living crap out of you three like it was nothing? Did I get this right, meow?”


  “It pains me to say it, but that’s about the gist of it, Boss.” The one with slicked-back hair, Boran, spoke with an emphatic nod.


  “You wouldn’t believe how strong these two were,” the one with brown hair, Adem, said. “That human had these strange guns that shot this weird energy from them and his punches really hurt. I didn’t know humans could get that strong!”


  “That fox also knew how to use her tails,” Nur, the last of the trio, added. “She lifted me up with them and slammed me right into a wall, she did.”


  “So I see, meow.”


  Kağan deliberated. He didn’t do so for very long, as thinking wasn’t really his style. He preferred making on-the-fly decisions. They’d served him well enough so far, and he saw no reason to change that.


  “Dіlara,” he called out.


  A woman stepped out of the shadows and bowed before him. The three thugs on the ground quivered at the sight of her, which caused him to smile. Dіlara was his most powerful and dangerous servant, and she inspired almost as much fear among his underlings as he did. Unlike him, however, she inspired none of the loyalty. She simply didn’t have the charisma for that.


  “You called, Rabbim?”


  “I did. There are some people in this city who have wronged my underlings, meow, a human and a kitsune with two tails, meow. I want you to go out and find them. You may do what you wish with the boy, but bring the girl to me, meow.”


  “Of course, Rabbim.” The woman’s wrinkly lips peeled back into a smile that showed rotting yellow teeth. “Your wish is my command.”


  ***


  Sleep did not come easily for Kevin Swift.


  He would have liked to say the reason for that was because he was simply too wired, but that would have been a lie, or at least only partially incorrect. While he was indeed too wound up to sleep, the reason was because of his companion. He felt like he could have slept easily if not for her.


  The hotel that he and Iris had rented out only had one bed. While Kevin’s original intention had been to sleep on the floor, Iris had shot that notion down with the disdain Van Helsing had when slaying demons. In her mind, sleeping on the floor was dumb when they had a perfectly good bed that was large enough for two.


  He reluctantly agreed with her.


  “We’ve already slept together plenty of times. Why stop now?” had been her words.


  It was true that he and Iris had slept together many times in the past eight months. While he hadn’t bothered counting, he believed that she and he had shared a bed at least seventy-five percent of the time they’d known each other.


  That wasn’t the problem.


  He honestly didn’t care if Iris snuck into his bed every night. He’d grown so used to the antics of Lilian’s family that nothing they did bothered him anymore. The problem was that whenever Iris slept with him, Lilian was always there as well, and the raven-haired succubus spent more time cuddling with her sister than she did Kevin. Sure, there were times when Iris would use him as her hug pillow, but he would say that, more than half the time she snuck into their bed, Lilian received the majority of her fraternal twin’s affections.


  Such wasn’t the case now. Lilian wasn’t there. It was just him and Iris.


  He could feel the swell of her massive mammaries squished against his back as he lay on his side. The thin nightgown did nothing to hide the feel of her tits. Her nipples were poking him.


  One of her legs had hooked around his and one of her arms had snaked over his waist and was being used to pull him closer to her. Warm breath hit the back of his neck. As if a gorgeous girl who was not his mate cuddling up to him wasn’t bad enough, both of her tails had wrapped around him like a furry quilt.


  The otaku fanboy in him was squealing.


  Kevin felt guilty. His mate was in danger, but instead of rushing off to China, he was sharing a bed with her twin sister. His stomach clenched into knots. His mind was awhirl with the grotesque mixture of arousal and disgust.


  It was easier when Iris crawled into the same bed as him and Lilian. It seemed more like she was sleeping with Lilian instead of him, and he was just an additional presence, an add on, if you will. Lilian had eventually given up on convincing Iris to stop sleeping with them, and so he had just gone along with her decision. It made things easy. With that not being the case here, with Lilian no longer being around, he had no means to justify them sharing a bed.


  Lilian…


  He wondered how she was doing. Was she safe? Had those people from the Shénshèng Clan hurt her? He didn’t know, and he hated that. He hated that she was no longer with him, that he had failed to protect her, that he couldn’t even tell if she was okay.


  Sometimes I wish I wasn’t human…


  If he’d been born a yōkai, then he would have had the strength to protect her. If he’d been graced with supernatural abilities, then he wouldn’t have had to worry about lacking the power necessary to save the person he loved most.


  As he closed his eyes, a smile filled with irony caused his lips to quirk.


  But if I wasn’t human, Lilian would have never fallen in love with me, would she?


  It was ironic that the one thing he sometimes wished to change about himself was the reason Lilian, the person who made him wish he wasn’t human, loved him so much.


  He settled himself in and tried to get some sleep…


  … When a feeling of wrongness settled over him like a heavy cloud of smog. His eyes snapped open and peered into the darkness of the room. Light spilled in through the window, which revealed a sea of stars. Nothing seemed out of place. Nothing appeared wrong. Even so, he could tell that something was amiss.


  Kevin Swift was a human. He had no supernatural abilities. He didn’t possess any powers. He couldn’t sense a yōkai if his life depended on it. What he had was instinct. And right now, that instinct was screaming at him.


  “Iris,” he whispered, “are you awake?”


  “I am now,” she said in a low groan. Her face pressed against his neck as she held him close. “You’d better have a damn good reason for waking me up. Otherwise…” she rubbed herself against him, “I’m going to punish you.”


  “We’re not alone.”


  The teasing demeanor that practically oozed out of her every pour changed. He could almost sense the shift in her personality, could feel the way her body stiffened with an alertness that hadn’t been there before. The hand resting against his abdomen moved restlessly, fingers tracing circles on his bare skin. Her tails had stiffened and become bristles that scraped against his legs. Even the leg hooked around his suddenly seemed to grow tense with anxiety.


  “I sense them,” she whispered. “I can’t tell who or what they are, though.”


  “How many are there?” Kevin asked.


  “Just one.” Warm breath hit his skin as Iris nuzzled her nose into his neck. “There are a few other presences near us, but only one is coming toward us.”


  “Where are they coming from?”


  “The hallway.”


  Kevin’s mind went several hundred miles per second. Someone was coming for them. Logic dictated that this person was a yōkai. They’d only had trouble with yōkai so far. The question wasn’t what they were, but who, and what they wanted. Members of the Shénshèng Clan? Possible but improbable. The chances of them knowing about his and Iris’s whereabouts were unlikely. What about one of those three goons who had tried hitting on his companion? Unlikely as well. He and Iris had kicked their butts pretty good last time. What about a friend of theirs? Someone bigger and stronger than they were? That made the most sense, and it was the scenario he decided to go with.


  “I’ve got a plan,” Kevin told Iris.


  “A plan, huh?” The amusement in her tone was obvious. “Go on.” He could almost feel the upward curl of her lips on his neck. “I’m listening.”


  ***


  Dіlara was an ao nyōbō.


  Many myths surrounded her kind, tales told by men about how her kind had once been court ladies of Japan—paragons of youth, beauty, education, and refinement. These stories told of how they served in the palaces of high-ranking families until they were married off to worthy suitors. After being married off, they spent their days in their own private residences, patiently waiting for their husbands to come home each night or for secret lovers to show up during the day.


  Ao was the Japanese word for blue, and supposedly referred not to her kind’s skin color, but to an implied immaturity or inexperience. Their name referred to low-ranking women of the old imperial court who, no matter how hard they worked, couldn’t seem to catch a husband or elevate themselves to escape from poverty. Originally, this name was an insulting term used to describe unsuccessful court ladies.


  The history of her people was, as is the case with most legends of yōkai told by humans, incorrect. However, she had no intention of correcting the foolish ape species of their misconceptions. Let them think what they wanted. Let them believe that her kind were once humans who had turned this way out of envy toward others. It mattered not.


  The hallway that she walked through was devoid of all life. Lights situated overhead flickered and buzzed. Beige walls crawled with her shadowy figure. She looked at the doors, searching for the one that her prey resided in.


  They had been lucky that one of Lord Kağan’s men worked at this hotel. After informing his underlings about the two troublemakers, along with orders to report should the pair be discovered, they’d received word about two people who matched the description renting out a room here.


  She stopped in front of the door that her quarry was supposedly hiding behind. Bony fingers grasped the handle, turning it and letting the door open with a soft creak.


  She entered the room, slowly, silently. Her feet padded along soft carpet with surprising lightness.


  With eyes that could see in the dark quite well, she looked around the room; a plain room with one bed, a table, two night stands, and a dresser. The bed was where her eyes trailed to. Two figures slept within it; one whom her rabbim wanted for himself and one whom her rabbim wanted dead.


  She walked over to the side of the bed farthest from the entrance and stared down at the young man that her rabbim wanted dead. Blond hair framed a decently handsome face of sun-kissed skin. Much of his body was covered by blankets, but even covered as he was, she could see how close the girl that her rabbim wanted was to him. The girl, her raven fox ears twitching at intermittent intervals, was wrapped around the boy like a lover holding her man.


  Dіlara scowled. She didn’t know what her rabbim wanted this girl for. She didn’t believe this child, this vixen, was worthy of being in her rabbim’s presence. Still, orders were orders, and her rabbim had ordered her to kill the boy and bring the girl. That was what she would do.


  She raised her hand, wrinkled blue skin clinging loosely to rail thin bones, while her fingers formed the point of a spear. She then thrust the hand down, expecting to pierce the boy’s chest…


  … Instead what happened was her hand went straight through the boy as if he wasn’t there.


  “What?!”


  Roaring reminiscent of cannon fire sounded out in her ears. Dіlara didn’t even have time to turn as she was hit by what felt like a sledgehammer.


  Water splashed against her body as she was launched off her feet, slamming into a wall, and then falling to the floor. She looked up just in time to see the black barrel of a gun pointing at her seconds before a bright white light shot out of the muzzle. It was the last thing she saw.


  ***


  Kevin stared at the creature lying slumped against the wall in confusion. Elaborate, multi-layered robes, tattered and frayed, covered its ogreish body. Its pale blue skin had many wrinkles, hundreds, maybe even thousands. They littered its body like cracks in the ceiling of an ancient and derelict crypt. Skin sagged and its ugly muzzle of a face with its fang-like teeth and square jaw reminded him of a horror movie monster he once saw.


  “I don’t know this yōkai, either,” he sighed.


  Iris sent him an amused glance. “You’re kinda useless, aren’t you?”


  “Oh, shut up,” Kevin muttered. “You don’t know what this thing is, either.”


  “Yeah, but I’m not an otaku.”


  “Would you stop calling me an otaku?!”


  “So what should we do with this thing?” Iris gestured toward the stirring figure. “Tie it up? Interrogate it? Toss it out the window?”


  The vixen’s last suggestion caused him to look at her like she’d suddenly sprouted fish fins on her head.


  “Toss it out the window?”


  “It’s just a suggestion.” Iris shrugged. “She—he, um… it?” She looked back at the creature again, watching as its fingers twitched, and then glanced back at Kevin. “Anyway, it attacked us. That’s ground rule for getting rid of it and tossing it out of the window is a good way of getting rid of it.”


  “I’d rather not kill anyone,” Kevin told her sternly.


  “It’s so cute that you still maintain such an idealistic outlook after everything that’s happened to you,” Iris teased.


  Kevin, however, took that as an insult. “Just because I don’t want to kill unless I have no other choice doesn’t mean I’m naive.”


  “That’s why I said idealistic,” Iris told him.


  “Whatever,” Kevin sighed.


  He looked back at the yōkai—and then grunted when the thing sprung up and lunged at him, slamming into his body with its shoulder, hurtling him out of the way with tremendous strength. He hit the ground with a harsh thud, looking up as the window shattered and the creature jumped through it, disappearing from sight.


  “You okay, Stud?” Iris held out her hand. He hesitated, but then he took it, allowing her to pull him up.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Thank you.” Kevin winced when his shoulder throbbed, tendrils of minor pain lancing through him. It wasn’t broken, though, or even dislocated. It just hurt.


  “You’re welcome.” Iris smiled at him, but then she frowned. “What should we do about that yōkai?”


  Kevin silently contemplated their options. They could chase after it, of course. The question was: Should they? Did they even need to? If they did, it could lead to them running into an ambush. If they didn’t, it meant letting a yōkai who may try to hurt them again get away. Neither option was all that appealing.


  “Let’s go after it,” Kevin said at last. “But we’ll need to be careful. There’s no telling what sort of dangers we’ll run into.”


  “Aye!” Iris saluted.


  Kevin grimaced. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you watch Fairy Tail.”


  “Aye!”


  “Stop that!”


  ***


  As it turned out, danger had been a bit of an understatement.


  He and Iris chased after the yōkai who attacked them, its fleeing form easily visible due to its frayed kimono and ragged locks of raven hair flapping behind it. The yōkai turned corners and raced down alleys, with him and his companion following closely behind it.


  Kevin shot at it several times, bolts of cobalt blue and divine white lancing out of his guns like thunder. The bolts of youki gouged holes in the concrete, blasted chunks off brick walls, created black scorch marks on the many structures around them, and even destroyed a couple of fences. He never managed to land a good hit, however, as the creature’s figure was obscured by its abnormally large kimono. The fact that he was shooting while running didn’t help.


  It turned another corner. They followed and were just in time to see it slamming a door shut behind it.


  “What do you think?” Iris asked as she and Kevin stood in front of the door. “Should we follow it?”


  “We’ve already come this far, haven’t we?” Kevin checked the gauges on his guns. The weapons, reminiscent of Desert Eagles, were more than half full. He judged that to mean he had around seventy-five shots left in each. One hundred and fifty shots should be more than enough to deal with a minor yōkai like this. “Let’s go, but be careful.”


  “Worried about me?”


  “Of course, I am.” Kevin frowned at Iris before he opened the door and peeked inside. “This yōkai might not be as big a threat as that Fan woman, but we’re still dealing with a hostile, supernatural creature. I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”


  Iris stared at him wide eyed. Then she turned her head away, not quite fast enough for him to miss the way her cheeks turned red.


  “Heh,” she chuckled, the sound containing a tremor. “Better be careful, Stud. Say things like that too much, and I might decide to show you my appreciation.”


  Kevin just rolled his eyes as he entered through the door. Darkness greeted him. It was not the pitch-black darkness where nothing was visible, but it was still dark enough that he could only make out silhouettes against a backdrop of inky blackness. He could tell they were in a hall of some kind, though not much else. His hand blindly searched the wall before finding and flipping a switch.


  The lights came on and illuminated the hall. Wood floors and walls of concrete greeted him. The ceiling also appeared to be made of gray concrete, but the network of rusty old pipes kept him from seeing much. A glance to his left and right sides revealed nothing. Both sides looked the same.


  Iris walked up to his side and looked around as well.


  “Should we split up?”


  “No.” Kevin shook his head. “I’d rather we stick together. That way we can watch each other’s backs.”


  Iris’s eyes glowed with a mischief that was matched by the seductive smile on her face.


  “You wanna watch my backside, do you? It’s okay. You can look if you want.”


  He heaved a deep sigh. “Can you be serious for once?”


  She crossed her arms under her chest. “I am being serious. I’m seriously telling you that you can stare at my ass for as long as you like.”


  Kevin decided that he’d be better off ignoring her, so he said nothing.


  They walked down the hall, the tap-tap, tap-tap of their footsteps echoing ominously, bouncing off the walls and across the hall. Kevin kept his wary eyes peeled for signs of possible ambush. He didn’t know what this yōkai’s power was. Better to be safe and prepared for anything than sorry and dead.


  The hallway eventually branched off into several different sections they could travel to: stairs traveling up, a hallway on the left, and a door that led to who knew where. From the door they heard music, loud and blaring techno dance music. Was this the back entrance to a dance club? He and Iris shared a glance before they both decided to head up the stairs.


  Kevin kept a firm grip on his twin handguns. His heart pounded in his ears, a sound of rushing blood that almost drowned out the music. The further up they went, the more distant the music became, and as the music slowly vanished from hearing, a new sound took its place.


  Voices.


  He couldn’t hear what was being said, but that just made his anxiety worse. He was almost afraid that the people talking would discover them simply from hearing the beating of his heart. Iris walked behind him, one hand on his shoulder, while the other hung almost limply at her side. He wondered if she felt as anxious as him.


  They entered a hallway paved with red carpet. It helped muffle their footsteps, though it did little to stop the pounding of his heart, which was akin to the pistons of a V8 engine with 520 horsepower. They passed by several doors, all of them unmarked and plain. As they neared the end of the hallway, the voices became more distinct.


  “So, you’re telling me that you failed to kill the boy and acquire the girl, meow?” a voice said, male, deep, and rich. If dark chocolate had a voice, Kevin imagined it would sound like that. There was just one thing about it that bothered him…


  “Meow?” Iris mouthed with a scrunched face. He shrugged, indicating his own lack of knowledge, though he could make a rough guess as to what type of yōkai they were facing based on that stupid catch phrase.


  “I apologize, Rabbim,” another voice spoke, this one feminine yet raspy, as if they were not used to speaking—or more like they had spent at least two hours a day scraping their vocal cords with a fork. “They proved to be more cunning than I originally thought. They used an illusion to trick me and then attacked from behind.”


  “So they knew you were coming, meow?”


  “I believe the girl you wanted me to grab is a Void Kitsune. If that’s the case, she might have sensed my presence.”


  “Hmm, indeed, meow.” The voice sounded contemplative, as if its owner was thinking deep and complex thoughts. “And you say they followed you here?”


  “They chased after me. I may have lost them, but I don’t think—”


  “Hold up, my dear. It seems we have some people loitering around outside, meow.”


  Kevin and Iris froze. The sound of footsteps coming near a door to their right told them that trouble was coming. Knowing that retreating wasn’t an option, they entered one of the other rooms, thankful that it was unlocked, and softly closed the door behind them.


  Pressing his ear against the door, Kevin strained to listen to what was happening on the other side. His fingers clenched the handle of his guns tightly. Beside him, Iris leaned against his shoulder, her ears twitching.


  Anxiety heightened his senses. Adrenaline derived from fear pumped through his veins. He had so many worries. Would these yōkai find them? Would they have to fight their way out? Could they fight their way out? He didn’t even know how many yōkai they would be up against. They’d mentioned something about “idiot akaname,” which he assumed were those three they had already beaten. That meant he and Iris might have to face more than just these two. He didn’t think they could take on more than two yōkai at the same time, especially with so little information to go off of.


  Another second passed. Then two. Kevin could hear nothing but the blood rushing in his ears. Finally, after a moment of absolute stillness, footsteps were heard, and the sound of a door closing came from outside.


  “It seems I was mistaken, meow,” the smooth male voice said. “There is no one here. We’ll have security guard the back entrance in case those two show up, meow. Come along, Dіlara.”


  “Yes, Rabbim.”


  Two sets of footsteps receded. Kevin breathed a deep sigh of relief as he slumped against the door.


  “That was too close.”


  “You’re telling me,” Iris muttered, her own nerves looking a little rattled. “However, we’re not out of the nya yet.”


  “Pardon?” Kevin blinked.


  “The nya.” Iris’s lips twitched into a grin. “You remember those idiots mentioned The Cat’s Nya? I’ll bet you Lilian’s virginity that it’s the name of this club. Those three we beat up a while ago were probably exclusive members or something.”


  Kevin had absolutely no response to that, though it was mostly because of what Iris was willing to bet.


  “Anyway, it looks like the back way is out.” When in doubt, just change the subject. “Which means our only option is to go out through the front. We can probably slip out by blending in with the crowd, and maybe making it seem like we’re in a group. We might even want to go a step further and enchant a group of humans to make it look like we came in with them.”


  Kevin wondered if he should be bothered by how easily he suggested enchanting humans. He disliked it when Iris had first tried enchanting him (though it was fine for training purposes), and here he was, suggesting that she enchant some innocent bystanders, enslaving their will, and forcing them to help. That didn’t sound like something a good person would do, and he’d always considered himself to be the kind of guy who stuck to the moral high ground.


  Desperate times, a voice that sounded like him but was more logical and cold whispered in his ear. It was a voice that he had developed ever since coming to terms with his first kill. He’d taken to calling it his logical side. Of course, it would be easier if you could just get away clean without anyone being hurt, but that’s not possible right now. You need to rescue Lilian, and you can’t do that if you die here.


  Much as he hated to admit it, he agreed with the voice. Rescuing Lilian was his top priority, and he couldn’t rescue her if he and Iris were dead.


  In the end, it was his desire to rescue Lilian that swayed him.


  His expression hardened. He stood up and looked at Iris.


  “Let’s go. We’ll sneak into the crowd, enchant a small group of humans to walk out with us, and then slip away when the club is no longer in view.”


  The look Iris sent him gave Kevin chills.


  “Has anyone ever told you that you’re extremely sexy when you take command like that?”


  Kevin tried not to blush.


  He failed.


  ***


  They traversed back the way they’d come and entered the door from which loud music blared. The room that he and Iris found themselves in would have been dark were it not for the strobe lights flashing all around them. His ears rung as loud music blared across the room, some kind of techno-fusion remix that grated on his ears like the piercing shrill of Coach Deretaine’s whistle.


  He waded into the sea of humanity, of hundreds of bodies mashing together. Iris kept a firm grip on his arm to avoid being separated. The strobe lights danced off her face and body, highlighting her alluring figure which, even while clinging to his arm, swayed with sensual overtones that made everyone near her, male and female, stare at her with blatant want in their eyes.


  Several people actually tried coming up to her despite being on his arm. A few even tried coping a feel. Kevin could ignore the way they hit on her, as she wasn’t his mate, but he drew a line at the blatant disrespect shown by the perverts hoping to grab her ass and disappear into the crowd.


  The first person to try touching his mate’s sister inappropriately nearly had his hand broken when Kevin caught it, and then proceeded to crush it within his grip. The young man’s screams were drowned out by the music. After that, Kevin took to possessively wrapping an arm around Iris, who actually looked startled by their sudden closeness. He gave her a reassuring smile, a method of telling her not to worry and that he wasn’t trying to be purposefully grabby, and then he sent a ferocious snarl at the next person who tried coping a feel, sending them scurrying the other way.


  Iris saw this, smiled, and leaned up to his ear. “You know that if you keep doing things like this, I really will have my way with you?” Even next to his ear, she had to yell in order to be overheard.


  Kevin managed to keep from blushing this time.


  “If you did that,” he replied into her ear, “Lilian would be most upset with you.”


  The grin she sent him would have made lesser men run for the hills—or cream their pants. Whichever came first.


  “You clearly don’t know Lilian as well as you think you do.” Kevin frowned at her, but she continued as if not seeing his expression. “Don’t worry, Stud. I won’t have my way with you until after we rescue Lilian. My plan is for the three of us to have a threesome.”


  Kevin nearly tripped. Iris must have been expecting that because she reinforced her body and kept him from face planting on the ground. He sent her a dirty look, to which she responded by smiling at him with the innocence of a predator.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” the voice that they had heard not two minutes ago echoed from above, “I hope you’re all having a good time, meow!”


  He looked up and found the source of the voice; it was a man who looked like the love child of Fabio and the Wicked Witch of the West. He had pale skin and a long nose, which sat upon his square-jawed face. His muscular body was just barely covered by his outfit, a horrendously bright hot pink muscle shirt, along with a pair of spandex stretch pants. He was leaning against a railing and looking down at the crowd, a microphone in his ears.


  As a cheer went up, the man above them all smiled. It wasn’t a very pleasant smile.


  “I’m glad to hear that,” he said, his voice booming over the loudspeakers. “Because we’ve got a special treat for you today, meow, one that should make this night even more exciting, meow.”


  The music stopped, and Kevin’s instincts suddenly blared at him, telling him to get away, to take Iris and run.


  A spotlight flashed over him and Iris from above, illuminating them like a pair of robbers being chased by the cops. Everyone’s head turned in their direction, and the instincts that had been screaming at him turned into a bellow that would have put the roaring of a dragon to shame.


  “Those two are going to be our entertainment tonight, meow,” the man said, his grin stretching from ear to ear. “They have so graciously volunteered themselves, and so it would be rude not to accept their offer, meow. You may kill the boy, but bring the girl to me alive. You know how much I love to entertain the ladies, meow.”


  Kevin was not one for swearing. However, in that moment, only one phrase came to mind that he believed could adequately describe what he felt just then.


  “Fuck me sideways.”


  Despite their situation, Iris’s eyes gleamed. “With pleasure.”


  “Quiet, you!”


  “Tch!”




  CHAPTER 2


  THE CAT’S NYA


  “I hope you have a plan,” Iris muttered.


  “I’m working on it.” Kevin warily eyed the people around them.


  He and Iris stood back to back. Surrounding them was a large group of people. Blank-faced and dull-eyed they stared. He saw slack-jawed expressions and slumped postures all around. None of the people crowding around them in a circle like children during a school fight looked like they were in control of their mental faculties. Was this some form of mind control? Enchantment? Did that mean the person above them was a kitsune? If so, why use the meow catchphrase?


  Ugh, I’m surrounded by people who look like they’ve been brainwashed, and here I am wondering why our host says “meow.”


  He turned his head to gaze up at the man who had demanded his death. A grinning visage reminiscent of a Cheshire cat adorned the man’s square face. Bright eyes gleamed within the darkness, reflecting the strobe lights like iridescent balls, easily visible even from a distance. Standing by this unknown yōkai’s side was the woman they’d been chasing.


  Kevin looked at the people around them again.


  “I think I’ve got a plan,” Kevin said.


  Iris’s tails twitched against his back. “Do tell.”


  “On my signal, I want you to cast an illusion. I don’t care what it is, just so long as it can affect all of the people surrounding us.”


  “You’re asking for a tall order.” Iris didn’t sound particularly confident. “I’m not sure I can create an illusion that powerful. Not in my current state at least.”


  “Just do your best.”


  “I hope you cool cats are ready to entertain me,” the yōkai above them said. “Now go and do my bidding, meow.”


  The horde surged forward like zombies in a horror movie. Feet were driven into the ground, a stampede that nearly made the floor rumble. They closed the distance with their awkward, crowding gait, moving with a mindless tenacity that bordered on fanaticism.


  Kevin raised his guns, not at the people threatening to run them over, but at the yōkai standing on the second floor. He unleashed a load of youki bullets, blue and white projectiles that nearly put a hole through the man’s face. They were avoided when the man twisted his head, the bullets continuing on to smash against the ceiling. The blue bolt drilled into the surface like water from a fire hydrant, denting the concrete, creating abrasions that spread from the point of impact. The white bolt left a scorch mark like someone had hurled a fireball. A perfect circle of black left where it hit.


  “Now, Iris!”


  Kevin didn’t know what illusion Iris cast. The illusion itself did not matter. All he cared about were the results.


  The people surrounding them gripped their heads in their hands. They fell onto their knees. Pained screams tore from throats, gurgled and rasping, reminiscent to the undead wails of misbegotten souls being consumed in fire. Whatever illusion Iris had cast, it was highly effective.


  Swiveling around, Kevin aimed the gun in his left hand. More bolts of blue youki, water-natured bullets, lanced out and struck the many light fixtures overhead.


  Water did not conduct electricity, but the many impurities found in water did. Anyone who had ever taken a basic science course knew this. It was one of the first lessons students learned about electricity, and one of the easiest. When the blue projectiles of water-natured youki struck the lights, penetrating the glass, which then rained down and showered the floor, lightning lanced out. Tendrils of electrical energy shot from the light fixtures, causing those near them to stumble away.


  “What are you doing, meow?!” The shout came from above. “Stop that right meow!”


  Kevin didn’t stop; he continued to fire. Bolt after bolt of blue bullets hit lights with pinpoint precision. His gun roared within his hand. Light flashed from the nozzle like sparks from a sparkler. Luminous blue energy emitted from deep within the barrel, like the coalescing of fire from a dragon’s mouth before it was expelled in furious bursts. All of the lights were soon reduced to sparking protrusions of broken metal, casting the room in darkness.


  “Come on!”


  He grabbed Iris’s hand and rushed out of the circle of confused people. He knocked bodies aside, shoved them out of the way. They ignored him, still screaming, still on their knees. A part of him, the part that knew these people, innocent citizens who were being manipulated by the yōkai above them, felt guilty. The other part, a side of him ruled by logic, knew that there was no other choice. He couldn’t allow these people to kill him, couldn’t allow Iris to be captured, not if he wanted to rescue Lilian. He pushed the side containing human sentiments away, shoved it into the back of his mind and continued moving.


  They soon reached the exit. He saw the double doors, haloed by lights that he hadn’t destroyed. They opened and in walked three familiar faces that he recognized from the other day. He even saw the bruises that he and Iris had inflicted upon them the day before, so he guessed they couldn’t heal from a beating that badly in just a few hours.


  “You two aren’t getting away this time!” the one with slicked-back hair shouted. “This time we’re going to—”


  “Out of our way!”


  Kevin stuck out his arm and slammed it into Slick’s—the guy with slicked-back hair—neck, clotheslining him. The akaname flipped end over end, crashing onto his back with oxygen-stealing force.


  “Bro!”


  “Big bro!”


  The other two tried to help their “brother,” but they both received a tail to the face when Iris used extension to great effect. They were struck with the force of an agitated kitsune using enchantment, sailing backwards, their bodies flipping around, cartwheeling like ragdolls as they slammed into the ground and tumbled along. Kevin didn’t pay attention to them anymore. He raced out of the club with Iris right behind him.


  Empty streets greeted them. Lit by overhead lamps, large shadows were cast on the buildings, while the street itself only had a few circles that were illuminated like spots on a dog. The sound of their rushing footsteps bounced across the deserted street.


  Running beside him, Iris flashed Kevin a fanged grin.


  “Well,” she said, her breathing only slightly labored, “that was fun. Got any more excitement lined up for today?”


  Kevin didn’t even deign her with an eyeroll.


  “I hope to the gods not. I’ve had more than enough excitement for one night.”


  “That’s too bad.” Her ears drooped in what seemed like genuine disappointment. “I was kind of hoping you planned on celebrating our successful escape with a little S&M.”


  Kevin nearly tripped as they ran.


  “Why would I want to do something like that with you?!”


  “I even brought a whip and some chains.”


  “Put those away right now!”


  “Put what away? The whips or the chains?”


  “BOTH!” Kevin’s shout echoed across the city.


  ***


  Kevin believed that Iris calling their escape successful was a bit premature. While they had indeed escaped the club, that didn’t mean they had escaped from the people chasing after them.


  A quick turn of his head revealed the surging tide of bodies racing after them, a massive swell of humanity reminiscent of a tidal wave, or perhaps a rushing tide. They crowded the streets behind him and Iris, chasing after them with dogged determination, running at them like pit bulls chasing a cat that had encroached on their territory.


  He and Iris ran through the streets, taking random turns and leaping over fences. They even traveled through random buildings in an effort to escape the horde.


  ***


  The hot water soothed her aches. It rid her of the pains from a long day’s work, and that work had been hard. Few things were better than soaking in the tub after exerting oneself while on the job.


  She leaned back and closed her eyes. Her arms rested against the lip of her bath. Steam rose all around her as she soaked in the peaceful atmosphere.


  That peace was suddenly shattered as the window in her bathroom broke into thousands of fragments. Her eyes flew wide open just in time to see two people rushing into her restroom: a boy with blond hair and blue eyes, and a girl with black hair and red eyes. She watched, too shocked to even speak, as the two ran toward the door, opened it, and then left.


  … A moment of silence passed. The door opened again, and a head poked back in.


  “Sorry for ruining your window,” the boy apologized. “And for barging in like this. Have a good night.”


  The door slammed shut again. She blinked several times, not quite sure what to make of what just happened.


  She then decided that she must have been hallucinating. Yes, that was the only reasonable explanation she had. She’d been in the bath for too long and the heat was getting to her. And on that note, she decided that she should probably get out. Who knew what else she’d see if she stayed in the tub any longer.


  A loud rumbling filled the room just as she was standing up. The wall with the shattered window suddenly exploded like a wrecking ball had slammed into it. She ducked and screamed in terror as large fragments of concrete, tiles, and plaster flew everywhere, showering the room with dust and debris.


  And that’s when the horde came through. She stared, flabbergasted, as the massive group of people rushed through her bathroom and slammed into the door, which also exploded, unable to contain the crushing weight of so many bodies. The walls around the door also detonated like fireworks at a festival—only without the fire and nowhere near as pretty.


  The horde soon left, and she was alone once again. Her bathroom was in ruins. Two walls were destroyed. Debris littered the floor like trash littering the streets after a riot. Sitting in her tub, she blinked several times, trying to come to terms with what just happened. She couldn’t, and so she expressed her astonishment the only way she knew how.


  She fainted.


  ***


  All he had wanted was to get a late-night snack.


  Stumbling like a drunkard, his mind half-asleep, he crossed the living room toward the kitchen, where the fridge awaited him. He opened the fridge and grabbed the first thing he could get his sleepy hands on. It didn’t really matter what he was eating, just so long as he ate something.


  The food turned out to be cheese. At least, he thought it was cheese. It had the sharp taste of cheese, but he wasn’t fully awake to appreciate what his tongue’s senses were telling him.


  He leaned against the wall and munched on his food. Sleepy eyes blinked and eyed their surroundings, while his mind remained incognizant of anything happening around him. Everything appeared blurry to his sleep-addled mind.


  Just then, the door to his living room slammed open. He blinked. Two people, a boy and a girl, rushed into the room and closed the door behind them before running further into the room. It took them a second, but they soon realized that they weren’t alone.


  Eyes of cobalt and carmine stared at him. He stared back, and then raised a hand.


  “Yo,” he said.


  “Yo,” they said in unison.


  A loud rumbling caused the floor to shake. The boy and girl looked at each other, wide eyed. Then, together, and with surprising swiftness, they bolted to the other side of the room and leapt out of the closed window, which shattered. He stared at the glass shards that now littered the floor. Then he looked at the two who were now standing on the window’s other side.


  “Sorry about your window!” the boy shouted before he and the girl ran off.


  He blinked several times as he munched on his food.


  And that’s when the horde came.


  The wall with the door through which the boy and girl had entered shattered. It broke like Legos being kicked apart by a child. It was destroyed with impunity.


  They burst into the room, a large group of people. Dozens, maybe hundreds of individuals, all wearing the same blank eyes, the same drone-like expressions. They ran through his living room, rushing to the other side, toward the now broken window, which they smashed against and busted through. Then they ran out of his living room. He watched as a few last-minute stragglers lagged behind, his eyes trailing after the butt of a stiletto-heeled young woman before she disappeared from his sight.


  He looked down at the cheese in his hand—or at least, what he thought was cheese.


  “Maybe I should lay off the dairy,” he mused absently, and then went back to eating.


  ***


  “Do you think we lost them?”


  Kevin took several deep, calming breaths before answering Iris.


  “It looks like it.”


  They had run around for quite a long time. He didn’t know how much time had passed since they’d started getting chased, but it must have been at least an hour or two. Sweat caked his clothes to his skin. His lungs burned mildly from running so much. If not for his training on the track team and with Heather and Kiara, then he would have probably been laid flat by now.


  After having run across what felt like half the city, he and Iris found themselves in a park. Green grass cushioned their feet. A sparse sprinkling of trees littered an open field. The sandlot stood a few feet away, along with a swing set and some monkey bars. To their left was a rundown old building, covered in graffiti, with restroom signs taped onto the doors.


  “What do you think we should do now?” Iris wondered out loud. “Should we go back to the hotel?”


  Kevin shook his head. “I don’t even know where we are, much less where the hotel is.”


  “Then what should we do?”


  Kevin needed a moment to think about what their next step should be. There wasn’t much they could do, not at this time of night. The buses were closed. He didn’t even know if this place had a taxi service. He was tired, cold, and more than a little hungry. Really, the only thing he could think of doing was finding some other hotel they could stay at for the night—what night there was left, at least.


  “How about you become my slave, meow,” a voice spoke up. “I promise I’ll treat you right.”


  Kevin groaned upon hearing the dreaded catchphrase. He and Iris turned to see the yōkai whom they had escaped from standing about a dozen feet to their right, the ogreish yōkai right next to him.


  “You have done well to evade my slaves, meow,” the yōkai purred. “However, this chase has gone on long enough. You might have escaped those held under my meow, but now you two are in the cat’s paws, meow, and Kağan never lets his prey escape.”


  Kevin and Iris stared at the yōkai for a few seconds longer, and then turned to each other.


  “This guy says ‘meow’ way too much,” Kevin said.


  “I agree.” Iris nodded her concurrence. “Some people just don’t know when a catchphrase is being overused.”


  “This coming from the girl whose mom says ‘hawa’ every other sentence.”


  Iris actually winced at that. “Low blow, Stud. Low blow.”


  “Quit ignoring me, meow dammit!” Kağan shouted. When Kevin and Iris continued ignoring the man in favor of bantering back and forth, Kağan gritted his teeth and turned to Dіlara. “Show these two what happens when you ignore the cat’s meow.”


  “Yes, Rabbim!”


  Dіlara burst forward, dust scattering in her wake. Iris and Kevin barely had enough time to turn before she was upon them. She whipped her head around like it was a tornado. Hair lashed out like a dozen whips, each tendril slicing at the pair like blades—or so it seemed. What really happened, and what he and Iris saw as they stood further away, was the woman’s hair cutting through thin air.


  An illusion.


  “What?!” Dilara squawked.


  Two handguns the size of Desert Eagles roared in the night. Bolts of energy were vomited from silver and black barrels in flashes of white and blue. Dіlara tried to run away. Her muscles tensed, her knees bent, yet nothing happened. She was trapped within another illusion, one that made her think her legs were entangled in dozens of vines that were sapping her strength. It was what Kevin had requested of Iris, after all.


  Seemingly left with no other option, Dіlara crossed her arms in front of her face and took the projectiles head on. They pounded against her youki-reinforced body like a meteor shower of tiny pebbles. Burn marks appeared where the celestial projectiles hit. Arterial fluids sprayed out of wounds hit by the bullets composed of water-natured youki, the craterous holes akin to miniature drills digging into flesh. By the time Kevin was finished, the woman’s arms, legs, and torso looked a lot like the surface of the moon.


  Silence reigned. He and Iris stared at Dіlara, who remained standing in place. The yōkai with blue skin and a hideous visage lowered her hands. Her eyes were glazed over. Mouth slack, gaping like the entrance of a cavern. Rotted yellow teeth stained with grime and fungus added to the creature’s gruesome appearance.


  Slowly, almost casually, the yōkai’s body teetered. As if that was some kind of silent cue, the blue-skinned being fell backwards, hitting the ground with a dull thump, where she remained still.


  “Well,” Iris crossed her arms under her chest, “that was anticlimactic.”


  “Agreed,” Kevin muttered.


  Kağan stared at Dіlara’s still form. Several seconds of tense silence passed before he raised his eyes to glare at Kevin and Iris.


  “Dіlara was my most trusted and loyal guard, meow.” His voice had gone feral, like a stray cat guarding its territory from other strays. “She has stayed by my side for nearly one hundred years, meow. And you hurt her, meow.”


  “Is it just me or has he started saying ‘meow’ a lot more?” Kevin asked.


  “I’d like to say it’s just you,” Iris stated. “But I can’t.” She sighed. “That’s going to get really annoying.”


  “I thought about making you into my cat’s meow.” Kağan’s clenched fists began to shake. “But I can see now that this was a mistake.”


  “Cat’s meow?” Iris blinked. “Don’t you mean cat’s nya? And why the hell would I want to be… whatever that means? That just sounds freaky. Besides, there are only two people in this world who I would ever let fuck me six ways to Sunday, and I’m gonna tell you right now, those people ain’t you.”


  “What eloquence you speak with,” Kevin muttered.


  “You two are both MEOW!”


  “Meow?” Kevin and Iris blinked at the same time.


  “Don’t you mean dead?” Iris added, right before she was stunned into silence.


  Kağan’s body creaked and groaned as it slowly changed. Fur sprouted from millions of pores as his hot pink shirt ripped. Midnight black, it shone with a brilliant luster in the moonlit night as it covered his muscular chest, thick legs, and masculine arms. He grew larger, his already hulking form becoming massive, towering over Kevin and Iris by a good foot or two. Legs that once looked human shifted, knees inverting like a cat’s. Two cat ears twitched on his head and a tail that split into two toward the base sprouted behind him. Fire sprouted all over his body. The hellish flames that burned brightly within the night caused his stretch pants to disintegrate.


  “Oh.” Kevin sucked in a breath as he realized what kind of yōkai they were facing. “You’re a bakeneko.”


  “A bakeneko?” Kağan’s voice had become a purr-like growl. “Is that what you think I am? Some pathetic little house cat? Do not insult me, meow. I am a kasha, a messenger of hell, a creature who serves directly under the Shinigami himself. I deliver souls to the Sanzu River and have enough power to burn anything within my path to ash, meow!”


  “And yet you still say ‘meow’,” Iris could not help but point out.


  “Don’t antagonize the giant cat monster, Iris,” Kevin muttered, right before all hell broke loose.


  ***


  The battle started when Kağan sent fire blasting at Kevin and Iris. Large gouts of barrel-shaped, cylindrical discharges of hellfire surged toward them, a purple flame that howled with the ferocity of a thousand damned souls. Sweat broke out on Kevin’s skin even though it was still far away.


  Guns now holstered, Kevin was forced to split apart from Iris in order to avoid being consumed. Kevin and Iris ran in opposite directions, the cylinder of flames barreling past them, setting everything near it ablaze. So hot was this fire that even things it didn’t touch lit up like bonfires with fuel dumped over them. The grass was set ablaze. Bushes and shrubs caught fire. A tree several feet from the flames burst into a raging conflagration as the raging purple hellfire burned past it, continuing on for several feet before striking a fence and detonating with explosive force.


  “Void Art: Void Fire.”


  Two tiny flames darker than the night sky erupted into existence, hovering over the tips of Iris’s tails. They flickered and danced, writhed and surged, as if trying to escape the tenuous hold that Iris’s will had over them. And Iris was more than willing to let them go. She launched them at the kasha, two tiny motes of streaking flames whose sentient hunger demanded to be satiated. They were like Kamikaze fighters in their mad race toward the kasha.


  “Do you think those tiny specks of void fire will be enough to meow me!”


  More hellfire erupted from his body, burning brightly yet not so much as singeing him. He held out a hand and the fire began to gather, to coalesce into single existence, a tiny sphere of tightly packed heat. Condensed, it burned brightly like a star.


  The fire shot from his palm and slammed into the void fire. While the sentient flames were, indeed, fearsome in their hunger, their insatiable need to consume all life, that did not mean they were invincible. The hellfire that slammed into them was far more powerful than the flames that Iris conjured. It overpowered the black fire, ripping it asunder and continuing on toward Iris, who froze at the sight of the condensed ball of hellish combustion heading her way.


  “Move it!”


  Kevin was there in an instant. He rushed forward like a bolt of lightning. One arm wrapped hurriedly around Iris’s waist, lifting her up like a father would a misbehaving child. Powerful thigh and calf muscles exploded into action like the pistons of an engine. Kevin launched himself back, avoiding the fireball, which struck the ground several seconds after he had vacated the very spot it hit.


  While Kevin was forced to close his eyes because he was carrying Iris, the vixen in his arms raised her hands to shield herself as the flames detonated against the ground.


  As was the case with most explosions of this nature, the first thing to hit them was a concussive shockwave. It slammed into them with the fury of a hurricane, nearly lifting Kevin off his feet and almost flinging Iris out of his arms. Only some quick thinking on Kevin’s part kept them from going airborne. He pulled Iris to the ground and placed himself on top of her, protecting the vixen with his own body.


  After the shock wave washed over them, then came the blast of scorching hot air. The superheated, oxygen-rich air seared their skin with its burning heat. Dust and gravel slammed into their bodies, fine grains that scratched and irritated their skin. Tiny trails of blood leaked from deep scrapes where the flesh had peeled off.


  Explosions were an unusual thing. Kevin had learned about them in science class. When an explosion occurred, it pushed all of the air away, shoving it across a vast expanse of space. When this happened, it created a vacuum, a hole in which nothing existed, a split second where there was a single place on this earth that could almost be likened to the absolute nothingness of space. It only lasted for a second, however, and when that second passed, all of the air that had been displaced was sucked back in, as if the Earth was trying to regain its equilibrium, trying to fill that empty space in which something should exist, needed to exist.


  Kevin was nearly ripped off of Iris’s body as the airflow reversed, surging back toward the place where the explosion had occurred. It was only thanks to the two tails wrapping around his body, courtesy of Iris, that he didn’t get sucked into the space where the overall volume and pressure of airflow would have no doubt crushed him.


  When the explosion died down, Kevin gingerly climbed to his feet and helped Iris stand as well. He and the vixen by his side gaped at the crater before them. It wasn’t massive, not when compared to some of the meteor craters he’d seen on field trips, but the twenty by twenty-foot-wide hole in the ground definitely wasn’t something to scoff at either. A perfectly rounded hemisphere, the ground inside of it smooth like glass, steam rising from its surface, fumes and vapor that clogged the lungs, choking them, was definitely something to be wary of. The person who made it was even more so.


  “It seems I missed, meow.” The voice of Kağan made them turn. The kasha stalked toward them, clawed hands curling and uncurling as though imagining what it would feel like to wrap around their necks. Glowing yellow eyes with slit-like pupils glared at them. “You’re awfully fast for a human, meow. I’m impressed meow were able to dodge that.”


  “Don’t underestimate humanity.” Kevin glared as he reached down. His guns, silver and black weapons of destruction, rested snuggly in the holsters that were strapped to his thighs, until he pulled them free and pointed them at the kasha. “We may not have your supernatural powers, but that doesn’t make us weak.”


  Kağan stared at the young boy who dared to defy him, at the human who, by all rights, should have been cowering before him.


  Then he sneered, a vicious leer that would have caused lesser men to lose control of their bladder.


  “Humans are the most pathetic creatures in existence, meow. You have no power, no abilities to put you on par with us yōkai. You are nothing, meow. You’re just a bunch of pathetic, overgrown apes, who have yet to learn their place.”


  “And yet it is humanity that stands on top of the food chain.” Kevin’s guns did not waver. They remained pointed at his foe. “If you think we’re so weak, then how come you’re hiding among humans?”


  “I am not hiding, meow!” A vicious scowl marred Kağan’s feline muzzle. “I never hide. This city is mine, meow! Everyone within this city belongs to me, meow. I control all of them, and they do my bidding like the good little puppets they are. You humans are my playthings, meow!”


  “Not anymore.”


  Kevin fired off what appeared to be several rounds from his guns. However, the energy did nothing to Kağan, merely evaporated against the fire coating his body like ghostly images. The kasha narrowed his eyes.


  “Do you think I’ll allow myself to be meow’d by one of your pathetic illusions?” He snarled as he recognized the Kevin in front of him for the illusion that he was. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on meow! Now die!”


  Kağan turned around to see the running form of Kevin quickly growing closer. A swipe of his claws sent crescents of hellfire at the boy, who ran headlong into the attack with little care to his own safety.


  “Meow?!”


  Kağan watched with a shocked stare as his attacks did nothing. The crescent waves of hellish flame traveled straight through Kevin like he wasn’t even there, as if he was a wavering ghost, an ethereal being with no corporeal form for him to attack. It was like the child was a hallucination…


  … Or an illusion.


  That realization came too late. Before Kağan had time to turn around, a barrage of youki bullets lanced out from the darkness of the night. They struck the kasha in the back, drilling into his body. The projectiles of water youki slammed into his flame-covered fur, putting out the flames present. They couldn’t put them out for long, however. His flames burned hotter than 3,200 degrees Fahrenheit. But it was long enough for the celestial bullets to burn his flesh with divine energy.


  Psychological warfare. It was a common tactic. Tricking people into doing one thing, thinking they are right, when instead you do something else. Deception. Trickery. That was what had happened here.


  Iris had indeed cast an illusion on Kağan, a set of false images woven into his brain, and the kasha had merely assumed that the illusion he saw was them standing in front of him, never looking past the first false image. In truth, he had been hit with a double-layered illusion. A feint within a feint. If it didn’t piss him off so much, Kağan would have been impressed.


  The kasha turned, angry hissing erupting from his feline mouth. Flames spewed from the cat-like muzzle. The fires that raged over the yōkai’s body flared all the brighter, a sign of anger, of fury at being humiliated in this manner.


  “You insufferable mice.” Kağan’s face twisted into a rictus of resentment, vitriol made manifest. “By the time I’m finished with meow, I’m going to—”


  Kağan’s words were cut off when several projectiles drilled straight into its eyes. Pain. Agony. The kasha roared as the feeling of two powerful bullets composed of youki penetrated his sockets. His eyes burst like overripe fruit. Carmine liquid and viscous, pus-like fluid dripped from damaged eye sockets, staining the midnight fur of his face. He raised his clawed hands to cover empty sockets that no longer had eyes to see through.


  Kevin’s barrage of gunfire continued. A hailstorm of energy lanced out of glowing barrels like water spraying from the nozzle of a hose. They struck Kağan’s body like nails being driven into wood by a hammer.


  Burn marks appeared along the yōkai’s body, singed fur and blackened skin. It burst through them and attacked the skin directly. Blood spurted from wounds created by drilling projectiles of water. They penetrated Kağan’s skin and caused tiny geysers to shoot out.


  “Void Art: Void Fire.”


  Several flickering balls of black flame joined Kevin’s assault. They struck Kağan’s body and remained there, eating away at him, dissolving his flesh. The kasha’s pained roar echoed across the city.


  For a while, it looked like Kevin and Iris had the upper hand. For a moment, they dared to hope that their combined assault would be enough to defeat this yōkai.


  That hope was dashed when the fires flickering on Kağan’s body burned brighter, when the flames licking Kağan’s skin like the tender caress of a lover suddenly burst into a raging conflagration. The black flames dissolved into the wind as they were overpowered. Snuffed out. The energy projectiles that once did so much damage were suddenly blocked by the powers of the kasha’s incredible flames, of the burning fires only those with a connection to the Shinigami could wield.


  “Enough!”


  A wave of fire burst from Kağan’s body. Torrid air hit Kevin and Iris like a desert sandstorm, forcing them to cover their eyes before the heat could cook their eyeballs.


  “I have had it up to here with you two!” Kağan’s furiously snarling face was a vicious mask of hatred. “If you think that a pathetic ape and some two-tails is going to get the best of meow, then think again, meow!”


  Iris snickered. “He’s still saying ‘meow.’”


  “What did I tell you about antagonizing the cat monster, Iris?”


  Kevin wiped the sweat from his forehead. Even from a distance of nearly twenty feet, the heat radiating off Kağan’s body was enough that he could feel it from where he stood. The very air around the kasha was bursting and volatile. The ground beneath the yōkai’s feet had begun to bubble and boil, the earth becoming superheated and red like magma.


  Loud hissing erupted from Kağan’s body. Wounds that had once gushed blood healed over. Bubbling fluid gathered in empty eye sockets, taking shape, becoming spherical. The eyes reformed. Nerve fibers like a million tiny strands wrapped around white fluid. Translucent film covered strands of optic fibers. The center bled yellow, a tiny circle reminiscent of two moons took shape within each socket, slit-like pupils appearing within. It was disgustingly fascinating to watch.


  “He just healed himself,” Iris stated, quite unnecessarily.


  “I know. I saw it.” Kevin rolled his eyes.


  It wasn’t healing, but more like regeneration. It was impossible to heal from Void damage. That was because of the Void’s nature. Things consumed by the Void were forever lost. However, if Kağan was able to replace what had been damaged, then it would be the same as becoming brand new.


  “To think two lesser beings have forced me to this stage.” The kasha’s thick, growling voice was filled with contempt. “It shames me, meow.”


  “What shames me is that I’m fighting someone who says ‘meow’ as a catchphrase,” Iris quipped.


  Kevin facepalmed. “I really wish you would stop antagonizing him.”


  Kağan’s glare was so full of malice and blazing odium that it couldn’t simply be called hate. That did it no justice. The loathing he felt was the kind that could have caused weaker people to suffer a heart attack.


  “You two are going to die here, meow.”


  Kağan’s declaration was followed by flames coalescing around his hands. White hot they burned, inching along his elongated claws until the deadly sharp protrusions were covered in fire.


  “I think we’re in trouble,” Iris stated solemnly.


  “What an astute observation,” was Kevin’s sarcastic comeback.


  “So, do you have a plan?”


  “I was thinking we should make a tactical withdrawal,” Kevin admitted.


  Iris raised a delicate eyebrow. “So we’re running away?”


  “We do not run away.” Kevin glared at her while still keeping the kasha in his sights. “We simply withdraw tactically.”


  “Right.” Iris nodded. “That’s what you call running away.”


  “… Shut up.”


  ***


  The chase was on.


  Kevin and Iris ran through the streets. Behind them, the bounding of feet and hissing of melting black top let them know that their enemy was still after their blood.


  The streets at night were depressingly empty. Not a single soul, aside from them and the big, fury hell cat chasing them, was present.


  Kevin glanced around at everything in sight, searching constantly for something they could use to escape from the kasha. He saw cars parked along streets. Fire hydrants sat on sidewalks. Light posts buzzed and flashed, illuminating ground.


  “Got any plans crawling around inside of that head of yours?” Iris asked as she ran alongside him.


  Kevin looked at her, then looked back down the street they were running through. “I’m working on it.”


  “Yeah? That’s good. But you may wanna work faster.”


  Kevin scowled at the vixen by his side. “I’m working as fast as I can.”


  “Your fastest obviously isn’t fast enough.”


  “I’d like to see you come up with something, then!”


  A fireball raced between the two, cutting off their conversation. Kevin and Iris jerked apart to avoid the searing heat. Even so, they couldn’t keep from hissing as the skin on their arms and shoulders received second-degree burns. The ball of fire continued on, passing them by to strike a mailbox. The eruption of flames rose into the air like the plumes of a phoenix. The mailbox turned into melted slag, molten metal bubbling red liquid that drizzled across the sidewalk and into the street.


  Kevin and Iris leapt over the liquefied metal and continued running.


  “Do you think you can trap him within an illusion?” Kevin asked.


  “Maybe.” Iris looked back at their foe, then grimaced. “It won’t be easy, though. Not if you want it to be a solid illusion and not some cheap parlor trick like the last few illusions were. I’ll need time to set it up.”


  Kevin turned his head slightly to look back at Kağan. The kasha was still charging after them like a bull that had seen red. Large, clawed feet slammed into the pavement, hissing and spitting, the sidewalk melting with every step their enemy took. Cars melted as the cat yōkai passed them, their metal chassis unable to withstand the heat of the flames that danced along the fire cat’s body.


  He looked back at Iris. “I’ll give you that time.”


  “Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Iris finally expressed concern for him.


  “Trust me,” he said, feigning a confident smile that he did not feel.


  This was going to suck.


  ***


  Kevin knew that what he planned on doing was stupid.


  That didn’t mean he was not going to do it.


  Without missing a beat, Kevin leapt into the air and spun. His feet left the ground. His body turned. He aimed the gun in his left hand at a fire hydrant they’d just passed, and one that Kağan was traveling closer to. The black gun emitted a bright blue flash as he pulled the trigger. It roared like a cannon, blue energy shooting out like a lance to strike the fire hydrant. Kevin completed his spin and landed on the ground.


  His aim had been superb. Well, it was probably just luck. The youki projectile slammed into one of the hydrant’s arms, blowing it clean off. His timing couldn’t have been more perfect either. Water shot out like a jet stream, slamming into Kağan like a drill piercing the heavens. Steam rose with a hiss as Kağan was blasted off his feet, skidding along the ground, and crashing into the wall of a building, breaking it, causing it to crumble around him.


  “Now’s your chance,” Kevin told Iris, who nodded and ran down the nearest alley.


  Kevin stopped running and turned to the pile of rubble. Taking a deep breath, he tried to calm his racing heart. It didn’t work.


  This was really stupid. What he just did was so incredibly stupid. Kevin knew that he would be lucky to make it out of this situation alive. Dang it. Why did he have to play decoy?


  Oh. Right. It’s because I don’t have any supernatural powers. Curse you, Iris!


  Exploding debris showered the pavement. Several chunks flew through the air to smash against cars, denting steel frames and shattering glass windows. A large, furry hand grasped the edges of the now broken wall. Deadly claws, razor sharp, perforated the red bricks, creating abrasions along the surface. A head soon poked out from within, feline-like, covered in midnight black fur that was soaked all the way through. Malevolent yellow eyes narrowed into thin slits as they locked onto Kevin.


  Kevin didn’t hesitate to unleash a barrage of youki bullets at the creature. Kağan’s snarl of agonized furry echoed across the street. The cat yōkai’s head snapped back as the bullets struck the beast across the face, and its clawed hands lost purchase on the wall as the chunks he’d grabbed ahold of crumbled.


  Kevin didn’t let up. Not even for a second. He moved into a better position and continued firing, continued unleashing a devastating stream of projectiles at his foe. He knew that he couldn’t let this creature have any breathing room. To stop firing would give the kasha time to recover. To ease on the trigger, even for a second, could very well spell his doom. Iris needed time, and he would use everything he had to give her that time.


  It was an unfortunate inevitability that Kevin’s guns eventually ran out of energy. Nothing lasted forever, especially not the youki-charged cartridges contained in his guns. They had a finite supply. Enough for one hundred shots each, maybe one hundred and fifty depending on who the youki came from. After that, he needed to reload.


  Unfortunately, he’d left all of his other cartridges in his and Iris’s hotel room. There would be no reloading for him.


  A black tower of muscle strode from the gap of crumbling bricks. Fire erupted along bulky limbs and massive shoulders. Skin hissed and sizzled. Wounds reknit. Several long gashes that ran along a barrel-shaped chest vanished, replaced by hard muscle and unblemished pink skin. Burn marks, perfect circles of charred flesh left by celestial youki, slowly disappeared, leaving no sign that they had ever been there. Fur grew over the now healed wounds, sprouting like a thick patch of black grass.


  “Those weapons of yours, meow.” The kasha’s growl was like a rumbling bass. “Those fire youki. That should not be possible, meow. There is no way weapons like that could have been manufactured by anyone. And no yōkai would ever work with a human to create such a weapon, meow.”


  “Shows how much you know,” Kevin breathed. His heart was hammering in his chest, but he kept his cool. He’d faced worse than this kasha. He wouldn’t back down. “Not all yōkai hate humans. Not all yōkai think humans are worthless. I’m good friends with a number of your kind.”


  The kasha snorted, as if the very idea that Kevin suggested was absurd. Still, the cat yōkai eyed the guns in his hand warily, apprehensively, like he was waiting for them to start firing again.


  “How did you get something like that, meow?”


  Kevin backed up a step. “You can’t expect me to tell you that.”


  Kağan took a step forward. Kevin took another step back.


  “It doesn’t matter anyway, meow. I am going to kill you. Then I will take those weapons for myself, meow. I’m sure I can enslave some scientists to build replicas for me. Then I can either sell them on the black market or even build an army of human slaves, meow.” Bright eyes, luminous yellow moons surrounded by black fur, gleamed at the thought. “In fact, I think that is an excellent idea. I suppose I should thank you, ape, for giving me this wonderful opportunity, meow.”


  Kevin gritted his teeth. Clenching the guns in an ironclad grip, he tried not to show how worried he was. How long was it going to take Iris before she cast that illusion?


  “If you think for one second that I am going to let you take these, then you have clearly got several thousand meows loose.” Kevin paused, blinked, and then shook his head. “I mean several thousand screws loose.”


  Kevin did not like the grin that appeared on Kağan’s face. Not one bit.


  “Who said anything about you letting me do anything, meow. After you’re dead, I’ll just take those guns off your cooling corpse.”


  He took several steps back as Kağan began stalking toward him with a predatory gait, like a lion about to pounce on a helpless gazelle—or a cat yōkai about to pounce on a human. Rippling muscles hidden under his thick fur flexed with each step. Claws glinted in bright moonlight as fingers flexed, sharper than a blade and flashing with deadly intent, as if they were already imagining what ripping into his flesh would feel like.


  Heat emitted from fires dancing along Kağan’s body. The heat was sweltering, like being stuck inside of a furnace. Sweat broke out on Kevin’s skin as his foe drew closer. It dripped down his neck, his face, his underarms. It caused his clothes to cling to his skin.


  Perhaps if he had been aware of his surroundings, if his spatial awareness had not abandoned him in his fear, he wouldn’t have found himself cornered. His back soon pressed against a wall. Even so, Kevin still tried to back up, huddling against the quickly heating cement, as if it might somehow help him get away. Except there was nowhere to escape. He was trapped. A mouse caught within the paw of a cat.


  Dammit! If only I had thought to bring my ammo case with me. Maybe then I wouldn’t be in this predicament. At the very least, I should have brought one or two more cartridges.


  Kevin cursed his lack of foresight. It seemed he still hadn’t learned his lesson. He needed to always be prepared, to always be ready. Expect the unexpected. Never let your guard down. Constant vigilance. Had he learned nothing from being nearly killed several times in the past ten months?


  Kağan took another step forward.


  And then he stopped.


  A frown suddenly marred his face.


  “Where is the girl, meow?”


  “Right behind you,” a voice said.


  Kağan’s eyes widened. He began turning around, moving to face the source of the familiar voice.


  He was too late.


  “Kitsune Art: Fanboy’s Delight.”


  Kağan’s body became stock still. His posture stiffened, spine straightening like a nutcracker. A shudder went through his body, visible even through the thick, black fur. It went all the way up from his toes to his head, and then back down again. Small twitches soon followed. Tiny muscles spasms that made his body look like quivering jello. Like a man suffering an epileptic seizure, the spasming grew more intense with each passing second, until the cat yōkai fell onto his back, twitching and jerking, his body seizing up. Froth started pouring from his mouth. Then his eyes rolled up into the back of his head.


  Several seconds later, Kağan lay still, unmoving save for the stuttering of his chest.


  Kevin blinked. Once. Then he looked at Iris as she walked over to him.


  “What kind of illusion did you just cast on him?”


  Iris’s grin was the kind someone had only when they were immensely pleased with themselves.


  “I made him watch twenty-four hours of Boku no Pico compressed into six seconds.”


  Kevin turned green.


  “I regret asking already. Oh, gods. I think I’m gonna be sick.”


  “Don’t worry, Stud.” Iris’s reassuring smile did nothing to reassure him. If anything, it did the opposite. “I would never cast that on you.”


  “I suppose that’s something to feel grateful about.”


  “After all, if you suddenly became a vegetable, then I would never be able to convince Lily-pad to let me join you two in a threesome.”


  The sound of Kevin’s palm meeting his face echoed several decibels louder than it should have through the mostly empty street.


  ***


  As it turned out, Iris had used almost all of her youki to cast that illusion over Kağan. About halfway through their walk to find the hotel they were staying at, the raven-haired vixen had collapsed, which explained why Kevin was carrying her piggyback style as they ascended a flight of stairs.


  “Sorry for making you carry me like this,” Iris said in a voice laced with exhaustion.


  Kevin’s lips twitched. “Why are you apologizing? That’s not like you at all.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean.” Her tone was supposed to be playful, he guessed, but it sounded short of breath. “I can be nice when I want to be.”


  “You can,” he confirmed. “But you’re usually not. You’d normally use this opportunity to shove your boobs into my back, and then mercilessly tease me about how much of a pervert I am.”


  “Whatever.” Iris huffed as she buried her face in the crook of his neck.


  Her arms were slung around his shoulders, hanging over him like water hoses, limp like soggy pasta. Her legs likewise dangled from their place, swinging back and forth. He’d locked his arms underneath her bum to keep her propped up, as she seemed incapable of even simple actions like lifting her hands. Her tight ass felt quite amazing, he had to admit. Firm and springy.


  He was glad that no one was loafing around the hotel at the moment. It would have been hard enough to explain why he and Iris looked like they’d just been put through a blender. It would have been even harder to explain why Iris had two fox tails sticking out of her hind end, and a pair of fox ears that sat limply on her head.


  He reached the door to their hotel room and slid his keycard through a card slot on the side. He ignored the faint beeping that resulted and pushed the door open. A faint smile peeled across his face as he thought about crawling into bed and finally getting some sleep. That same smile left when he found himself staring at a familiar face with slicked-back black hair.


  He and the other person, the akaname, stared at each other. The man’s eyes were bulging, the other person’s face stretched into an almost comical expression of alarm.


  “What are you doing in my room?” Kevin asked, his expression suddenly going emotionless, his face deadpanning.


  “Ah, um, this is, uh.” The yōkai, who Kevin just decided to call Slick because of his hair, searched the area frantically, as if seeking aid from some nonexistent entity. “I, um, this isn’t what it looks like!”


  Kevin took a moment to contemplate those words. He then looked further into the room, where the other two akaname were attempting to unlock his case full of ammo—or they had been, before he had arrived. Now they were just staring at him, their eyes wavering with trepidation. He didn’t know where they had gotten the drill they were currently using to try drilling a hole through the impregnable case, and he honestly care.


  He looked back at Slick. The akaname’s body shook.


  “Really? So you three aren’t trying to ransack my room and steal my stuff?”


  The yōkai glanced over at his friends, who had scampered off and now hid on the other side of the bed. Kevin could tell because one of them had his ass sticking up in the air. When he realized that his friends would be of no help, he looked back at Kevin. They stared at each other for about ten seconds.


  He then straightened his back and waved his hands in a vaguely mysterious fashion in front of his face.


  “Ooh…” he moaned in what Kevin believed was supposed to be a mystical manner. “You are being hypnotized.” To his credit, the man actually did sound somewhat enigmatic. “When I snap my fingers, you will wake up and pretend I was never here.”


  “What about us?!” came a shout from behind the bed.


  “Right.” The man nodded. “You will pretend they were never here, either.”


  Kevin really did have to wonder about the stupidity that seemed to congregate around him. Stupid things seemed to happen whenever he was near. Was it him? Did stupid just follow him like a bad cold? He would have facepalmed, but since he was holding Iris, he had to settle for giving the creature a flat look.


  “Do you really think that’s going to work?”


  “No,” the man said mournfully. “But it was worth a try.”


  “I suppose so.” Kevin shifted his grip on Iris. The fox girl moaned slightly into his neck when his fingers sank into the soft flesh of her deliciously tight derriere. “I hope you three are prepared to face the consequences of your actions.”


  All three akaname gulped.


  ***


  Kevin wasn’t sure what to make of this new situation.


  He was sitting on the bed. Iris lay underneath the covers, her head resting on a pillow. He’d tucked her in shortly after arriving. The three akaname sat on the floor, heels underneath their rumps and several bricks sitting on their thighs. They looked uncomfortable, in pain even, but considering they’d been trying to steal from him, Kevin couldn’t find it in himself to care.


  No one asked where Kevin had gotten the bricks from.


  Now that he wasn’t beating them senseless, he was actually able to study them a bit better. The one with slicked-back hair had dark eyes, a rail-thin body, and wore baggy clothes that hid what almost seemed to be an emaciated frame. The other two were much shorter. One had shaggy brown hair, grayish eyes, and a rotund figure that could barely fit within his shirt. The other looked almost like a stereotypical nerd, complete with pimples, glasses, and buck teeth.


  They look like geekish versions of Buck, Tall, and Short back home.


  The thought amused him, but he didn’t let that show as he stared down at the trio.


  “P-please let us go,” Slick whimpered in discomfort. “We promise not to try stealing from you again.” The other two nodded their heads emphatically.


  Kevin scoffed. “Yeah, not happening.” He ignored the trio of whimpers and crossed his arms. “I can’t let you three go. You already know too much. I’m pretty sure that you were also responsible for that kasha coming after me and Iris. And I also need information, which you will be giving me without complaint.”


  The trio looked at each other, their pained grimaces a reflection of the agony they no doubt felt from having bricks on their thighs while sitting in seiza. Kotohime had told him that this was how bad kitsune were punished in her home village. It seemed effective.


  “W-what kind of information?” Slick asked.


  “First, I want to know about that kasha who attacked us,” Kevin said. “Who is he? Why was he attacking us? And what the heck is up with that silly catchphrase?”


  “You wanna know about Rabbim Kağan?”


  “Rabbim?” Kevin asked, then shook his head. He didn’t care to know. “Whatever, just tell me about that Kağan guy.”


  “Rabbim Kağan is the lord of this city,” Slick informed him. “He controls everyone here, from the humans to the yōkai. He’s the boss.”


  “How does he control the humans?” Kevin pressed. “Enchantments? Illusions?”


  The three akaname shared another glance. They turned back to Kevin and shrugged in unison.


  “We don’t know.” Slick seemed to be the spokesperson because he answered again. “It could be enchantments, I guess. He’s a kasha, you know. They aren’t as good at enchantments as kitsune, but they’re still pretty good.”


  Kevin sighed at their vague answer, but he pressed on anyway. It didn’t really matter how Kağan controlled people, or even necessarily that he did. It just bothered him because he disliked the idea of people’s free will being taken away.


  “And what about the reason he sent that other yōkai to attack me?” Kevin frowned at the trio as he leaned down and pierced them with a glare. “Why did he attack Iris and me?” The three quailed under his stare, causing his frown to deepen. “Was it you? Did you tell him about us?”


  The three said nothing. Perhaps they were afraid of angering him further.


  “Well,” he leaned back and sighed, “I suppose it doesn’t matter.” He saw the three sigh in relief and frowned again. “That doesn’t mean you three are getting off the hook.”


  Kevin wondered if he was becoming a bad person. There had to be something wrong with him if he was taking pleasure in the way the trio of akaname quaked where they sat.


  I think Iris and Kotohime are bad influences on me.


  The thought came to him before he expelled it. Now was not the time for distracting thoughts. There was more that he needed to do before night gave way to day.


  ***


  “Achoo!”


  Kotohime scrunched her nose cutely as she sneezed.


  “Someone must be talking about me,” she muttered to herself, resisting the urge to wipe at her nose. “I wonder who it is?”


  Discarding the question of who was talking about her, Kotohime glanced at the large building that sat in front of her. Tall and plain, nothing about the building stood out. Its walls were made of gray brick. Windows dotted its surface, situated at even intervals. It stood several stories high, seven, by her estimation. It looked like every other office building she’d seen in Florence.


  She knew better.


  Entering through a set of glass doors, she was greeted with a standard lobby. Marble tiles gleamed beneath her feet. Several pillars stood silently around the room. A small square patch of carpet sat to her left, four chairs surrounding a coffee table on top. She surveyed the room with keen eyes, making quick observations of possible defensive positions, and then trailed over to the desk, where a secretary sat.


  She walked up to the desk.


  “Excuse me,” she said to the secretary. “But I am here to see Abercio-san.”


  Light green eyes set on a youthful face looked up at her. Blond hair pulled back into a tight bun gave the woman a severe look. Green eyes narrowed as they stared at Kotohime’s most notorious feature, her large chest and not her katana, making the severity of this woman’s appearance seem even harsher. The woman glared at her chest for a moment longer, and then plastered on an insincerely false smile.


  “Do you have an appointment?”


  “No.”


  “Then I am afraid you cannot see Abercio,” the secretary said succinctly. “He is quite busy at the moment and does not have the time to see people who have not filed an appointment.”


  Kotohime almost sighed. While she had nothing against humanity, there were many who she took issue with. People like this woman, clearly jealous of her inhuman beauty, bothered her immensely. She probably thought Kotohime planned on stealing Abercio who, knowing him as she did, was likely sleeping with this woman.


  Her dark eyes bored into the woman’s green ones, power flowing through them as she cast a minor enchantment.


  “You will inform Abercio-san that Kotohime has arrived to speak with him on behalf of Pnév̱ma Delphine-denka.”


  “Of course.” Eyes now glazed over, the woman pressed a button and began talking into her headset. “Abercio-san? Kotohime has arrived to speak with you on behalf of Pnév̱ma Delphine-denka.”


  Kotohime almost giggled in amusement when the woman said “Pnév̱ma Delphine-denka.” She had almost forgotten that enchanted humans often quoted what the one who did the enchanting told them to repeat verbatim. How amusing.


  The woman hung up the phone. She stared at Kotohime with her dull green eyes.


  “He will see you now.”


  “Ara, thank you for being such a great help.”


  Kotohime didn’t bothering listening as the young woman tried giving directions. She instead marched straight up the stairs and ascended to the top floor. She could have taken the elevator, but she disliked using elevators. They made her feel lazy. After arriving on the top floor, she found herself in a large office that doubled as a suite. Extravagant and posh. Gaudy and ostentatious. The room reminded her that most male kitsune preferred living in opulence.


  A large desk sat before the wall farthest from her. It was every bit as expensive as the rest of the room. Behind the desk sat a large window that spanned the entire wall, allowing her to view the expansive cityscape laid out before her. Sitting behind that desk and before that window was a man, his hair long and silver, eyes the color of emeralds. He was handsome, undoubtedly, but there was an arrogance about him, a sense of superiority in his posture that she often found revolting.


  The man looked up as she walked in. Kotohime disliked the leering smile on his face.


  “Kotohime!” His warm greeting was ruined by the lecherous twisting of his lips. “You should have told me that you were coming. I would have prepared for your arrival. How have you been?”


  Pleasantries. She almost snorted. Kotohime hated pleasantries, at least with people she didn’t like.


  “Abercio-san,” Kotohime spoke with feigned patience, “I am not here to make inane pleasantries with you. I come here bearing news from Pnév̱ma-denka and subsequent orders for you.”


  Rather than become angered by her harsh rebuttal, the fox before her seemed to become overjoyed. His eyes sparkled like two stars and the smile he wore spoke of complete, utter, contentment.


  Kotohime tried to ignore the way he shuddered in bliss. She didn’t want to know. She really didn’t.


  “You are just as harsh as I remember you to be.” The man leaned back in his seat, forearms placed against the edge of the desk, fingers interlocked. “I am guessing this news you speak of is the attack that happened on the Pnév̱ma territory and the betrayal of our clansmen?”


  Kotohime was not surprised that he already knew of the events that had transpired.


  “You are well informed.”


  “I keep an ear to the ground,” he agreed. “I am always interested in knowing how my family is faring.” He paused for a moment, collecting his thoughts. “Is the reason you’re here to test my loyalty?”


  “No.” Kotohime shook her head. “Your loyalty was never in question. I am merely here to relay orders handed down from Pnév̱ma-denka.”


  “Good to know.” The man shifted in his seat, leaning forward and placing his chin on top of his hands. “In that case, I suppose the next question would be: what orders does Mother have for me?”


  Kotohime sighed as she began explaining the orders in great detail. This was going to take a while.




  CHAPTER 3


  MIDNIGHT ESCAPE


  It was nighttime when Lilian decided to make her escape.


  Ever since she’d arrived in this Inari-forsaken place, she’d been confined to a single room. That the room she happened to be imprisoned in contained Jiāoào, the two-tailed kitsune who’d harbored an obsession with her since their first meeting, only made things worse.


  She glared at the two-tailed brat, whose blank eyes stared at nothing in return. The boy didn’t even seem to register her presence, hadn’t even glanced her way once since she had arrived—to the best of her knowledge. Lilian didn’t know whether to feel insulted or not, but she had decided not to bother worrying about some brat that she’d been unwillingly stuck with.


  She gazed out of the circular window. Moonlight spilled onto her from above. A million stars sparkled like tiny diamonds in the night sky, motes of white canvassed across a sea of velvet.


  After the Bodhisattva left, Lilian had immediately begun planning her escape. The door had been locked, which she had suspected before even trying to open it. Only an idiot didn’t lock the door where they were keeping a prisoner hostage.


  She’d thought about using Jiāoào as a hostage herself and forcing them to let her go, but soon realized the stupidity of such an act. The Bodhisattva would not have let her stay with his son if he believed that she was a threat. Lilian was sure that, should she try to use Jiāoào as a hostage to escape, she would be killed before making it ten feet out of the palace. She would probably be killed the moment she touched Jiāoào inappropriately.


  Hostage taking was out.


  After that she had searched for a secret passage. Every cliché super villain living in a big ass mansion had a secret passage. Or ten. Or ten thousand. It was practically a requirement for antagonists to have them.


  The Bodhisattva’s mansion did not have any secret passages—at least, none were present in this room. She wondered about that for a little while, but then moved onto her next plan. She called it: Operation Rapunzel.


  Lilian looked proudly at her latest creation, the long thread of blankets, pillow cases, tapestries, and curtains that curled in a circle on the floor in front of her. She’d spent the past two hours painstakingly tying the fabrics together, forming a long rope that she planned on using to descend from this prison.


  “If that jerk thinks he can make me a prisoner, then he’s got another thing coming,” Lilian muttered to herself.


  She grabbed one end of the cloth rope and tied it to a leg of the canopy bed. She then grabbed the rest of the cloth rope in her arms, walked over to the window, and dropped the bundle out. Without checking its length, Lilian climbed onto the windowsill and tested to see whether the makeshift robe would hold her weight, also making sure it wouldn’t come undone while she climbed down.


  Are you sure this is a good idea?


  “Of course I’m sure this is a good idea,” Lilian said. “It’s my idea, so it has to be a good one.”


  That’s what makes this so worrying.


  “Oh, whatever.” Lilian scowled cutely. “This is going to work.”


  It is clearly not going to work. Everybody knows that the Bedsheet Ladder never works.


  “I think you’re just being pessimistic.”


  More like being realistic. First off, have you even tested the rope to see if it’s the proper length to reach the bottom? And what about the guards? They might see you.


  “If the rope isn’t long enough, then I will just use my tails to climb the rest of the way,” Lilian declared confidently. “And I wouldn’t worry about the guards. Everybody knows the Guards Must Be Crazy. Being a guard for an evil overlord is a low-status, low-paying, high-risk job in an unsafe work environment, with very little long-term job security. No one working a job like that is going to be the sharpest kit in the litter. I bet they could be fooled by tricks that even an average six-year-old can see through.”


  If you say so.


  “I do say so. Now be quiet and let me enact my escape.”


  …


  Lilian slowly descended the ladder. Her sandal-covered feet slipped against the unnaturally smooth surface of the wall. Her hold on the rope tightened to the point where the blood drained from her fingers. She managed to regain her purchase, but nearly slipped again when she started trying to descend once more.


  “I wonder if I could stick to the surface by sending youki to my feet?”


  Won’t work.


  “Eh?” Lilian complained. “Why not?”


  Different world mechanics. Youki isn’t chakra, you know? Or maybe it’s just because you’re not a ninja. Who knows. The only thing that matters is that it won’t work.


  “Whatever,” Lilian grumbled and began traveling down at an even slower pace. Her feet still slipped, but she kept a careful grip on the rope, so she wouldn’t fall. “I think you just want to avoid copyright issues… cheapskate.”


  What was that?


  “Nothing.”


  Lilian eventually reached the end of the rope. She looked down the rest of the way and saw that she hadn’t even covered half of the distance between her and the ground. Her tails couldn’t extend that far.


  “Just how tall is this stupid tower anyway?”


  She observed the area around her some more. The chilly night air hit her fair skin. Goosebumps broke out on her flesh. Lilian tried not to shiver, as she believed that doing so might make her slip some more, and she really couldn’t afford to do that. Another glance down revealed a lot of grass and a bed of flowers underneath. Maybe she could jump into the bed of flowers and use it to cushion her fall…


  Won’t work.


  “Oh, shut up. It could work. It works all the time in anime.”


  This isn’t an anime.


  




  
  




  


  “Well, it should be,” Lilian mumbled to herself.


  The longer she continued standing there in the frigid night air, the more indecisive she became. She couldn’t go back up. She wouldn’t. To do so would be like signifying her defeat, and she refused to let this small setback defeat her. She hadn’t given up when chasing after Kevin’s heart. Now he was her mate. If she could spend over a month chasing after the boy she loved, then she could do this.


  She glanced around some more before finding something that might be able to help her get down. While the ground was farther than she would have liked it to be, the roof of the main building was about parallel with her. There was around a fifteen or maybe twenty-foot distance between her and it. However, if she could swing herself onto the roof, then she could climb down one of those big Corinthian columns Mulan-style.


  Taking a deep breath, Lilian began rocking her body left and right. Then she began lightly swinging to build momentum. She slipped several times, but kept at it, getting a feel for the action and the traction between her feet and the wall. Once she felt confident in herself, she reinforced her legs with youki, jumped several feet to the left, burst across the wall in a fast-paced sprint until she had reached the maximum length her makeshift rope could give her, and then kicked off the wall and let go of the bedsheet ladder.


  She tumbled through the air like a graceless acrobat who’d had a few too many drinks. Her body flipped around, out of control, spiraling like a dreidel that had been thrown with little care. She reached the roof, nearly gasping when her back smashed into the red tiles. Her body bounced once, twice, stopped, and then began rolling down the side reminiscent of a child rolling down a grassy hill.


  Reinforcing her fingers, Lilian stabbed them into thick brick tiles, perforating the tiles as a knife might impale a loaf of bread. Her descent halted, but the impact was jarring. Lilian clenched her teeth as the sockets in her arm were set ablaze with brief but intense pain. It was nothing she couldn’t handle; she’d felt worse before, but it still hurt. However, her actions also halted her downward momentum, keeping her from falling to a painful death.


  Slowly, carefully, she pulled herself up, using muscles that had been worked out by Kotohime for the past several months. She’d never been more grateful that she’d asked for her maid to help train her. She didn’t even need to use reinforcement.


  It didn’t take long for her to shimmy over to one of the columns. She wiggled down the side until she could grab onto the column’s lip.


  Now hanging from the column, dangling like a fish on a hook, Lilian used extension. Her two tails elongated, coiling around the column from opposite sides like a pair of snakes. They met on the other side, entwining around each other, embracing like long lost lovers. She took a deep breath and prepared for what came next.


  She tentatively let one hand leave the column’s lip, grabbed onto her tail, then took her other hand off. Almost immediately, Lilian found herself sliding down. Gritting her teeth, she dug her heels in both figuratively and literally, and reinforced both her legs and tails with as much youki as she could. Her feet dug into the hard marble surface. Trench-like abrasions appeared along the column’s length. By the time her downward momentum ceased, she was nearly halfway down the column.


  A loud sigh drifted through her ears as she exhaled. That had been way too close for comfort. Still, she’d done it. All she had to do now was climb the rest of the way down and sneak out of the mansion. Simple.


  Doing what she saw Mulan do in that Disney movie she’d watched a few months back, Lilian shimmied down the column, her tails looped around the thick shaft like a sling. She went down one foot at a time, her movements slower than a snail. Careful. Cautious. Her trip down took an agonizing amount of time, seemingly lasting forever, when in truth it only took her a few minutes to reach the bottom. When her feet did set down on the marble tiles, the relieved gust she unleashed echoed ominously loud within the hall.


  Had she known what would happen if she let out so much noise, perhaps she would have done her best to hold it in.


  She started walking down the hall, her back pressed against the wall as she slinked along like an actor from a bad spy movie. She reached the corner and was just about to peek around to see if anyone was there. That chance was taken from her when someone else walked out from around the corner first.


  “I’m just going to check it out real quick,” he said to someone behind him. “I could have sworn I heard someone making noise over… here…”


  The two-tailed kitsune dressed in the red and yellow robes of a Taoist monk blinked at her. Lilian blinked back. He then raised a finger to point at her, his mouth opening to scream.


  Lilian slammed her youki-reinforced head into his nose.


  The sound of cartilage breaking under the brutal and sudden assault was followed by the kitsune dropping like a sack of flour—or like a man who’d just been headbutted in the nose. Either way, he was down for the count, and Lilian didn’t waste a second. She turned around and quickly ran down the other way. She was just in time, too, because seconds later the person who’d spoken to the kitsune before ran up to check on his companion who’d she’d dropped like yesterday's garbage.


  “Are you okay, Chang? Chang, speak to me!”


  Lilian bolted down a random corridor, her movements, reinforced with youki, swifter than the wind.


  Unfortunately, she ended up running into another person dressed as a Taoist monk, a female this time, one who’d decided to go all the way and shave her head. The two stared at each other for the longest time. Lilian made the first move.


  “Extension.”


  Before the woman even had time to shout, two tails slammed into her jaw. The woman might as well have received an uppercut from Mike Tyson. She flew into the air, her back arching painfully, and then slammed into the ground. She was still awake, however, still conscious. And she made a concerted effort to climb back to her feet.


  “Extension.”


  Lilian wouldn’t let her. The tails extended once again. Lilian raised them into the air and entwined them together. Then she slammed them down on the woman’s stomach like a mallet. Blood and bile shot from the bald chick’s parted mouth, along with all of the oxygen in her lungs. Her eyes rolled into the back of her sockets. Her body twitched once, twice, then went still, save for the rise and fall of her chest that let Lilian know she was alive.


  Lilian’s tails retracted as she wiped the sweat from her brow.


  “Whew, that was too close.”


  “Hey, what’s with all the ruckus over here?” Another Taoist monk kitsune stepped into the corridor. “Don’t you know what time it is? You’re supposed to be—” his eyes widened when he saw who was standing before him “—PRISONER! THE PRISONER HAS ESCAPED!”


  Lilian released several foul expletives as she launched a tail at the man. This one, a three-tails, didn’t go down upon her first attack like the other two. He dodged her tail attack, showing that he had more combat experience than they did.


  “Don’t think such a basic attack is going to work on—”


  His words were cut off when Lilian’s second tail, which had a sphere of celestial youki hovering over the tip, slammed into his face—tip first.


  “Celestial Art: Sphere of Light.”


  A bright flash emitted between her tail and the Taoist guard. A ring of celestial energy was unleashed. The explosion that followed sent the man soaring backwards, blasting away like a baseball hit by Koharu Hotta. Lilian didn’t wait to see where he landed. She turned and raced down the only route she saw available.


  Footsteps began congregating around her. Shouts echoed along the walls. They were after her now, she knew, just like she knew that she couldn’t let them catch her.


  Lilian soon learned that the Bodhisattva’s palace was like a maze. There was seemingly no end to the amount of turns one could take. Several times she actually ended up looping around and found herself standing in a hallway that she’d already been in. Those times a guard almost caught her, and it was only quick thinking on her part and some anime-inspired attacks that let her escape with only a few scrapes and bruises.


  She had no idea how long she’d been running, but Lilian soon began to feel the strain. Even though she hadn’t used much youki, trying to conserve whatever she could, her body was beginning to tire from constantly using reinforcement in short bursts.


  The problem with using it like she did, aside from how it drained her reserves, was that reinforcing oneself with youki was like artificially pumping adrenaline through the body. It reinforced muscles, strengthening them to unbelievable levels, but left them exhausted afterward. It was like constantly exercising without giving oneself a chance to recover. There was a limit to how far a kitsune could push their body like this.


  And Lilian was reaching her limit.


  I need to find a place to hide.


  Lilian dove through the first door she saw. She closed the door behind her and pressed her back against the wall, prepared to bash whoever tried coming through. Footsteps pounded against the ground on the other side of the door. Her ears twitched as she heard what must have been several dozen feet running frantically down the hallway. The footsteps soon receded, however, and Lilian almost smiled at her success.


  “So you’ve managed to escape, have you?” the voice that spoke up, unfamiliar, cold, and rigid, made any smile that might have appeared vanish from her face before it could form.


  Lilian turned her head to see a kitsune staring at her. Like most of their species, the man before her was a perfect example of artistry, of beauty incarnate. His short blond hair looked like a crown. Light blue eyes and fair skin were complemented by his regal bearing. His face held a very feminine quality to it, as it did with most male kitsune.


  That had always been something that bothered her about her own species—the male side, at least. Every male kitsune was a bishounen, a pretty boy who could make just as fine a female as they did a male. She preferred men like Kevin, whose masculinity was unmistakable and whose imperfections made the good qualities he had stand out. Kitsune were just too perfect for her tastes.


  As she continued to stare, her mind paralyzed by shock, Lilian noticed something important, something she hadn’t noticed before, something that caused fear to wash through her gut like a tidal wave.


  The eight tails behind the man. Eight. The highest number of tails a kitsune could have without being granted the ninth tail by Lord Inari. The pinnacle of natural kitsune evolution. This man before her, this inhuman entity, was so much stronger than she, had so much more power, that a fight between them wouldn’t even accurately be called a fight. If she fought this man, tried to fool this man, she would be slaughtered like cattle.


  She tried to inch away.


  “I was wondering how long it would be before you tried to escape,” the man continued, even as four of his tails speared the spot she’d been inching toward. She tried going the other way, but soon found herself trapped when four more tails speared into the wall on her other side. “I’ll be honest here; I hadn’t been expecting you to try and escape for at least another day, though I believe it works out better this way. Father isn’t here right now, which means there’s nothing he can do to stop me.”


  Lilian didn’t even want to know what he planned on doing. She just wanted to leave. It was too bad she would never get the chance.


  The man’s hand shot out and grasped her by the throat faster than she could react. Ironclad fingers clutched her in a grip that could’ve bent steel. Lilian reached out her hands and clawed at the man’s forearm as her throat was forced closed. Her mouth opened but all that came out was a raspy sucking sound.


  She was lifted into the air with ease. Her back pressed against the stone wall as the eight-tailed kitsune shoved her into it. She kicked her feet uselessly. They pounded against his chest to no effect. The person before her had clearly mastered the art of reinforcement, and he had the youki to use it in spades. All she could do was dangle there as she was slowly choked to death.


  “Father believes you can bring Jiāoào back from his vegetative state,” the man continued, his tone conversational, as if he was talking about the weather and not strangling her to death. “I do not know if his belief holds any merit, but I would rather not take the chance to find out.” His eyes suddenly narrowed. Lilian’s eyes bulged as the fingers clenching around her throat tightened. “Jiāoào is nothing but an undeserving brat.” The bones in her neck began to crack. “I will not allow you to heal him.”


  For one second, Lilian’s struggling increased. Her kicks became more intense. Her fingers grasped at the hand, nails digging into skin. However, as her brain was continuously deprived of oxygen, her struggles began to lessen. Spots appeared in her vision. Tinges of darkness came and went. Her tongue hung out of her mouth as she tried to suck in oxygen, swollen like a balloon. Her legs, rather than kick, began spastically twitching, and her hands began to slacken.


  Is this it? Is this how I die?


  Lilian didn’t want to die. She couldn’t afford to. She had too much to live for.


  Kevin. Beloved.


  She and Kevin had only been dating for a few months, not even a year yet. They had a whole lifetime ahead of them. A lifetime of joy and happiness and passionate love making. She wanted to bear his kits and give him a family. She wanted to be with him and support him, and she wanted him to support her. This couldn’t be the end.


  Darkness started to descend.


  I’m sorry… Beloved…


  A single tear fell from her eye.


  “CHAO! Cease this at once!”


  Three things happened all at once; the hand on her neck released its grip, she fell to the floor in a crumbled heap, and her body instinctively started sucking in heaping gulps of oxygen.


  She heard voices, though she could not see who they belonged to.


  “Zhìlì, I had not realized you were still here. I could’ve sworn you’d gone back to North America.”


  “Father asked me to stay. He was worried that you might try something.”


  “What is the meaning of this, Chao? What were you trying to do?”


  “Nothing that you do not want to do yourself, Sister.”


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “Are you not the one who so fervently wishes this girl was dead?”


  As her brain became inundated with oxygen, her mind cleared slightly. Her body still couldn’t move, was still too weak, but her eyes could, and she let them flicker around until they landed on the source of the voices. Three other kitsune had joined the man who’d nearly killed her.


  “What I want doesn’t matter,” the girl said. She was familiar, but Lilian just couldn’t place her at the moment. “Father has demanded that she stay alive.”


  “And do you do everything that Father tells you to?”


  “Our father is The Bodhisattva.” Wearing a black and white gothic lolita outfit that rustled as if agitated, the cherubic-faced girl scowled at the eight-tailed kitsune. Her three tails furled and unfurled behind her. “To not obey our father is sacrilege of the highest order.”


  “But you want her dead, right?” the eight-tailed kitsune asked.


  The girl—woman—remained silent. She hesitated. The man tried to press his advantage, but one of the other men interrupted.


  Decked in gleaming armor, the man before her had longer hair than the other two, but it was the same golden color that reminded her of honey. He was tall. However, that might have just been Lilian’s perception from where she sat. A sword of some sort was strapped to his side. Meanwhile, seven tails jutted from a hole in the back of his armor.


  “Even if she wants Lilian Pnév̱ma dead, I am sure that she wants to see Jiāoào recover even more. Father is of the belief that Lilian Pnév̱ma is the only one who can do that.” The eight-tailed kitsune said nothing, but from the twitching of his eyebrows, he clearly didn’t like where this conversation was going. The seven-tailed kitsune continued without pause. “If you do this, if you kill her, then Jiāoào will never recover. Father will also be most displeased with you for disobeying his direct order. The result will likely be banishment from the clan.”


  “He wouldn’t dare,” the eight-tails hissed.


  “Do not be so sure.” The other man, a kitsune with four tails who was decked head to toe in Taoist monk robes, crossed his arms over his muscular chest. “Our Lord is a compassionate and gracious man, but he is also stern and unyielding. Lord Shénshèng will do what is right for the clan over what is right for any one individual.”


  “I have more tails than Jiāoào.” Chao scowled. “I am clearly the one he will side with.”


  “That will not always be the case, though,” the four-tails pointed out. “It was ordained by Lord Inari that Jiāoào would receive the ninth tail upon his tenth century of life. He will eventually become the Kyūbi and lord of our clan. The safety and well-being of Lord Jiāoào is of paramount importance, and if you do something to jeopardize the young lord, Lord Shénshèng’s justice will be decisive and swift.”


  A standoff occurred. Lilian’s body had gained enough strength that she could sit up. She also finally recognized Fan, the woman who’d almost killed Iris and whom she and Kevin had defeated back in Greece. The other two she vaguely recognized, the man in shining armor and the tall and silent monk. They’d also been in Greece, but she hadn’t fought them.


  “Tch!” The eight-tails gave them a disgusted look and turned away, his tails retracting underneath his robes. “Do whatever you want. Just make sure she never enters my sight again.”


  As the eight-tails left, the door slamming shut behind him, the trio walked over toward her. One of them, the seven-tails, made to help her up, but she batted his hand away.


  “I can walk by myself,” she mumbled, while pushing herself up on shaky legs. She almost spilled back to the floor, and only sheer grit and determination kept her upright.


  Rather than be offended by her harsh throwback, the seven-tails looked amused.


  “So it would seem.”


  Lilian pressed her hand against the wall, fingers splayed, palm pressed flat. Her shoulders heaved as she struggled for breath. Her throat was sore, raw. Acid dripped down her esophagus. Her chest, lungs, and diaphragm felt like they’d been compressed and perforated by the mighty, clawed hand of an ancient dragon. Yet still she refused to let the seven-tailed kitsune touch her. She still struggled to walk on her own.


  “Are you sure you don’t need help?” the seven-tails tried again. The glare she shot him made the much older kitsune rock back on his heels. As the grin on his face widened, he brought up his hands and held them out in a defensive gesture. “Woah, that’s quite the glare. I’m only trying to help.”


  “You are not my mate.” Lilian huffed, ignoring the pain that just speaking brought. “No man but my mate will touch me.”


  “If you say so.” The seven-tail’s chuckle made her scowl, though she said nothing. “This mate of yours is one lucky guy.”


  Lilian didn’t deign him with a response. She ignored him, Fan, and the bald monk and instead tried to make her way back to her quarters. Lifting her left foot, she took a single step forward…


  And fell flat on her face when all of the strength in her body fled.


  ***


  In the end, Lilian needed help.


  The seven-tails, Zhìlì, tried to help her but got his hand bitten during the attempt. Li, the four-tailed kitsune in monk robes, had also tried lending his aid, but she had bitten his hand, too. When he’d used his technique and turned his hand into celestial energy, she had channeled celestial energy to her teeth and bitten down harder. In the end, Fan was the only person who could help.


  “I can’t believe they forced me to do this,” Fan grumbled. “Why do I have to be the one who drags your sorry ass all the way up here?”


  “Shut up…” Lilian rasped. “I didn’t… ask for your… help…”


  Fan rolled her eyes, but she didn’t bother retorting.


  “That was a very stupid thing you did, you know,” she said instead. “Honestly, what were you thinking? Did you truly think you could escape from our palace that easily? We’ve got a barrier surrounding us, you know? Even if you did make it out of the palace itself, you’d never get past the barrier.”


  Lilian didn’t answer. It wasn’t because she didn’t want to. She was simply too tired and talking hurt too much. Fan was practically dragging her now too. Her legs had given out long ago and now scraped uselessly against the stairs.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if Chao had actually made the guards lead you to him,” Fan added thoughtfully. “He has never liked Jiāoào. Ever since Lord Inari proclaimed that my youngest brother would become the next Kyūbi instead of him, Chao has hated my beloved younger brother. I believe he’s jealous because Lord Inari realized that he was ill-suited to becoming the next Bodhisattva, and that my beloved younger brother had all the makings of an amazing Kyūbi. Hmph. You really don’t know what you discarded when you chose to mate with that disgusting ape of yours.”


  “...” Lilian muttered under her breath.


  Fan leaned in closer. “What was that?”


  “I said… shut up… brocon.”


  “W-w-w-what the hell?! I am not a brocon!”


  “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Lady Fan,” Li spoke up from behind them in his unapologetic way, “but you kind of are.”


  “I am not!”


  “Biggest… brocon… I’ve… ever…seen,” Lilian agreed.


  “I’m not a brocon!”


  Li nodded at Lilian as he ignored Fan’s vehement protestations. “I’ve never met someone with a bigger brother complex, either. It would be one thing if she just wanted to mate with him, but… Ha. While I have dedicated my life to protecting and serving Lady Fan, I must admit that this obsession she has for her youngest sibling disturbs me greatly.”


  “Listen to me, dammit!” Fan wailed ineffectually.


  ***


  Kevin and Iris awoke early the next morning. After a quick shower, and an even quicker breakfast compliments of the hotel staff, the two found themselves standing outside of the building they’d spent the night in, waiting.


  “Are you sure we can trust these people, Stud?” Iris asked as she stared up at the sky. She was still wearing her previous outfit. Her sleeveless t-shirt was scuffed and the skirt that she wore had dirt smudges all over it. She was lucky her clothing was black.


  They only had one extra set of clothing and neither had a clue about when they would be able to get more. He imagined she was being conservative, waiting until the one she wore now became unusable before changing clothes.


  He’d not been so fortunate. His clothes had been ruined, thus he’d been forced to change into his spare set. He really hoped these clothes wouldn’t get destroyed either.


  “I think we can.” Kevin caressed the fabric of his black Fate/Stay Night t-shirt, which featured a rather beautiful drawing of Saber on it, with his thumb and ring finger. “I scared them pretty good, and made it seem like I would come after them to exact my vengeance if they didn’t help us. I don’t think they’ll try to run away.”


  Iris gave him a glance that was rife with amusement. “And will you reap vengeance on them should they not help?”


  “If an ass kicking counts as vengeance, then sure.” Kevin shrugged.


  “Right.” Iris giggled just a bit. “I should have known you’d say that… nerd.”


  “Whatever.” Kevin rolled his eyes. “Just so you know, this nerd is dating your sister. And if I am a nerd, then your sister’s a super-nerd.”


  “Oh, I know.” Iris slinked up to his side. “I didn’t say there was anything bad about being a nerd, did I?” She grabbed his arm with the tenderness of a lover. “In fact, I quite like nerds.” Her left index finger slowly trailed up and down his arm. “You nerds have such incredible imaginations. I just imagine all of the kinky things you two think up and I get. All. Wet. Down. There,” she finished by whispering into his ear.


  Rather than get aroused or blush, Kevin gave her an incredulous look. “Did you just call your lady parts ‘down there’?”


  Iris’s grin made words unnecessary, though she spoke anyway. “So what if I did?”


  Kevin deadpanned. “Don’t use that term again. Ever. This isn’t Fifty Shades of Grey.”


  Iris’s chuckle was pure sensualism. Seduction made manifest. Kevin had grown so used to it these days that he just ignored the sexual overtones. It was simply how she rolled.


  “Whatever you say, Stud.”


  Just then, the sound of screeching tires reached their ears. They turned their heads in unison. Out of their periphery, both of them saw the beaten up little Volkswagen Beetle chugging their way.


  Piece of crap didn’t even begin to describe it. Several pits and dents in the hood made Kevin think a mallet had been smashed into it. Scorch marks stained the roof black. Several places looked like the aluminum had been partially melted by scorching hot fire. The tires were clearly out of alignment, as it drove along the road like a drunken hebi (snake yōkai) trying to ride a unicycle. The car doors were different colors, with the left being bright blue and the right neon green. The trunk had also clearly been replaced, its brown color reminding Kevin of this turd he once saw a horse crap out. It pulled up alongside them and then stopped.


  Three familiar figures were inside.


  “Are we really supposed to get into this?” Iris gave Kevin a look that suggested any answer but “no” was the wrong answer. “Please tell me we’re not getting in this.”


  Slick honked the car’s horn as the one that Kevin had dubbed Nerd rolled down the window.


  “Come on,” Nerd said in his nasally whine. “Hurry and get in. The boss will be really angry if we leave for too long and he realizes we’re missing.”


  “You heard the man,” Kevin said as he hefted his ammo bag and squeezed into the back.


  “I hate it when I’m right,” Iris sighed as she, too, crawled into the back of the vehicle. As she bent over to get in, the man, Nerd, tried to cop a feel of her ass.


  “Touch her butt and I swear to all eight million Shinto gods, I will shoot you in the face,” Kevin threatened the yōkai.


  Nerd couldn’t jerk his hand away from Iris’s rear end fast enough.


  ***


  “I knew you loved me,” Iris teased Kevin as the tiny beetle drove through the congested streets of Van. A glance out the windows would have revealed hundreds of people walking down the sidewalks and just as many cars stuck in traffic. “Go on, you can admit it. I don’t mind.”


  “Whatever you say, Iris,” Kevin said without any inflection in his voice.


  “You’re so shy.”


  “I’m pretty sure that you and your family stamped out every bit of shyness I once had.”


  His words rang of the truth. Iris didn’t know much about Kevin before he and Lilian started dating, since they’d become mates before she arrived, but from several very reputable sources (his friends), she had discovered that Kevin used to be abnormally girl shy, to the point where even being in a girl’s presence caused him to faint. Iris had nearly died laughing when she’d been told that.


  She glanced out the tiny window to her left. She saw tall buildings passing by. People crowded the walkways. Street signs and giant advertisement boards were in abundance.


  “So where are we going?” she asked, turning back to Kevin.


  “If we want to get out of Turkey, then we need to travel to the border,” Kevin informed her. “We can’t take a plane, not to get closer to China at least. Your grandmother informed me that the security checkpoints for planes arriving in China are unbelievably tight when it comes to supernatural matters. A human and a kitsune would be automatically detained. That’s why we’re traveling by ground. These three gentlemen have been kind enough to offer us a ride to Özalp.”


  Said three gentlemen shuddered. Iris had to wonder what Kevin had done to them last night to make them so compliant. He must have done something really harsh.


  I can’t believe I missed that.


  She wouldn’t say this to anyone because it felt like she was betraying her feelings for Lilian, but Kevin looked really hot when he was taking charge. Watching him when he became more serious and controlling made her wet.


  “I’m still not sure why we can’t take a plane.” Iris bit her lip in contemplation. “Can’t we just fly to the next country over and sneak into China that way?”


  “You clearly haven’t been paying attention to any of the lessons that Kotohime tried to impart, have you?” Kevin’s succinct reply showed irritation. Oh, it looked like she’d touched a nerve. How nice. “All of the countries surrounding China are under the control of the Bodhisattva of the Shénshèng Clan. They have spies and informants in every country surrounding China: India, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, Mongolia, Korea… If we flew in there, we’d have to pass through security, and if the Bodhisattva is smart, which I have no reason to believe he isn’t, then he’ll have yōkai working in these countries to inform him of when people of interest arrive.”


  Iris really did have to marvel at how much Kevin had thought about this. She’d done some thinking, too, but making plans like this had never been her strong point. It really served to bring home the point she’d been realizing for the past several months.


  Lilian really did make a good choice when she chose him as her mate.


  “What about north?” asked Iris.


  Kevin shook his head at her question. “We can’t fly up north either. To the north is Russia, and Russia is under the control of King of the Tengu, Sōjōbō. Sōjōbō isn’t like you kitsune, who rule their territories loosely. According to Kotohime, he rules Russia with an iron fist. Nothing gets in or out of the country without his say so. I have also been told that he does not take kindly to people encroaching on his territory, and a human and a yōkai traveling together would definitely garner his interest.” Kevin gave Iris a surprisingly steely look. “I don’t know about you, but I have no desire to become food for a flock of ravens.”


  “Crows,” Iris corrected. “Tengu are crows. Shouldn’t you know this stuff? What would your fellow otaku think if they knew you didn’t know what a tengu was?”


  “Whatever,” Kevin sighed, sounding tired. “Anyway, the only other place we could travel to would be Kazakhstan, but that country is the territory of The Great Kitsune Fire Clan, Ignis, who Kotohime mentioned share close ties to the Shénshèng Clan. The moment we step foot into that country, we’ll likely be killed.”


  “So north is out.” Iris scratched the back of her head. “What about south?”


  “To the south is Iran,” Kevin explained patiently. “They don’t have any clans taking residence there, but there have been rumors that an organization of hostile yōkai have gathered in the country. No one really knows much, but there has been news about disappearances and mutilated corpses being found in the streets. Not the type of place we want to pass through unless we’re left with no other option.”


  “Did Kotohime give you that information, too?”


  “Yes.” Kevin nodded. “Before we left, I asked her about everything she knew on the countries surrounding China. I didn’t want to go into this mess unprepared, so I made sure that I learned everything I could before we set out.”


  Iris paused to consider the information. She was beginning to realize that Kevin really had thought everything through far more than she had.


  “So what’s our plan, then?”


  Kevin reached into their small duffel bag and pulled out a map, which he unfolded and set on his lap, allowing her to lean in close and see where he was indicating.


  “Our plan is to travel here.” He pointed at a spot on the map. “Azerbaijan. We’ll take the train at Özalp North into Azerbaijan using this route.” His finger trailed along the map before stopping at one spot in particular. “We’ll stop at Zod Railway, and then take another train all the way to Baku Railway Station here.” His finger moved again, then halted next to a large body of what she guessed was water. “After that, we’ll take a ship and cross over the Caspian Sea into Turkmenistan, make our way across the country to Tajikistan, and go from there to China.”


  Iris’s head spun as she tried following Kevin’s itinerary. She couldn’t, however, and thus relied on her fallback protocol for when things didn’t make sense to her: insults.


  “Sounds needlessly complicated to me,” she declared petulantly. “It would be so much easier if we just had to travel through one country and be done with it.”


  “It would,” Kevin agreed, seemingly not bothered by her pouting. “But that’s not really in the cards. If we want to make it to China unnoticed and unharried, then we need to be smart about this.”


  Iris stared at Kevin for a long time. Unlike previous times, back when they’d first met, he didn’t turn from her stare, instead choosing to meet it head on. It really showed her how much the young man had changed since their first meeting.


  “I guess you’re right,” Iris conceded at last. “I suppose I’m just letting my impatience get the best of me.”


  Kevin’s smile was one of kinship. It told Iris that he knew exactly how she felt.


  “You’re not the only one who’s worried,” he said softly. “You’re not the only one who wishes they could rush into China, guns blazing, and rescue Lilian.”


  “No.” She gave him a smile that mixed sadness with resignation. “I suppose I’m not.”


  ***


  “That girl.”


  Kevin blinked when someone spoke up in the mostly silent car. He turned his head to see the one he’d decided to call Tubs, due to his fat stomach, nodding at something next to him. “Is she your, you know?” he asked, holding up a single hand, pinky extended.


  “No, she’s not,” Kevin answered succinctly, although he couldn’t blame the akaname for his preconceived notions.


  He looked down at Iris, who’d fallen asleep about an hour ago. She was sleeping a lot more, though he guessed that meant her body was still recovering from being in a coma. The raven-haired vixen was snuggling against him to savor the warmth of his body heat. Her head rested on his shoulder, and he could feel her breath hitting his skin. His arm was nestled between her sweater stuffers. She was hugging it like it was a teddy bear.


  Shaking his head, Kevin dispelled his thoughts, desires born from hormones, and faced Tubs again.


  “She’s my mate’s sister.”


  Tubs raised an eyebrow. “That is your mate’s sister?”


  “Yes. That a problem?”


  “No.” Tubs looked away. “No problem. It’s just that, uh, you two seem so close. I guess I kinda figured she was with you.”


  “She’s not,” Kevin told him adamantly. “She’s just using me in order to sleep with her sister.”


  That made all three akaname blink.


  “So she’s one of those girls, huh?” Nerd asked in his perpetually nasally whine.


  Kevin didn’t know what he meant by that, so he just shrugged. “I guess.”


  “I can’t believe you guys are talking about this crap,” Slick mumbled. “You two are asking him questions like a bunch of fucking gossips, when you should be asking the more important questions.”


  Everyone turned to look at Slick—except for Iris, who remained sleeping soundly against Kevin.


  “Like what?” asked Tubs.


  “Like why they’re trying to sneak into China in the first place.”


  Tubs and Nerd turned back to Kevin, who suddenly found himself being put in the spotlight. Under the intense, needy looks of the two yōkai, he did the only thing he could think of.


  He smiled a smile so wide that it nearly split his face in half and forced his eyes closed.


  “I could tell you that, but then I’d have to kill you.”


  And just like that, the trio of yōkai became extremely uncomfortable within his presence. Tubs jerked away as if he might get shot if he stared at Kevin for too long. Nerd turned back around and pretended to stare out the window, while casting the occasional wary glance at him through the reflection. Slick just went back to driving, though Kevin could see the sweat forming on the back of his neck.


  “R-right,” Slick squeaked. “Forget I asked.”


  “Very well,” Kevin acquiesced easily enough, though the smile remained on his face. He’d always wanted to say that.


  ***


  Kotohime and Abercio were sitting across from each other. She’d been offered a chair but politely declined. She instead sat in seiza before a small table that her host had brought in. If she didn’t know any better, she would have said that he’d bought it months, maybe even years, in advance, on the off chance that she would one day visit him.


  She grimaced at the thought.


  Knowing him as I do, that is probably exactly what he did.


  “So let me see if I have all of my facts correct here.” Abercio leaned back against a black leather lounge chair, his posture and bearing radiating bemusement, as if he wasn’t quite sure what to make of her tale. “You are telling me that a young man, a human no less, is being sent into the heart of the Shénshèng Clan’s territory with only Iris, a two-tailed kitsune who can barely control her void powers, to rescue Lilian.” A poignant pause followed as Abercio’s intelligent emerald eyes gazed at her with incredulity. “Is that about right?”


  The room they were in was Abercio’s private lounge. It didn’t have any windows. Kotohime assumed that was to keep out prying eyes. The fact that this room had a large bed, a shelf full of sex toys, and a massive collection of DVD porn only made this room’s true purpose all too obvious.


  “It is indeed as you have described.” Kotohime nodded with great reluctance.


  “I see.” Abercio took a long swig of the ale in his hand, which he drank straight from the bottle. “You do know that is the dumbest thing I have ever heard, right? The chances of them making it to China, the chances of them getting even close, is so close to zero that I’m not even going to mention the odds to you.”


  Kotohime flinched. “I am aware of that.”


  “I honestly don’t know what Mother is thinking,” Abercio mused, his demeanor far calmer than Kotohime’s. While he sat there like this knowledge meant nothing to him, she gripped the fabric of her kimono tightly in her hands. “She has to realize that what she has done is complete suicide. Those two are going to die long before they reach Shénshèng Clan territory.”


  “Pnév̱ma-denka is aware of how unlikely this endeavor is to succeed.” Kotohome tried to keep her voice calm. “Which is exactly why she thinks it will work. Shinkuro-dono will never expect us to send two children, one of whom is a human, into their territory.”


  “Shinkuro is the least of their problems,” Abercio refuted her. “Regardless of which route they plan on taking to get into China, they will have to confront numerous dangers along the way.”


  Kotohime said nothing. The fabric of her kimono rustled as the strength of her fingers’ grip increased. Abercio continued.


  “Even on the off chance that they do somehow manage to make it to China’s border, sneaking in will be impossible. The Shénshèng Clan isn’t like us. While we interfere very little with the humans living in our territory, the Bodhisattva retains complete control over all those under his banner. Human and yōkai. I hear that he even has non-kitsune working under him as spies and guards in every city and town within China. Getting past all of them is impossible, and that’s not even taking the impossibility of getting into the Shénshèng Clan’s palace into account.”


  A moment of silence passed. Abercio waited for her to say something, but when it became clear that she would not, he kept speaking.


  “The Saint’s Chariot; some have called it the greatest wonder ever created by a yōkai. Legend has it that it was raised by the first Bodhisattva, the very first kitsune created by Lord Inari, by slashing a mountain at its base, sending it to the sky, and flipping it around. It hovers in the air, protected by a barrier unlike anything imaginable today, a barrier so great that not even the human’s vaunted technology, their high-tech satellites which orbit the earth, can see it.” His expression darkened. “And that’s not even mentioning the Citadel of Light.”


  Kotohime withheld her shudder. The Citadel of Light was the Shénshèng Clan’s stronghold, their base of operation, an impenetrable bastion, an impregnable fortress. It sat on the Saint’s Chariot. Many yōkai had attempted to invade the citadel. All ended up meeting the same fate. Failure. Death. This was one of the many reasons she had protested allowing Kevin and Iris to go try and rescue Lilian.


  “I… have faith in their ability to succeed,” Kotohime said with as much confidence as she could muster.


  Abercio looked at her incredulously. “You honestly think they can break into a fortress that has withstood countless sieges for thousands of years? A human and a kitsune who hasn’t even gained her third tail?”


  “Kevin-sama is no ordinary human,” Kotohime told him. “He is a remarkable young man, and he has already faced many dangers the yōkai world has to offer. If anyone can infiltrate China, breach the Citadel, and rescue Lilian, then it is him.”


  Abercio stared at her for what seemed like an eternity. Kotohime refused to back down and met his stare head on. Finally, the man sighed, scratching the nape of his neck and releasing a tired chuckle.


  “This Kevin Swift must be a rather extraordinary young man to have garnered such confidence from you.”


  Despite her worry, in spite of her fear, regardless of how the thought of sending Kevin and Iris into danger made her stomach twist into knots, Kotohime still managed to smile.


  “He is, indeed, one of the most remarkable human beings I have ever met.”


  Her solemn declaration was met by another chuckle and a mumble of “lucky bastard” from Abercio. Kotohime smiled, though it lacked her usual elegance. She turned her head toward the general direction of China, her thoughts going out to the young man who was even now attempting to rescue her charge.


  Please stay safe, Kevin-sama…




  CHAPTER 4


  TRAIN RIDE TROUBLES


  Phoebe stared through a pair of binoculars. She had to admit, these humans really did know how to craft some interesting technology. This device, though primitive compared to some of the other ones she’d seen before, worked wonders. Her eyesight, already sharper than a hawk’s, was enhanced to awe-inspiring levels of perception. With this tiny invention, she could see things that were far away in crystal-clear detail.


  She and her forces stood on a large hill, a grassy knoll covered in long strands of bright green that stretched out for kilometers. The neighing of horses greeted her ears, snorts and movement, a clapping of hooves, made them twitch. Several dozen kilometers behind them lay their home, invisible to the naked eye.


  “My Lady.” One of her runners came up to her and knelt, head bowed in deference. “The train comes. It is less than ten kilometers east of us.”


  Phoebe swiveled her binoculars in the direction indicated. There, chugging along the tracks, was none other than their quarry.


  “So it seems,” she said evenly. She took the binoculars away from her face and presented a smile to her subordinate. “Thank you, Polydora.” The girl before her blushed. “Now come. We must prepare the raiding party.”


  Without a backwards glance, Phoebe strode down the hill with long, ardent strides. Polydora tried to keep pace, but it was difficult with her much shorter stature. None among her tribe were taller than Phoebe.


  Polydora looked up at her with a questioning glance. “Do you think we will get a good haul, My Lady?”


  “I certainly hope so.” A frown creased Phoebe’s face. “It has a been a long time since our people have had any men in their presence. If things keep going the way they are, then we are bound to become extinct. We must not let that happen.”


  Phoebe and her attendant soon reached the encampment. Fold out tents lay strewn about, small triangles of tan fabric jutting out from the sea of green. Several women walked around the camp, all dressed in less elaborate garments than her. A few tended to the horses, while others carried equipment across the camp.


  “Sisters!” Phoebe’s voice boomed across the encampment, stopping all in their tracks. They turned to her as one, and she gave them a confident smirk. “Our prey approaches! You all know what is at stake, what we stand to lose should we fail in our task. Extinction. We must not let this happen. Today, we shall ensure that our clan continues to live on. Long ago, we yama uba were feared, and today, as we accomplish our goals, we shall strike fear into the hearts of all human females once again! To arms, my sisters!”


  A great cheer went up. Phoebe grinned as women began rushing around her. Her sisters gathered their arms. They all prepared for the coming raid.


  Her people had once been feared among those who dwelt near the mountains, awed for their beauty and worshiped for their prowess on the battlefield. Times had changed since then. No longer were they feared. Barely anyone even remembered them. With the rise of human technology, with the advancement of human weaponry, they, like many yōkai, had become relics of the past.


  But that did not mean they were dead. She and her sisters would show people why they were so feared. They would show people why they used to inspire awe. They would reveal to everyone why the yama uba were considered some of the greatest warriors of their time. They had to, for the continued existence of her race depended on it.


  I just hope we will be able to find enough men to accomplish our goals.


  ***


  Iris watched the rolling hills of green pass her by. Beyond the hills was a small mountain range. If she was being honest, this scenery bored her to tears.


  After arriving at Özalp, they had boarded a train that took them all the way to Yerevan, Armenia. They’d had to board another train after that, one that would take them across the border and into Azerbaijan.


  She wondered how Lilian was doing. Was she safe? Was she unharmed? Iris tried not to think about what those foxes from the Shénshèng Clan might be doing to her, but her mind was constantly plagued by images, vivid, detailed images invoked by the unwilling imagination. She saw them when awake and while sleeping, scenes of horror, of her sister being tortured, of her Lilian being raped, of her being cut and torn and brutalized by unworthy hands. There was no end to the terrifying scenes that played out in her mind.


  I’m grateful that he’s here with me. I’d have gone mad if not for his presence.


  She tore her gaze away from the window and looked over at Kevin, sitting on the other seat in the compartment, fast asleep. Though, sitting was probably an inaccurate way to put it. He had been sitting several minutes ago, but he had since sprawled out against the seat. Now he lay on his back, one leg falling off the seat and onto the floor, the other resting on the bench. He was using their duffel bag as his pillow.


  Slowly, meticulously, Iris stood up and knelt next to Kevin, studying him closer. Messy locks of blond hair sat on his head like a bird’s nest, framing his sun-kissed face. His chest rose and fell, the shirt stretching over corded muscles. One hand rested on his stomach. The other was positioned at an awkward angle, hovering against the seat behind his head.


  Kevin wasn’t the most handsome male she’d ever met. Even at school, there were several boys who beat Kevin in the looks department. At least, where their face was concerned. She didn’t think any of the boys at school, be they star athletes or not, had the type of body her sister’s mate possessed. Still, while not handsome beyond her wildest dreams, she would admit that, from a purely physical standpoint, her sister had chosen her mate well.


  Of course, there was far more to Kevin than his looks. Since the beginning of their journey, he had taken charge, determining where they would go and how they would get there. His calm demeanor and meticulous planning had given her strength. His ability to face down danger like that kasha back in Van had reassured her that they could rescue Lilian.


  While gazing at his face, her eyes trailed to his lips. His mouth was parted as he breathed through it, deep and even exhalations, a sign of someone in a deep sleep. Would he wake up if she kissed him?


  Wait. What?


  Iris shook her head.


  What am I thinking? Kevin might be a stud and really kind, but I’m only using him to get close to Lilith. He is the key to unlocking my sister’s heart. Nothing more.


  That’s right. Iris would probably end up having sex with Kevin at some point anyway, but it wasn’t like she’d fuck his brains out because she wanted to. She was just using him. Her goal was to become the third wheel in his and Lilian’s relationship. If she could do that, then she could reclaim her place at Lilian’s side/bed… well, she could share that place with Kevin, but it amounted to the same thing.


  She eyed his slightly parted mouth once more. Her throat was dry.


  Still, it couldn’t hurt, could it? Just a quick one. He’ll never even know.


  Iris twirled a strand of hair between her fingers as she deliberated. It wasn’t like giving him a small kiss on the lips would be wrong. She’d done plenty of other things that were much worse. Surely a small peck would be fine.


  It’s not like I’m betraying my feelings for Lilian or anything. I’m just satisfying my own curiosity. She nodded to herself, then grinned. Besides, if I do end up getting my way, Kevin will be joining Lilian and me in the bed anyways. I’m just preparing for the inevitable.


  Iris leaned down, about to place her lips over Kevin’s, when her entire body shook.


  Kill… him…


  “K-ku!”


  Iris’s hand spasmed. Her shoulder twitched, jerking and shaking as she tried to pull it away, tried to fight off the desire to kill the young man before her. Vile blackness spread across her hand, a miasma that crept along her flesh like tendrils of some abominable monster.


  Kill him…


  “N-no…” Iris whimpered.


  The black reached her nails, lengthening them, sharpening them. Deadly claws capable of cutting through all life. Oblivion made manifest. They inched closer toward Kevin’s face. They threatened to stab the young man through the eyes. Her breathing became labored as she struggled, as she fought against the desire to kill her sister’s mate.


  Bring the world…


  Kill him…


  One step closer…


  Kill him.


  To oblivion…


  Kill him!


  The voices became worse. Old gods knocking on the gates of her mind. Voices of insanity threatening to tip her over the edge. She struggled against them, these voices in her head. She fought with everything she had. Even if this was a losing battle, she couldn’t afford to give up.


  The struggle was brought to an abrupt end when Kevin opened his eyes. The young man blinked several times, eyelids rapidly fluttering, before focusing on the sharp, claw-like hand covered in perpetual darkness mere inches from his face.


  “What the…?”


  The sound of his voice was enough for Iris to overpower the voices in her head. She jerked her hand back hard, falling to her rear from the force of the motion. She stared at Kevin, eyes wide. In return, the young man sat up, yawning as he peered down at her.


  “Are you okay, Iris? Is something wrong?”


  Iris tried speaking, but the moment she opened her mouth, bile rose within her throat. She clamped a hand over her mouth as the surge rose up. Scrambling to her feet, she rushed out of the compartment, leaving Kevin staring after her in bemusement. She raced down the hall, her feet pounding along the train’s corridor, until she found the toilet at the end, which she quickly knelt over and proceeded to vomit into.


  The sickening, acrid scent of her own bile stung her nose. The aftertaste was awful. Her body shook, remnants from when her control had begun slipping. They traveled through her like jolts, upsetting her stomach and making it release its contents all over again, until nothing remained. Even then, she continued retching.


  A hand touched her back. Strong. Masculine. Soothing. It eased the ache in her body. It cooled the heat that had welled up as a result of her struggles. The hand slowly rubbed up and down her back in gentle, controlled motions. Her shuddering eventually ceased under the ministrations, her body eventually relaxed, and the sickness-induced fog clouding her mind dissipated like a searing summer wind on a cold December morning.


  “Are you okay?” Kevin asked from behind her.


  “I…” Iris hesitated. Paused. A moment passed. She shook her head. “N-no, not really.”


  “It’s the Void, isn’t it?” Kevin’s voice was neither accusing nor fearful. The gentleness in it shouldn’t have taken her aback but did.


  She didn’t turn to him, but a mirthless smile curled at her lips all the same.


  “I’m surprised you figured that out.”


  “Kotohime told me about the Void during our lessons on kitsune powers and culture.”


  “Why am I not surprised?” Iris meant it to sound biting and sarcastic, but instead her tone was weak and frail. She hated how she sounded so pathetic. “That woman is always giving you lessons, hoping that arming you with knowledge of our kind will keep you alive in a world where humans were never meant to walk.”


  Kevin said nothing. She wondered if her words angered him, but the soothing motions on her back hadn’t ceased, so she believed that he just had nothing to say.


  “The Void is a curse,” Iris continued. “All those who can touch the Void bear unimaginable hardships. Every day is a struggle. Every night is a nightmare. We’re constantly fighting to keep the voices locked inside our heads, to keep them from commanding us, controlling us, forcing us to kill everything we’ve ever loved. You wouldn’t understand what that’s like, to hear voices inside of your head telling you to kill the things that are most precious to you.”


  “You’re right,” Kevin admitted calmly. “I don’t understand. I never could. Perhaps it’s because I’m human, because I have no powers of my own. Or maybe it’s because I can’t touch the Void. Maybe only void users can understand each other. I’m not even sure Kotohime knows how you feel, and she’s pretty knowledgeable about specialized powers.”


  “She only knows what everyone else knows,” Iris retorted. She was feeling a little better now thanks to Kevin rubbing her back. “Tell me, Stud, did Kotohime tell you how a kitsune’s specialized power works?”


  “She did.” A second hand joined the first. Iris surprised herself by almost moaning in relief. “She said that everything has a pulse. The earth, the seas, the sky, the very air itself. It’s an implication about the existential existence of something beyond what can be perceived with the five senses; a vital sense of sorts, which gives all things their specific structure and function. Put in layman's terms, it’s supposed to be a driving will that directs subatomic interactions. By harmonizing with this pulse, yōkai can direct their youki in order to power their elemental techniques.”


  Wow, so Kevin really had learned a lot. Iris was surprised and more than a little impressed.


  “That’s right. And did Kotohime teach you about void powers?”


  “Um, not really,” he admitted, sounding ashamed. “She only mentioned something about whispers, but she spoke in very vague terms.”


  “That’s because she can’t understand what it means to be a void user,” Iris told him. “Kotohime is a River Kitsune. She feels the pulse of the river. She has that vital sense. The Void has no pulse. That makes it difficult for someone like her to understand the Void and how it works. Even I don’t understand everything.”


  Iris took a shuddering breath.


  “All I know is what I can feel, what I can hear. I know that the whispers are malevolent, that they want me to destroy everything, to bring the world closer to that final oblivion. Beyond that, I know that the whispers want to take away the things I hold most dear.”


  “Lilian,” Kevin said.


  Iris nodded. “Lilian is a Celestial Kitsune, a being of light. She is life. Her very existence is anathema to the Void. More than anyone else, it wants her gone. It wants to consume her. It wants to erase her very concept from the face of reality.” A self-deprecating chuckle escaped through parted lips slick with bile. “It’s ironic, isn’t it? The person I love the most is also the person who the voices want me to kill the most.”


  Kevin didn’t say anything. He probably didn’t know what to say. Iris used that time to recover her wits.


  She turned her head, presenting Kevin with what must have been a putrid smile. To his credit, the blond-haired teen didn’t flinch away from her. His blue eyes remained steady as he looked at her pallid face.


  “So then, if the Void has no pulse, where do the whispers come from?” she asked.


  Kevin hesitated, his uncertainty shining through. “I… I don’t know.”


  Iris’s smile was filled with her own anxiety. “Neither do I, and that’s what scares me.”


  





  
  




  


  ***


  Phoebe sat upon her mount. The horse’s bareback greeted her barely clothed thighs. She gently grasped the long, thick mane of darkness that traversed the horse’s head down to its neck.


  Behind her sat several of her fellow sisters. All had mounts of their own. All dressed similar to her, their plates just a little less elaborate than her own.


  Less than a kilometer away, the train sped along the tracks. She observed the fast-moving transport. Its bullet-shaped head cut through air and wind resistance with ease, not slowing down for anything. It was long. There were sixteen cars that she could count, and she knew that each car could hold up to twenty-four people, give or take. Judging from that number, she estimated there to be between 250 to 390 people.


  She raised a hand, signaling the charge. Her sisters let out a booming yell, a ferocious battle cry, a signal of their impending attack. It was a prelude. Not even a second later, they charged, descending down the hill, their horses galloping forward at a hellacious pace that intersected with the train. The horses wouldn’t be able to keep pace for long, but it would be enough to let her and her sisters board the train.


  Grinning, Phoebe spurred her own horse into a gallop. With luck, this raid would settle all of their needs, at least for the short term. It was the most she could hope for because that small hope was all she had left.


  Fortune be with us.


  ***


  Kevin didn’t know what to think. He’d never realized that Iris had it so rough. He knew a bit about the Void, about its darkness, its desire to consume everything, but he didn’t know what being able to touch the Void meant. Perhaps it was his humanity talking, but he’d always assumed it was just like any other kitsune power.


  A glance at Iris revealed nothing. After their conversation in the restroom, she’d gone back to her old self, reverting to form, playful and mischievous, a succubus who enjoyed teasing others. The only sign of what happened was the slight anxiety that wafted off her frame like miasma.


  He wanted to say something, to reassure her somehow. Iris was family, so he should be able to help her, but what could he do? He didn’t know what she was going through. He didn’t have the slightest inkling about her suffering. Anything he said would be empty platitudes.


  Things were so much easier when my only problem was stopping Lilian from trying to get into my pants.


  Kevin didn’t regret anything that had happened. The events that he’d gone through were what led him to becoming the person he was today. Despite this, he still sometimes wished that life wouldn’t be so hard, that it would at least slow down for just a moment. He’d like to relax for once.


  How many times have Lilian and I found ourselves in trouble? Chris. Kiara. Luna. The Sons and Daughters of Humanity. He paused. I wonder whatever happened to those guys?


  Kevin dispelled that thought with a shake of his head before it could fully form. He had no desire to know what that group of nutcases was doing.


  Before anything else could happen, before his thoughts could move along a different path, the window to their compartment suddenly and violently shattered inward.


  “What the heck?!”


  Kevin leapt to his feet at the same time that someone jumped through the window, landing in a predatory crouch between him and Iris. The person, a woman in skimpy armor, glanced around the room with eyes the color of steel. They locked onto him seconds later, and then she launched herself at him with a war cry.


  “HOLY CRAP!!”


  He ducked under the first blow, a straight punch aimed at his head. He flowed around the knee that rose to meet him, his body contorting as he moved. His mind was still reeling, however, which explained why he couldn’t do anything when the woman lunged at him, slamming bodily into his torso and smashing him into the door.


  The door cracked. The wood splintered. Kevin felt an acute and sharp pain as tiny needles of wood became embedded within his flesh. The harsh fall on his back served only to exacerbate his pain. Blood, warm and slick, ran from tiny wounds as dozens of pinprick-sized stakes were shoved deeper into his back.


  He ignored the pain and focused on the problem at hand. The woman had raised a club of some kind, and she looked ready to bash his face in. He brought his knees into his chest, put his feet on her stomach, and kicked the woman off him. She didn’t appear to have expected that and let out a startled yelp.


  Kevin rose to his feet quickly, scrambling and preparing for the next attack that was sure to follow.


  He needn’t have bothered.


  “Extension.”


  Two furry tails the color of midnight wrapped around the woman’s body like coiling cobras. They tightened until the woman let out a groan of discomfort. Then they lifted her off the ground, slamming her head first into the ceiling. Kevin blinked as the sound of tearing met his ears. He blinked again when the woman’s head went straight through the ceiling and became stuck there. The woman’s body twitched several times, then went limp, her arms and legs dangling like a marionette hanging from a rack.


  The tails uncoiled and retracted. Wood crunching underneath sandaled feet caused him to look down as Iris walked out of the compartment. She looked most put out.


  “I cannot believe that woman completely ignored me,” she huffed, crossing her arms under her chest. “That’s just rude.” She looked at Kevin. “You alright, Stud?”


  “Aside from a few pinpricks in my back, I’m good.” Kevin took off his shirt, which now had holes in the fabric and blood staining the back. He clicked his tongue. “This shirt’s ruined. Dang it. And Lilian bought this for me, too.”


  “You shouldn’t have brought it with you, then.” Iris was unsympathetic to his plight. Perhaps she was jealous, he mused. “You don’t wear your favorite clothes that your mate bought you when you know you’re going on a dangerous mission into enemy territory. That’s just stupid.”


  “Whatever,” Kevin mumbled. He turned his attention toward the ceiling, or, more specifically, the woman hanging from the ceiling. “What do you think we should do with her?”


  “Leave her hanging,” Iris suggested. “Or we could always strip her naked and hang her out of the train by her thighs. Maybe that will teach her not to attack people.”


  “Hmm,” Kevin hummed thoughtfully.


  ***


  “Has anyone ever told you that you’re way too nice?” Iris asked as she plucked several splinters from his back. Kevin ignored her tone, just as he tried ignoring the icy sting of her yanking wood out of his flesh.


  He instead focused on the young woman lying on the bench. She was… different than other females he’d met. Not in appearance. She looked like any normal woman, albeit, a bit more beautiful than most. What really stuck out to him were her clothes. Gleaming bronze, the chest plate that she wore only covered her, well, her chest. It left her stomach completely exposed, however, revealing tanned skin and six-pack abs. Plated armor sat over her skirt, situated into multiple segments. Pauldrons of the same color sat on feminine yet surprisingly broad shoulders, their rounded forms about half the size of her head.


  “She isn’t human, is she?” Kevin asked, wincing when Iris pulled out one of the splinters that had stabbed into a cluster of nerves.


  “Probably not.” Iris stopped pulling splinters out. He hoped that meant she was finished. “I don’t know any human who would be stupid enough to jump through the window of a speeding train. I don’t even know if a human could do that and survive.”


  He heard her ruffling around in their duffel bag. The next thing he knew, something cold and wet stung his back. The sharp scent of disinfectant soon filled the air.


  Kevin inhaled a short, quick, hissing breath as the alcohol in the disinfectant stung his wounds. The feeling left soon enough, and he released a slow exhale as the pain faded.


  “Hanging in there, Stud?”


  “I’m fine,” Kevin assured, frowning at the young woman who’d tried bludgeoning him in the head with a club. “What happened to us can’t be a singular incident, can it? I mean, why would someone jump in through our window and attack us on their own like that? What’s the point?”


  “It could be someone working for the Shénshèng Clan.”


  “I thought that too, at first.” Kevin paused to shift his shoulders. “But that wouldn’t make sense. For one, they shouldn’t even know we’re traveling to China.


  “That kasha could have told them.”


  “The news wouldn’t have arrived so quickly, though. Yōkai hate using technology, especially kitsune. I don’t need to remind you how ancient Psyxḗ is. Kotohime said that all of the Great Kitsune Clans are like that, and unless Shinkuro has decided to become tech-savvy and get himself a cellphone or something, there’s no way anyone could have informed him that we’re traveling to China.”


  “I guess you have a point.”


  “Also, why would they send a single yōkai to attack us like this?”


  Iris waited a second before asking, “What do you mean?”


  Hearing the curiosity in Iris’s tone, Kevin sat up and turned to look at her. “I mean why attack us on a train in this manner? While it is true that we don’t have anywhere to run, there are easier ways of killing us than smashing our window and jumping me like that. I could think of at least six other ways to kill me that would have worked ten times better and none of them involve infiltrating a moving train.”


  “Should I be disturbed that you’re thinking about ways someone can kill you?” Iris inquired sardonically.


  Kevin frowned at her. “It never hurts to be prepared. We’re heading into enemy territory, so thinking up ways an enemy might ambush us can only be a good thing. It’s called being cautious.”


  “That didn’t help us much when we were attacked by that kasha,” she pointed out.


  “Which is why I’m doing this now,” he retorted. “It’s called learning from one’s mistakes.”


  He’d never know if Iris planned another retort because at that exact moment several loud crashes and bangs echoed from beyond their compartment. Kevin and Iris listened to the exclamations of fear, followed by a woman’s scream, and then a loud crack! that reminded Kevin of what happened when someone’s face got bashed in with a bat. This noise was followed by a dull thud, the sound of a body hitting the floor no doubt, and then another shrill scream.


  “Someone’s in trouble!”


  “What? H-hey! Hold up, Stud!”


  But Kevin didn’t hold up. He rushed out of the compartment and came face to face with an unusual scene. Another woman, her attire similar to the one that Iris had knocked out, walked out of a compartment carrying an unconscious man over her shoulder.


  Kevin’s eyes met hers. This stare down only lasted for a quick second before they both acted.


  Kevin rushed forward into a slide tackle. The woman threw the man onto the floor behind her and leapt over his attack. He skipped back to his feet quickly, just in time to meet her head-on assault.


  As the woman, some type of Amazonian warrior princess he guessed, charged right at him, Kevin fell back into the style that he’d been perfecting for the past eight or so months. He slid into a loose stance, arms at his side, his guard full of easily exploitable holes.


  The woman was definitely a fighter. The moment he moved into his stance, she attacked the hole that he left in his guard, the one he gave her in order to predict her next attack.


  He slipped around the fist aimed at his throat. He knew how deadly a pair of knuckles to the throat could be and had no desire to have his esophagus crushed. As he sidestepped to the left, he brought up his fist and batted her attack away, causing her arm to go wide. This left her open for a counterattack, or so he’d hoped.


  The woman wasn’t a warrior for nothing, however. She had excellent reflexes. She recovered her position and quickly began backpedaling, narrowly avoiding his attack, a heel kick that would have made her fold over like fold out chair.


  Iris chose that moment to run out of their compartment. He would have loved asking her to help him tag team this woman, but another Amazon warrior princess decided to make an appearance. The vixen barely had time to squawk in indignation before she was attacked with ferocious intensity.


  Kevin couldn’t focus on his mate’s sister any longer because the woman before him attacked again.


  He turned his attention fully onto his opponent. Rather than act rashly, the Amazonian woman probed his defenses with a combination of swift jabs and even quicker kicks. Kevin allowed the woman her attacks, directing them by presenting her with predetermined openings, which she didn’t hesitate to take.


  A blow to the head was avoided when he raised his arm, not blocking the woman’s attacking club, but redirecting her arm down and to his left. The club in her hand struck the ground with a great smash! and Kevin almost gaped at the large hole it left in the floor. He could see the train tracks flashing by underneath.


  He slipped around the reverse heel kick to his torso by sidestepping. He could feel the power behind the attack, the unleashing of displaced air, which caused his clothing to ruffle.


  Swerve. Dodge. Contort. Redirect. Kevin’s style allowed him, not to predict her attacks, but to control where she would attack next. This let him keep ahead of her by the narrowest of margins. He saw the woman beginning to grow frustrated with her lack of success, the way her brows knitted, and lips quirked into a frown being the clearest indication, but her movements also became a tad sloppier.


  He would have smiled were he not so busy concentrating. Frustrated opponents made mistakes. She would make one soon, and then he would capitalize on it and end this fight swiftly.


  That mistake came sooner than he could have hoped. In her frustration, his opponent took an opening that he presented on his left torso. Like a jaguar pouncing on a bird, she lunged at him with her club, probably in the hopes that her club’s extended range would throw him off.


  Instead of finding his ribs crushed on her club, the woman found herself on her back when Kevin latched onto her arm and used her own momentum to flip her over. Oxygen blew from her mouth like a tank releasing helium. The woman barely had time to comprehend her situation before Kevin slammed his foot down on her face, cracking her head into the floor and knocking her unconscious.


  Wiping the sweat from his brow, Kevin looked up to see Iris locked in combat with her own foe. It was quite the sight.


  Her raven hair whipped fiercely about her head. Fist, feet, and club flew past her as she contorted her body at impossible angles, like she was boneless. Kevin watched in awe as Iris literally bent backwards until she was parallel with the ground, her knees bent at perfect ninety-degree angles. She then placed her hands on the ground and launched a twirling bicycle kick at her foe.


  The woman, yet another female in skimpy armor, moved back posthaste. Unfortunately, she had forgotten about Iris’s tails. Just like what had happened with the first scantily clad armored Amazon they fought, the tails coiled around the woman and slammed her into the ceiling. A loud cracking echoed around them. The air from the woman’s lungs left her in a rush. Iris didn’t give the skimpily clothed femme time to recover. A violent tug of her tails sent the woman crashing face-first into the floor, where her body went slack.


  “I didn’t know you could fight like that,” Kevin commented idly as he walked up to Iris’s side. The smile she flashed him, so full of mischief, would have made lesser men shudder in uncertainty and arousal.


  “Of course, I know how to fight,” she huffed in mock agitation. “All Pnév̱ma women are taught the basics of self-defense. Granted, I’m not the best of my clan. Lilian’s definitely better than me, since she’s got that weird obsession with shōnen manga, but I can hold my own.”


  The conversation didn’t get much farther than that before several more woman wearing stupidly skimpy armor rushed into their train car. Kevin and Iris stared at the four women, who stared back with startled, blinking eyes. One of the women looked down at the two Amazons that he and Iris had felled, then back at him and Iris. Another moment passed before the train car exploded with chaos.


  “That man!” A younger woman barely out of her teens pointed at him. “I want him now!”


  Iris and Kevin barely had time to blink. The women rushed them like a horde of super-hot zombies descending upon an unsuspecting high school student in a hentai. Battle cries were unleashed. Clubs were drawn. Like an avalanche descending upon the hapless skier, the group of women were upon him and his companion within seconds.


  Kevin was left with no time to think; his body moved instinctively, falling back into his style of combat, allowing holes to appear within his defense. He presented the teen Amazon an opening, which she took eagerly, thrusting her club into his side. It missed when Kevin leaned out of the way and swatted the club with a fist. He didn’t have time to be amused by the shocked look she wore. He didn’t have time to capitalize on the opening either, as had been his plan, for one of the other women launched a powerful kick at his side.


  He leaned back to avoid the blow. The two Amazons who’d decided to take him down came at him again. They tried a pincer maneuver, coming in from the left and right. He guessed they wanted to force him back or make him respond with a hasty defense.


  He would do neither.


  The younger swung her club at the same time that the other woman tried taking out his knees with a leg sweep. Kevin spun to the left, the club cutting the airspace he’d been in a split second ago. This also allowed him to avoid the other woman’s attempt at kicking out his knees. It also put him in the perfect position to send a startlingly fast kick at the ducking woman’s head.


  Perhaps the young one sensed this, as she was there just as he launched his kick, her arms crossing over her chest. Flesh smacked against flesh, a loud slapping sound that rang out over the din of battle. Kevin was shocked when he saw that his attack was stopped—no, not just stopped. Stopped with ease. His attack looked like it hadn’t done a thing to her. She didn’t budge an inch. She didn’t even grunt when his attack connected!


  This… this is really gonna hurt my masculine pride.


  Kevin didn’t have time for such morbid and humiliating thoughts. In the next split second, the teen Amazon grabbed his foot and lifted him off the ground like he was a paper doll. He gnashed his teeth together and spun his body around, corkscrewing, twisting. He launched his other leg out in a snap kick. This time, his attack did connect. Her head turned. Her hands let go of him, allowing him to land back on the ground. Unfortunately, he was given little time to celebrate his minor victory.


  The woman he’d first tried punting in the face came out from behind the younger one. It wasn’t long after she attacked that the younger Amazon came in, too, double-teaming him and preventing him from counterattacking. They worked in tandem, with one on the offense and the other on defense. Every time he tried to counter, the other was there to take his measure. Kevin was put completely on the defensive.


  Sweat escaped his pores, thick globules that ran down his forehead in rivulets, stinging his eyes and making him nearly blink. He didn’t, but only because doing so would mean taking his eyes off his enemies. Looking away for even a split second could mean the difference between life and death.


  Iris wasn’t very much better. What little he saw of the vixen through the furious flashes of combat was her being completely overwhelmed. Without time to weave illusions, her limited martial ability made simply keeping pace with the two obviously skilled warriors a challenge.


  Dang it. I need to do something!


  That was easier said than done. More and more Kevin found himself being pushed back. A swing to his head was only avoided because he’d lowered his guard on purpose. The strike to his kidneys was dodged merely thanks to his ability to control the flow of battle. Yet even with that control, even with that ability, he could do nothing in return. These two simply refused to give him that opening he needed to take one of them out.


  Ugh. I can’t believe I left my handguns in the compartment. That was stupid.


  “GYA!” Iris cried out.


  Kevin turned.


  It was a foolish thing to do, spinning around to face a shout while facing off against two people. Kevin realized his mistake only seconds after he’d already committed to the action. For one single second, he saw what happened. For that split moment, he saw Iris getting hit in the stomach with a club, saw her double over and spit out bile and saliva. For that one instant, he took a single step toward Iris.


  Then reality hit him like a ton of bricks. A sharp pain flared in his skull. He saw, more than felt, himself crumbling to the ground. He blinked several times as he stared at the ceiling, his vision darkening, the edges blurring. A figure appeared above him, indistinct, like he was looking at it through deformed glass. It closed on him seconds before his world became consumed in darkness.


  ***


  If she had the breath to do so, Iris would have cursed like a drunken sailor who hadn’t been laid in over a decade.


  She watched as the young floozy in skimpy armor hefted Kevin’s insensate body over her shoulder and ran off.


  “Hey! Come back!”


  Iris tried to rush forward, to reach that woman before she left. She never got the chance. Two people stood in her way. It was the same two people who’d been giving her so many problems.


  “Out of my way! Extension!”


  Her tails shot out from behind her. Like snakes uncoiling to strike their prey, her tails struck the two women. Rather than let themselves be smacked around like the last two women she had fought, these two took the attacks head on, letting her tails wrap around their arms, yanking her forward.


  Iris was cut off mid-yelp when one fist and one foot slammed into her with the ferocity of a Gundam doing a drop kick. She could almost swear she felt her ribcage snapping. Blood pooled in her lungs. She coughed. Crimson splattered against the ground. Her knees met the floor as her legs gave out. Seconds later she fell onto her stomach and curled into the fetal position.


  The women who’d nearly broken her body didn’t finish her off. They fled, leaping out of the window like the other two who had fought Kevin.


  “N-no…”


  Iris gritted her teeth as she struggled to move. Her body refused to unfurl itself, however, so she was left with no option other than to crawl. She dug her fingers into the floor, reinforced nails scraping along the surface. Slowly, inch by agonizing inch, Iris dragged herself along the ground like a legless cripple.


  Upon reaching the nearest window, she grabbed the ledge and hauled herself up. Pain flared in her torso. She could tell now that her ribs had not been broken, but they were certainly damaged. She didn’t know what kind of yōkai those women were; however, they were clearly skilled in combat. That kick and punch had been extremely precise, hitting her at just the right angle to cause maximum pain.


  She stared out of the window just in time to see Kevin slung over a horse and the woman who captured him whipping the reigns. They were out of sight soon after.


  “D-dammit!”


  Iris clutched a hand to her chest. Acute pain hit her. It wasn’t the pain born from physical wounds. It was something else, something that she had only felt a few times before: when Lilian was in danger.


  “I-I… what is this… feeling? Why does it hurt so much?”


  Iris gnashed her teeth together and shoved that unwanted feeling aside, ignoring the strange, gaping chasm in her chest. She couldn’t deal with that right now. Kevin had been kidnapped, though for what reasons she didn’t know, and honestly, she couldn’t care less. All that mattered was that he’d been kidnapped, and she had to get him back.


  “Do you really think I’m going to let this stand?” Iris asked no one but herself, for no one else was there. “Don’t think you’ve won.” She glared into the distance, dark carmine orbs gleaming like pools of blood. “I won’t let you bitches take what’s mine!”


  … A pause.


  “I mean my sister’s!” she corrected herself, shaking her fist menacingly at figures that were no longer visible. “I won’t let you take my sister’s mate! Not until I’ve convinced him and Lilian to have a threesome with me!”


  Such concern for the well-being of her sister’s mate was highly commendable.


  ***


  Where… what…?


  Kevin woke up to a splitting headache—and also a soft mattress on his back, but mostly the splitting headache. His head felt like an egg that had been cracked open with a mallet. There was a ringing in his ears, an obnoxious, shrill sound that made his teeth vibrate. Unpleasant didn’t begin to describe it.


  What… what the heck hit me?


  Using his confused mind, preoccupied by pain, he tried to recall what had happened to him. Unfortunately, his brain didn’t like that. Like sly foxes, the disjointed pieces of his memory frolicked away whenever he tried recalling them.


  As the ringing in his ears faded, Kevin became aware of something he had missed upon first waking up. Giggling. Someone was giggling—no, multiple someones. He heard several giggles, all off time with each other. They surrounded him, these tinkling wind chimes of delicate noise that could only come from the fairer sex. He didn’t recognize any of the voices they belonged to, though, so that meant he was in unfamiliar company.


  Kevin tried to ignore the giggling in favor of taking stock of his situation. Aside from his head feeling like something had split it open and began screwing with his brain, there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with him. He was lying on something soft, a bed maybe. He was also lying in an uncomfortable position, with his hands resting against the headboard. His wrists itched too, like he had a rash or something.


  I’m missing something here…


  It wasn’t a feeling he liked these days, the knowledge that there was a large gap within his memory. He had the inexplicable sense that something had happened, and that this something was important. Yet, no matter how hard he wracked his brain, he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what he was missing.


  Hushed whispers were soon added to the giggling.


  “So this is a man, huh?”


  “I’ve never seen a real man before.”


  “Are they all supposed to be this big?”


  That last comment made Kevin blush. He didn’t know what they were talking about, though he had his hopes. Considering he was suffering from a major case of morning wood, he felt his hypothesis was accurate.


  “Shh, shh! I think he’s waking up!”


  If I am waking up, then it’s your fault.


  Deciding that he’d had enough of being in the dark, Kevin opened his eyes…


  … And found himself staring into the giggling, blushing faces of several young, beautiful teenage girls. All of them were around his age. Their hair color and style varied. Some had long blond hair, others were redheads, and still some had hair that reminded him of the earth. Like their hair, their eyes varied greatly in color, size, and shape.


  He stared at the girls, his mind trying to come to terms with what he was seeing. They stared back, eying him like hungry panthers who’d just set their sights on a gazelle. He noticed that all of these girls were wearing armor—very skimpy armor which did nothing to protect them. Their chest plates gleamed brightly in the low lighting and only covered their breasts, leaving their stomachs completely exposed, which allowed him a glimpse of their hard abdominal muscles. Some of these girls had a full-on six-pack! Plated armor ran down the sides of their hips, but only a small cloth covered their front. Consequently, this meant he could see their rippling, muscular thighs, which reminded him of those gymnasts he saw in the Olympics.


  I think their muscles are bigger than mine.


  Kevin felt his HP gauge take a major hit. He thought he’d gotten used to the concept of women being physically stronger than him. He lived with Kotohime, trained with Kiara, and got his ass kicked on a daily basis by Heather. Strong women surrounded him. He should have been used to it, but he wasn’t.


  “Uh…” Kevin tried to think of something to say. “Hello?”


  All the girls giggled some more. Kevin’s cheeks turned the fiercest shade of red. He was embarrassed, but he didn’t really know why.


  And that’s when he realized something.


  He was naked.


  Naked and tied to a bed.


  Naked, tied to a bed, and surrounded by beautiful teenage girls.


  It took everything he had not to freak out.


  “Hello,” one of the girls breathed, a beautiful blond with sun-kissed skin and vivid blue eyes. Kevin did not like the way she looked at him. It made him feel naked…


  … Oh, wait. He was naked.


  “I’ve never seen a man before,” another said, this one a girl with skin like mocha and dark brown eyes.


  “So this is a penis?” another asked, and Kevin suddenly realized something else.


  “Don’t touch that!” he snapped, trying to squirm away from the girl, who just giggled at his response and tried touching him again.


  Fortunately, before the girl could actually grab his phallic weapon of DOOM, the curtains to his room—tent? (Just where the hell was he?)—opened, letting sunlight stream in. A shadow stood within the sunlight. The figure, decidedly female, stood in the entryway, her features shadowed by darkness, her figure a mere silhouette. Even though he could make nothing of her features, Kevin felt the annoyance radiating from her.


  “What are you girls doing?” Her voice sounded young, incredibly so. It also sounded familiar, and he could have sworn he had heard it before. “I thought I told you girls that you were not allowed in here!”


  Kevin would have found the way all of the girls cowered interesting… had it not been for the fact that he was tied to a bed—and naked. That sorta put a damper on things.


  “We’re sorry, Lady Phoebe,” one of them apologized. “We were just curious. We didn’t get to see him when you brought him in and wanted to know what a man looked like.”


  “So you disobeyed my direct orders and snuck into his room?” the one called Phoebe asked. Her voice contained a dangerous edge. Some of the girls shuddered. One of them did not.


  Kevin stared at the back of a girl with pale skin. He tried not to stare at her backside, which was completely exposed, and instead focused on her long, black hair.


  “You think you’re so hot now that you’re the village leader, don’t you?” the girl said in a haughty, arrogant way that suggested displeasure. “I remember a time when you were nothing but a crybaby who was always running to her mother when things didn’t go her way. Why should I listen to someone like you?”


  “What was that?” The girl in the doorway hissed. The other girl appeared unfazed, but several of the girls around her looked frightened.


  “You heard me.” The girl with raven locks crossed her arms. “Give me one good reason why I should listen to you.”


  “Because if you don’t listen to me, I’ll beat you into submission just like I did when you contested my ascension to the position of village leader.”


  Tension. The room became thick. Stifling. Suffocating. A battle of wills was taking place, and it caused all the other girls to squirm in discomfort. Even Kevin held his breath as the two stared each other down. The standoff lasted for several more seconds, and then the raven-haired girl looked away and tsked.


  “Whatever,” the girl mumbled, walking over to the entrance where the other girl stood, bumping into her with a shoulder as she exited.


  Slowly, as if the unruly female vacating meant it was time to make their own exit, the other girls left one by one, until it was only him and the female in the doorway.


  An awkward silence quickly ensued—for Kevin, at least. He didn’t know how the girl felt.


  “I apologize for my people’s uncouth behavior,” the girl said at last, breaking the silence. “They have never seen a man before, so they were naturally curious. I do hope you will forgive them. They are good girls at heart, even Clymene.”


  “Uh, it’s all right, I guess,” Kevin mumbled, and then realized that he was forgiving several girls who’d been gawking at him while he was naked. “Would you mind telling me what’s going on here? Like, you know, where am I? Why am I tied to a bed? Why am I naked? And, more importantly, who stripped me?”


  The girl didn’t say anything. Kevin wished she would move away from the entryway. He couldn’t even see her face because the sun haloing her body cast her entire front in shadow.


  “I suppose you do deserve some answers,” Phoebe said at last. She finally walked further into the room, revealing herself in all her scantily clad, armor-wearing glory.


  Like the others, her breastplate only covered her breasts. It made him wonder if all the females here got their armor ideas from Queen’s Blade or Bikini Warriors. He did notice that her armor was far more elaborate than the others. Intricate and beautiful motifs created swirling designs and symbols along the silvery plates. Runes, they looked like. He wondered if they had a function beyond mere decoration. Her armor-plated skirt clinked together as she walked. She was barefoot, he noticed, with only a few bandages wrapped around her feet.


  Long blond hair ran down her head, rolling like an ocean all the way down to the middle of her back. It framed a face that many of his friends would probably consider goddess-like in sheer beauty. A small, straight nose was set between bright cerulean eyes that stared at him with an expression that made him uneasy.


  




 
  




  


  She stopped before his bed, and Kevin noticed that, although her eyes tried to remain locked onto his face, they occasionally moved down to where his erection was currently bared for her to see. He really wished he could move his hands to cover himself. Couldn’t these girls at least throw a blanket over him or something?


  “Before I inform you of what your role is to be from now on, I believe cordial greetings and introductions are in order,” she said. Kevin’s head spun. That was a really formal and wordy way of saying: “I believe we should introduce ourselves to each other.” What the hell? “My name is Phoebe, and I am the chieftess of Kobustan Village.”


  “Uh, Kevin Swift,” Kevin mumbled absently. Kobustan… now why did that sound so—ah! Wasn’t Kobustan a mountain near Baku? That meant he was near the Caspian Sea! How fortuitous was that? Now if only he could escape from this place, then he could hook up with Iris and…


  … Kevin blinked as he realized something. He didn’t even know where Iris was.


  “Uh, excuse me.” Kevin looked at the teenage village chieftess. “You wouldn’t know what happened to my friend, would you? She was the girl I was with on the train.”


  “You mean the kitsune?” Phoebe frowned at him. Kevin had the distinct feeling he’d said something wrong. “I do not know what happened to that vixen, nor do I particularly care. That is not important anyway. What we must discuss now is what your role is going to be in my village.”


  Kevin blinked. “My what?”


  Phoebe ignored him. “I was very impressed by your fighting prowess. You are quite strong and skilled—for a human.”


  “Uh, thanks, I guess. But, what’s this about my role in your village?”


  “Yes, yes, I was getting to that.” Phoebe seemed to mistake his panic for excitement, for she gave him a very enchanting and very disturbing smile. “Our original plan was to gather as many men as possible in order to have them help us repopulate our numbers. However, after seeing you fight, I have decided that you will be the one who helps us increase our village’s dwindling population.”


  “Eh?” Kevin stared at the girl, not quite comprehending her words.


  “Your job will be to procreate with everyone in my village,” Phoebe continued.


  “What?”


  “Your sperm shall ensure that our population increases back to its former glory.”


  “Huh?”


  “And your genes will ensure that all of our children are strong and hardy.”


  “Eh?”


  “They shall all become great warriors. Isn’t that exciting?”


  “… Huh?”




  CHAPTER 5


  I’M NOT GOING TO BE YOUR BABY MAKER


  Kevin wondered if the sizzling noise he heard was the sound of his brain being scrambled. He stared at the young female, her armor glistening, her beautiful face gazing at him with a dazzling smile. He didn’t feel very dazzled, however, mostly because his brain was still in the process of rebooting. For whatever reason, he kept seeing the words “does not compute” appear within his mind.


  “I’m sorry,” he croaked out at last, “but what did you say?”


  “I said—”


  “I heard what you said!”


  The girl, Phoebe, frowned at him. “If you heard what I said, then why did you ask me to repeat myself?”


  “It was rhetorical,” Kevin mumbled. He took a deep breath, then slowly released it. Once calm, he gazed upon the woman who held him captive. “So, let me get this straight… you want me to have sex with the women of your village in order to produce children?”


  Phoebe nodded. “That is an accurate summation of what I want, yes.”


  Taking a moment to process this, Kevin only had one word that he could think to say.


  “Why?”


  Phoebe looked at him like he was an idiot. “What do you mean why? So my village can have strong offspring, of course.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” Kevin tried not to snap at her. He believed he was marginally successful. “What I mean is why do you want strong offspring?”


  At his question, Phoebe’s gaze became thoughtful. She cupped a hand to her chin, hummed, and then nodded. She removed the hand, letting it fall back to her side.


  “I suppose it is only right that you be given an answer,” she said at last, “since you are going to be giving my village many children.”


  Her last words really didn’t make Kevin feel any better.


  “The reason we need you to help us sire offspring is because—”


  The flap to the tent flipped open and a woman walked in. Her dark hair presented a stark contrast to Phoebe’s blond locks. Its shortness also gave her a very dissimilar appearance. She was older than Phoebe by at least a few years. Dark eyes were set into pale skin and a youthful face that looked a tad naive and eager to please.


  “Polydora.” Phoebe frowned at the woman. “I believe I said that I did not wish to be disturbed while speaking to our esteemed prisoner.”


  Kevin wondered about the distinct disparity between “esteemed” and “prisoner,” but he didn’t think on it for too long, and instead focused on the conversation happening in front of him.


  Polydora dithered for a moment. “Yes, you did, My Lady. However, a situation has occurred that I have been told requires your aid.”


  “A situation?” Phoebe raised an eyebrow. “What kind of situation?”


  Kevin didn’t get to hear what Polydora said after that. The dark-haired female glanced at him, then leaned into Phoebe and whispered into the girl’s ear. His captive narrowed her eyes, her lips thinned into a tightly drawn line, and her fists clenched. She was clearly annoyed by something. He just wished he knew what.


  “Ha… very well,” Phoebe said after several moments of what must have been some pretty deep contemplation. “I shall see to the intruder. You remain here and guard the esteemed Kevin Swift.” She gave her subordinate a fierce look. “Do not let anyone in, especially Clymene.”


  “Of course, My Lady.”


  Phoebe nodded, then turned to him.


  “I apologize, but it appears I need to cut our meeting short.” To her credit, she actually did look awfully disappointed. “Something has come up that requires my immediate attention. I will return after it has been dealt with, and then I will answer your questions.”


  Kevin wanted to ask her about what was going on. She’d said something about an intruder, hadn’t she? It was too bad she left before he could even open his mouth.


  Another awkward silence ensued as he was left alone with Phoebe’s subordinate. This time, he was not the only one to find it as such.


  The young woman, Polydora, he thought her name was, stared at him, her face aflame, twiddling her fingers. She reminded him of someone, an anime character from Natsumo Shinobi. He wondered if this girl also had stalkerish tendencies.


  “So…” Kevin tried to start a conversation. “Would you mind getting me a pair of pants? It’s getting a little breezy in here.”


  “I-I am terrible sorry, esteemed prisoner Kevin Swift,” Polydora apologized, even as she continued looking at his now flaccid phallus of DOOM. “However, I am afraid that I cannot comply with your request.”


  “Tch, figures,” Kevin muttered, “and could you please not add the ‘esteemed prisoner’ to my name?”


  “I am sorry, esteemed prisoner—I mean, Kevin Swift.”


  “Whatever.” Kevin sighed, deciding to get comfortable. He could already tell that this woman would be no help. If he wanted to escape, he would need to come up with a plan on his own, and soon. He had no intention of being anyone’s sperm donor.


  ***


  Iris was, to put it in the mildest term possible, pissed.


  After Kevin had been kidnapped, she’d been forced to get off at the first stop. Some idiot had tried stopping her because, apparently, she could only get off at her designated stop.


  That fool was probably still dancing around in his boxer shorts thinking he was a chicken.


  After getting off the train, she’d been forced to figure out where Kevin was located, which wasn’t easy. She’d actually had to do some serious investigative work, which wasn’t her strong suit. She was just thankful that her enchantments were as good as they were. Thanks to them, she’d managed to discover that a group of horse-riding women in skimpy fantasy armor had been spotted near the Kobustan mountain. With that knowledge gained, she’d immediately set off toward where she hoped Kevin was being held captive.


  Which was how she found herself traveling through deep ravines filled with mineral springs and active mud volcanoes bubbling from the surface. She’d already been walking for what felt like hours. Her legs were tired. The duffel bag on her back and the case with Kevin’s weapons and ammo in her hand just exacerbated her problems.


  Iris distastefully eyed one of the active mud volcanoes as she circumvented it. The whole thing looked like a giant ass crack in the ground, a fissure from which steaming hot mud oozed out like shit. Steam rose from its bubbling surface reminiscent of a swamp. It was even muggy like a swamp, though she wasn’t surrounded by trees, just dirt and rocks and sheer cliffs that ascended for several hundred feet above her head. She wasn’t sure if that was any better.


  As she walked around yet another bubbling pool of steaming sludge, her instincts screamed at her to move. Not one to ignore such a flagrant warning, she leapt backward just in time to dodge several objects that sank into the ground where she’d been standing.


  The objects were arrows. Very primitive arrows. Carved stone made up the arrowheads, as long, wooden shafts ended with several feathers sticking out of them.


  Who the hell uses arrows in this day and age?


  Iris didn’t get an answer to her question, not at first. Several more arrows descended from the sky, forcing her to move again. A glance up revealed around a half-dozen Amazon-like women standing on a ledge, a couple dozen yards above her. They were holding bows aimed at her. Several were also notching back arrows. Great.


  “Void Art: Void Fire.”


  Iris didn’t hesitate to fling void fire at the women. Unlike Kevin, who was too nice for his own good, and Lilian, who disliked hurting people unless necessary, she had no moral compunctions about killing others if they stood in her way. The void fire flew at the group of women, who abandoned their position in order to dodge it. It struck the rock wall, detonating and spraying chunks of sediment covered in black fire.


  Because she didn’t want to stick around and wait for the group of women to recover and start firing on her again, Iris took off, reinforcing her muscles to enhance her speed. She hopped over mineral springs and leapt across disgusting pits of steaming mud, all in an effort to lose her attackers.


  Too bad her attackers were more than capable of keeping pace with her. They ran above her along the ravine wall, hopping over obstacles, rushing across the ledge without fear of tripping and falling to their deaths. Either they had no fear of such a concept like death, or they were simply too stupid to be afraid of dying. Iris didn’t particularly care to discover which one they were.


  I need to lose them.


  She couldn’t really fight them, not with the large, metal case in her hand and a pack on her back. Wanting to get rid of them or, barring that, at least keep them from following her, Iris flung several black balls of compressed void fire at the ravine in front of her pursuers.


  She had to give the women credit. They weren’t stupid. When they saw what she was doing, they scattered, either ascending or descending the cliff to avoid being hit. Not like that mattered, though. When the void fire struck the wall, the explosion of sentient flames caused a good portion of that part of the cliff to collapse. Most of the women were agile enough to avoid it, but one got caught within the slide and ended up falling into a mud pit. Iris would have laughed, but she still had five of those Amazon chicks to deal with.


  After tracing what almost felt like a circuit to her, Iris decided that it was time to use her species’ specialty. Illusions. She didn’t know what kind of foe she was dealing with, but that hardly mattered. It had become clear to her that this group of Amazon warrior princesses relied on physical prowess to get things done. Trapping them within an illusion shouldn’t be too difficult.


  Sending a quick glance at her surroundings, Iris chose the path of least resistance to reach her foes. Reinforcement. Leaping off the ground with her reinforced legs, she ascended higher and higher, jumping from rocky outcropping to rocky outcropping. It wasn’t long before she reached the level of her foes.


  “Void Art: Void Whip.”


  Black flames attached themselves to her tails, elongating, stretching. They became pliant, loose, their shape forming into two long whips.


  She sent those whips at her foes. The two girls behind her dodged accordingly, one going down and the other up. They didn’t seem to notice that neither whip did any damage to the ground where they struck. That was their fault.


  “Void Art: Void Spears.”


  Flames of the most abominable black coalesced. Spears of darkness formed from the flames, long, black objects that seemed to absorb all light as if devouring it. Nearly ten feet from shaft to tip, the spears ended in a wicked point of serrated edges.


  They were launched forward, shooting at her foes with speeds rivaling a bullet train. These Amazon chicks weren’t inexperienced newbies, though, and they reacted quickly, dodging the spears with alacrity. It didn’t matter. The spears were an illusion, just like her whips. While they distracted themselves dodging imaginary attacks, she lashed out against the warrior nearest to her, the female she’d been corralling to her location this entire time.


  “Extension.”


  Her two black tails wrapped around the woman, squeezing tight. The femme in her grasp grunted in pain. Iris did not hesitate to slam the female head first against the cliff face with all of her considerable, reinforced strength.


  While it is difficult for kitsune to reinforce their body because of their body’s deficient means of containing youki, their tails are another matter. As a kitsune’s tails are where their power is stored anyway, reinforcing them is an easy task. Easier even than snapping one’s fingers.


  Iris’s tails were strong. When she slammed the woman head first into the cliff, the femme’s entire upper body became embedded within the stone.


  She watched in satisfaction as the woman’s body stiffened, and then smiled when it suddenly went limp in her tails’ grasp. She uncoiled her tails around the now insensate female, allowing the Amazon’s legs to slump down until they dangled several inches above the ledge. Iris almost chuckled at the new look. She could now see the Amazon’s panties. It looked like a fundoshi.


  “Ainia!”


  The remaining five Amazon women launched themselves at Iris—or what they perceived to be Iris. They never realized that the Iris in front of them was simply an illusion until it was far too late.


  The first woman to reach Iris tried clubbing the raven-haired succubus in the face. Instead of her head caving in like it should have, Iris’s entire skull burst into black flames. The flames latched onto the club, consuming it. Then it spread to the Amazon’s arm, consuming that too. The woman screamed as the fire continued spreading along her body, eating away at her flesh. It devoured everything, her skin, her muscles, her bones, her fat. The sentient flames swallowed her whole, until there was nothing left, nothing but ash.


  Iris watched, satisfied when she saw the Amazonian who’d gotten caught in her illusion drop to the ground, her wide eyes staring sightlessly at the sky. While she might not be like Lilian, who’d actually been training under Kotohime to get stronger, her illusions were top notch. A lower-class yōkai like this Amazon wouldn’t be able to break out of them.


  “Coea!” One of the women who’d seen their friend’s response to being trapped within her illusion shouted in horror. That horror soon turned to rage when the femme’s eyes landed on Iris. “You damn fox!”


  “Shouldn’t I be the one saying that?” Iris inquired, idly petting one of her tails. “You damn… whatever you are.”


  The woman let out an incoherent scream and charged at Iris. Her friends shouted at her to stop, but she didn’t. Her furious footsteps pounded along the gravel. Her strides carried her forward swifter than the wind. She was upon Iris before the vixen even had time to blink.


  Or so the woman thought.


  The woman’s body went right through the Iris standing in front of her. Iris’s body flickered once, twice, thrice, and then disappeared as if it was a ghost.


  “Extension.”


  Tails coiled tightly. Bones creaked ominously. Armor squealed as reinforced tails slowly crushed it like a tin can. The woman struggled within Iris’s grip, but she could do nothing. Reinforced with youki, Iris’s tails were ironclad, stronger than steel, and more than capable of destroying the feeble chest plate protecting her foe.


  The woman’s struggling increased. Fighting with all of her strength, the Amazon did everything in her power to escape from Iris’s clutches. It was an admirable, if futile, effort. Perhaps if she were capable of wielding her weapon, she would’ve been able to escape. Maybe. However, her arms were pinned to her sides, and without the ability to raise her club, it might as well have been a stick in her hands.


  “Gortyessa!”


  The Amazon went limp in Iris’s grasp, and Iris didn’t hesitate to relieve herself of the now dangling burden—by tossing the female at one of her friends. The woman caught her unconscious companion, which consequently distracted her, causing her to miss the powerful tail that descended from the sky.


  The furry, black appendage slammed into the woman’s cranium, crushing both her and her friend into the ground. Abrasions appeared on the rocky surface. The wide ledge they stood on became unstable. It started to crumble, causing the two females that Iris had defeated to fall.


  “Gortyessa! Cynna!”


  Two of the remaining three Amazons leapt down the cliff face to rescue their friends. Iris didn’t feel like sticking around to see if they would succeed. She turned, more than ready to get the hell out of dodge, only to find herself on the receiving end of a club.


  She leaned her entire body back, narrowly avoiding the attack, which looked like it could have caved her skull in. It cut the air in front of her face. A shrill whistle pierced her eardrums as it passed. Iris nearly yelped when a sharp pain lanced across her face and something warm trickled down her nose. Blood. Carmine liquid from a wound across the bridge of her nose ran down her face, across her lips, and dripped off her chin.


  How did she do that? Iris touched her nose, hissing as her fingers grazed the open wound. Her attack didn’t hit me! And I’m positive clubs can’t cut!


  “Intruder,” the female said in a young voice, “I do not know how you came to be here, nor do I care. You are trespassing on my people’s lands. Because you haven’t killed any of my warriors, I will allow you to leave with your life intact.”


  Iris studied the person before her. Long, blond hair flowed like a waterfall. Bright blue eyes were set into fair skin. Elaborate armor plating with intricate motifs covered a lithe body with corded muscles. Yep. This was definitely the girl who’d taken the stud.


  “Sorry.” Iris licked the blood running across her lips and grinned. “But I can’t leave just yet. You girls took something of mine. I don’t particularly like it when people take what’s mine, especially when I still have to convince him and Lilian to let me have a threesome with them.”


  The girl looked nonplussed. “What?”


  “So you see, I can’t leave just yet, not until I rescue him and teach you girls a lesson for thinking you can take him from me.”


  “I see.” The Amazon girl narrowed her eyes. “Now I understand. You are a friend of my esteemed prisoner Kevin Swift.”


  Now it was Iris’s turned to make a face. “You actually call him your ‘esteemed prisoner’?”


  The girl ignored her words. Raising her club, she pointed it at Iris in a gesture of challenge.


  “It matters not whether you are a friend of the esteemed prisoner Kevin Swift. I have claimed him now. He is my village’s only hope and is going to give us many strong children. You will not take him from us.”


  Iris stared at the blond girl who didn’t look much older than Kevin. She supposed there was something funny about this situation, but honestly, the humor eluded her right then. At the moment, she was too busy trying to figure out just how the hell she and Kevin had gotten themselves into this mess. Seriously, Amazon women kidnapping Kevin in order to make him their sperm donor? What the hell?


  She shook her head. “Look, I don’t really care about your village’s problems. The only thing that matters to me is the stud. My sister has already claimed him. She claimed him long before you even met him. There’s no way in hell I’m going to let you take him for yourself.”


  “Then it seems we are at an impasse,” the girl said, her eyes narrowed into slits. “In which case, there is only one way to decide this. A battle to the death.” She swung her club around in intricate patterns that carved the air. “The winner takes my esteemed prisoner Kevin Swift, while the loser dies.”


  “Yeah, that’s kinda what happens in a battle to the death.” Iris rolled her eyes. She wondered if she should settle into a fighting stance, but the case she was carrying, and her pack made that difficult.


  The stud had better appreciate the trouble I’m going to for him.


  “My name is Phoebe,” the girl said. “Remember that name, for it’s the name of the one who is going to kill you.”


  “Whatever.” Iris settled into a very loose stance. The silvery weapons case in her left hand bumped against her thigh. If nothing else, she could use it as a club. “Let’s just get this fight started.”


  Phoebe’s lips curled into an approving smile. “Yes. Let’s.”


  ***


  Kevin had a plan.


  It wasn’t the most brilliant plan ever conceived, but he hoped it would work.


  “Excuse me,” he said to Polydora, who was still guarding him—and also still eying his wang, which made him really uncomfortable.


  “Yes?” the woman said, not taking her eyes off Kevin Junior.


  “I have to go to the restroom,” he said. “Could you undo these straps or something, so I can go take a leak?”


  “I apologize.” Polydora did sound genuinely sorry, but that didn’t make Kevin feel any better. “However, I was told not to let you out. If you must relieve yourself, then I would be happy to get you a cup.”


  “Ugh.” Kevin grimaced. “That’s fine, I guess.” He could work with this. Plan B. It wasn’t the best plan, which had been knocking Polydora out after she released him, but it could work. He could work with this.


  “Very well. Please wait one moment while I find something for you to relieve yourself in.”


  The woman turned her back and left, the flap closing behind her. Kevin took a moment to eye his surroundings. He gazed upon barren walls made from mud and rock, an uneven brown surface that could do with some smoothing. There was nothing within this room, save his bed. He assumed that was because these women didn’t want anything near him that he could use to escape.


  A quick test of the bindings around his hands showed that they were sturdy. The rope they had used was pretty strong, albeit, really old and chafing. His wrists already had a rash from the rubbing and friction caused by even slight movements. Fortunately, they hadn’t seen fit to tie his legs to the bed, and instead had only tied them together.


  Sunlight spilled into the room when the flap opened again. Kevin greeted Polydora with a smile as he prepared to enact his plan…


  … Only it wasn’t Polydora who greeted him.


  “I was wondering if that woman would ever leave.” Dark eyes framed by black hair and pale skin gleamed within their sockets. “You don’t know how hard it was to not just come up here and knock Polydora out cold.”


  “What are you doing here, Clymene?” Kevin asked, recalling her name.


  The smile she gave him was beautiful but unpleasant. It was the beauty of a cobra spitting poison, of an apex predator readying to pounce on its prey.


  “My reasons for being here should be obvious.” Clymene’s eyes glinted in the sparse lighting that filtered through the flap. “Phoebe interrupted me before I could have any fun.” The hunger in her visage was truly frightening. “I’ve always wanted to know what it feels like to have a man inside of me.”


  “Uh…”


  Kevin had absolutely nothing to say to that. He wouldn’t get the chance to say anything either. While he lay there, gaping like an idiot, Clymene crawled onto the bed and straddled his hips. Kevin gasped when something warm and wet pressed down on him, causing him to reach the startling realization that she wasn’t wearing underwear.


  He bucked and jerked his hips. Rather than throw the woman off or enrage her, the actions made Clymene gasp.


  “Yes! That’s it! Squirm! Squirm for me! Oh, it feels so good!”


  This woman’s a sadist!


  Kevin gritted his teeth as he tried throwing the loon off of him. He also tried to keep from letting her slip his baby maker inside of her incubation chamber. He twisted his body onto its side. Clymene growled as she realized what he was doing.


  “Stop twisting away from me!”


  “Not happening! Now get off me!”


  “Ha! I think not! I’ve waited too long for this! You’re not going to take my fun away from me!”


  “I don’t know what your idea of fun is, but leave me out of it!”


  “Why are you being so stubborn?! Stop struggling!”


  “No! Now get off! Get! Off!”


  As they fought against each other, with him trying to throw Clymene off of him and her doing her utmost to steal his chastity, Polydora entered the room. She took one look at Clymene, gasped, and then stormed over to the bed.


  “What do you think you’re doing?!” she shrieked, grabbing Clymene’s shoulder and yanking her off. The other dark-haired woman hit the ground with a thud. “Lady Phoebe told you that you are not to go near the esteemed prisoner!”


  “And there she goes calling me ‘esteemed prisoner’ again.” Kevin relaxed now that the threat had passed, but he was still tensed, prepared. This might be his chance.


  Clymene growled at Polydora, a feral sound reminiscent of a rabid dog. “Stay out of my way, Polydora. I’ve waited a long time for this and I won’t let you or Phoebe ruin it for me!”


  “You know I can’t do that.” Polydora prepared herself as Clymene stood up. She spread her feet wide. She raised her arms in an impeccable defense. She was clearly ready for a fight. “I will not allow you to disobey Lady Phoebe’s will. She is our chieftess, and you would do well to respect her decision.”


  “Ha!” Clymene’s barking laughter reminded Kevin of a hyena. “We both know the only reason she even became chieftess is because her mother, the previous chieftess, died of disease. Were it not for our village’s traditions, she would have never become our leader in the first place.”


  Polydora’s scowl deepened as Clymene hurled insults at Phoebe. Kevin got the feeling that she and the chieftess were good friends.


  “Is that what you think? Have you forgotten that you already challenged Lady Phoebe to honorable combat for the position of leader and lost? If Lady Phoebe is weak and unfit to lead, then what does that say about you? Don’t let your pride delude you into thinking you’d ever be a better chieftess than Lady Phoebe!”


  Polydora’s words seemed to hit a nerve. Clymene’s face reddened like coals had been shoved into it. Her expression became a rictus of blind rage. Like a maddened dog biting the hand of the one who feeds it, she bellowed out an incoherent yell, a cry of challenge, and charged at Polydora who met the attack head on.


  Kevin took a moment to admire the two grappling beauties. Their breasts shook and jiggled within their breastplates, sweat made their bodies glisten, and their butts shook as they grappled each other.


  There was something innately stunning about two gorgeous women fighting, a sort of primal charm that appealed to some small part of him. That both women were practically naked only added to that feeling.


  The moment ended as quickly as it began. Kevin knew that he didn’t have much time with which to act.


  Grunting as he strained his muscles, Kevin yanked on the left side of the bed, literally putting his whole body into the act. The amount of force he exerted caused the entire bed to flip over. He grunted when his face slammed into the hard ground. Thankfully, he’d had the sense to turn his head, which let him avoid having his nose broken.


  Owch…


  Another heave. Kevin’s muscles strained as he lifted himself off the ground. His thighs quivered at the stress he put on them. His calves burned when he slowly climbed to his feet. Standing up, he noticed, was a lot harder when one couldn’t use their hands—and also when there was a large bed weighing them down and their feet were tied together. That his hands were currently tied to said bed really only increased the difficulty.


  Still, he did it. He climbed onto his feet, even though his muscles felt a lot like jello. He took a deep breath, grunted, and tried to steady his shaking legs.


  Observing his surroundings with a quick glance, Kevin noticed that Clymene and Polydora were still grappling. They were on the ground now, rolling across the floor as they fought. Perfect.


  Kevin timed their movements. When he saw them coming back toward him, he bent his knees, then pushed up into a jump that made his body arc.


  “SUMO DROP!”


  He soon realized that his move might not have been the smartest idea. Oh sure, he landed on top of the girls, crushing them beneath the bed, which shattered under the impact, but he also had his lungs deprived of all oxygen. And so he lay there on a pile of broken fragments, on top of two motionless bodies, coughing and panting as he tried sucking in a breath that just would not come.


  A groan eventually escaped him. Kevin rolled over onto his stomach, then his back again. He sat up, stretching out his now freed arms. The ropes were still wrapped around his wrists, which sucked, but he wouldn’t complain. At least he could move them now.


  Once he made sure his arms were in working order, he crawled over to Clymene and Polydora. After checking their pulses and confirming that they were merely unconscious, he checked Polydora’s body and found a small knife hidden within her greaves. He used the knife to cut the ropes attached to his wrists and then the rope binding his legs.


  He stood up, then, and, after glancing down at the still unconscious women, decided that it was high time he made his escape.


  “Sorry ladies, but I’m nobody’s baby maker.”


  He ran out of the tent… and then quickly ran back in, an embarrassed blush on his cheeks. He was very grateful that no one was awake to see it.


  “I forgot I was naked.” Kevin began a very thorough search of the room. “Now what did they do with my pants?”


  










  


  ***


  Iris knew she was in trouble.


  This girl, Phoebe, was a lot more skilled than her friends. Iris didn’t know how she did it, but somehow this girl could extend the reach of her club. Already several bruises and innumerable cuts had formed along her arms, legs, and stomach. On their own, none of the wounds were serious, but together, their accumulated damage was causing her to become distracted and woozy.


  Matters weren’t helped when she discovered that none of her illusions worked. Every time she cast one, the Amazon would somehow realize she was trapped in one and dispel it by causing herself pain. While that confirmed her theory about how these women couldn’t cancel illusions the normal way, it didn’t really help her current situation.


  “You are far more skilled than I thought you’d be,” Phoebe admitted. Iris eyed her club warily, which twirled about in her opponent’s hand. “However, your tricks and illusions can only work for so long. Once someone learns how to recognize the signs, they become useless.”


  An illusion’s greatest strength was in someone not realizing they were trapped. Once a person knew they were caught within one, an illusion could be easily broken, either by causing pain or disrupting the youki with a different youki.


  “You think so, huh?” Despite bleeding from numerous cuts and aching from several bruises, Iris still managed to present her enemy with a smirk. “This coming from the girl who’s been caught in my illusion.”


  “What?”


  Iris grinned as her entire body burst into black flames, which took on the shape of a half-dozen tiny foxes.


  “Void Art: Void of Foxes.”


  The foxes rushed at Phoebe, who knew better than to let them reach her. Illusions they may be, but even imaginary pain was still pain. Several great leaps backwards put a few feet between her and the foxes. She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood, the pain disrupting the illusion and causing the foxes to vanish.


  “Extension.”


  Two black tails descended on her. Phoebe dodged the first one, but she couldn’t avoid the second, which Iris had timed precisely to intercept her by predicting where she would move. With nothing else to do, she raised her arms and grasped the club between her hands, using it to intercept the attack.


  She grunted as the tail impacted against her club. The ground beneath her feet cracked. A series of spiderweb-like abrasions crawled across the surface like ants. Thighs shook. Arms strained. Her knees nearly buckled under the powerful assault. Only her own youki, which reinforced her body to beyond Olympic athlete levels, gave her the strength to weather the attack.


  Her visage twisting into a snarl of effort, she pushed the tail off her. Before it could retract, she grabbed onto the offending appendage, squeezing it hard.


  Iris yelped in pain. Her body lost its strength as the steely grip crushed her tail. She could practically feel the bones inside of it being ground to dust.


  Biceps bunched as Phoebe jerked Iris toward her via the tail still in her grasp. The raven-haired vixen let out a yell that was promptly cut short when a fist slammed into her stomach with earth-shattering force.


  She folded over the fist. Blood welled up inside of her throat. She coughed up carmine, painting the ground in red splatters. The silvery case she’d somehow managed to keep a hold of finally clattered to the ground.


  When the fist was removed, Iris fell to her knees. Her arms went to her stomach. The iron scent of blood filled her nose, and its taste stung her mouth. She tried sucking in a breath, but much like trying to refill a hot air balloon after a hole had been punched into it, drawing in a breath seemed impossible.


  “I don’t know what made you believe that you could win against me.” Phoebe walked around Iris, who couldn’t even lift her head without feeling pain jolt through her like electricity running through a circuit board. “You kitsune may be a higher tier of yōkai than a yama uba like myself, but a two-tails such as you lacks the power to use those specialized techniques that you covet so much.”


  Silver greaves clinked to a halt in front of her, the only part of Phoebe that Iris could see with her head bowed.


  “I’ll admit that you surprised me greatly,” Phoebe continued. “I had not expected you to be so well-versed in illusions, though I suppose I should have. You are a kitsune, after all, and even one with only two tails would be know how to use her species’ greatest ability.”


  Iris felt blood leak between her gritted teeth. She opened her mouth to speak, but she started coughing up more blood. Phoebe’s punch packed some serious power. It felt like her internal organs had been liquified.


  “Still, illusions are all you have, and those will not be enough to defeat me. Without those specialized abilities you kitsune are so proud of, you lack the strength needed to win in a battle against someone like myself.”


  Hidden behind the curtain of hair that framed her face, Iris smiled. “So sure that I can’t use specialized techniques, are you?”


  Phoebe blinked. “Excuse me?”


  “Void Art: Void Fire!”


  Phoebe’s eyes widened in shock when two balls of intensely burning black fire nearly slammed into her face. Only the quick reflexes of her species saved her from certain immolation. She leapt back several times, dodging more spheres of compressed void fire.


  Iris stood back to her feet, one hand holding her still brutalized stomach. She reached down and picked up the silver case with her other. All the while, her tails continued launching sentient fire at the Amazon-esque yōkai.


  She had to give the girl credit; Phoebe was quick on her feet. The blond dodged all of her attacks with the dexterity of an acrobat and the grace of a dancer. She moved in never-ceasing motions more fluid than water, an elegant dance that allowed her to avoid her impending demise.


  Iris clicked her tongue, but she didn’t let the fleet-footed female’s constant dodging get the best of her. She had a plan.


  It wasn’t until Phoebe found herself surrounded by black flames that she realized she was being led into a trap. Iris saw the way her foe’s eyes widened, enjoyed the way her enemy’s head spun around like an owl, and took pleasure in the sight of sweat trickling down a fair-skinned brow as her black flames enclosed the femme from all sides.


  “You thought I couldn’t use specialized techniques.” Iris couldn’t help but taunt the girl. She savored the glare Phoebe sent her. This was poetic justice at its finest. “That was your mistake. I’ve got news for you, princess. Most kitsune with two tails might not be able to use the specialized techniques granted by the power flowing through them, but my sister and I are special cases. Now then, it’s time for me to rescue the stud, so I’m gonna have to ask you to leave the stage.”


  “Void Art: Sentient Immolation.”


  Black flames surged forward at great speed. The surrounding fire tried to engulf Phoebe. It raced toward her like hungry foxes chasing after a rabbit.


  Phoebe was not without her options, however, as Iris soon found out. Bending her knees, the young woman shot off the ground with a concussive bang! that echoed through the ravine.


  Iris tilted her head and strained her eyes to see her enemy ascending into the air, and then descending toward her position like a mortar firing explosive projectiles. Shock rippled through her body. She reinforced her legs, then leapt backwards just in time to avoid being smashed like a grape beneath the heels of a giant.


  The earth ruptured. The ravine split. Cracks the size of chasms erupted all around the point where Phoebe impacted the ground. Even the part of earth that Iris stood on shook apart, the ground fracturing as fissures spread along its surface.


  As the bit of ground she stood on tumbled loose, Iris leapt away from the precarious spot. It didn’t make much difference, as the place she landed on ended up coming apart as well. She was forced into playing a game of leapfrog, jumping from fragment to fragment, until she at last landed on solid ground.


  Turning back around, Iris saw what had once been a cliff face, but was now just a pile of rubble. Dust roiled forth, thick and heavy. She could barely see anything within the natural smokescreen. However, the giant schism in the cliff wall told her more than enough.


  She gaped at the sight, unable to believe her eyes. Iris didn’t even want to consider how much power must have been put into Phoebe’s last attack to do that kind of damage. Just how strong was her opponent?


  A figure burst from within the smokescreen. Phoebe. The young girl looked a little worse for wear. Her entire body was covered in dust and her armor was smudged. She didn’t look harmed, though, which was obvious as the girl flew at her like a blond missile. Iris didn’t even have time to dodge before her foe was upon her, thrusting out the club like a spear set to impale her through the chest.


  Iris closed her eyes out of instinct as she realized that she couldn’t dodge.


  “Don’t-mess-with-my-mate’s-sister-drop-kick!”


  A foot came out of nowhere. It descended from the sky, striking the club before it could reach Iris. The weapon continued forward, but it also soared downward, where it struck the ground with impressive force instead of Iris.


  Iris tumbled onto her backside as the earth in front of her split like the Red Sea being parted. The earth seemed to rumble, though not as powerfully as before. When the dust cleared, it revealed a sight that had both her and Phoebe gaping.


  Kevin stood in front of Phoebe. His left foot was on top of the club, which was embedded deep within the ground, keeping it in place. He looked a little worse for wear. He was also shirtless. The only thing keeping his modesty intact was the skirt/thong combination around his waist.


  “Iris,” he greeted.


  “Hey, Stud.” Iris smirked. “Nice pecs.”


  “Nice tits,” Kevin shot back. Iris looked down to see that sometime during her battle, her shirt was ripped, exposing pretty much everything. Kevin turned back to Phoebe. “Think you could stop trying to kill my mate’s sister?”


  Phoebe’s flabbergasted expression made Iris’s soul sing like the vindictive symphony of a witch. She would always treasure the memory of the girl who nearly defeated her looking at Kevin like he was a fat man who had sumo squished her puppy.


  “What are you doing out here?” Phoebe finally croaked. “Where is Polydora? She’s supposed to be guarding you!”


  “Polydora had to take a nap,” Kevin replied succinctly. Phoebe’s eyes narrowed, causing him to roll his. “Don’t give me that look. You planned on having your entire village commit mass rape in order to sire offspring. That’s not exactly what I would consider the decision of a paragon.”


  “It was for the sake of my village.” Phoebe gritted her teeth.


  “And this is for the sake of my chastity,” Kevin shot back.


  “What chastity?” asked Iris.


  “Quiet, you.” After sending Iris a mild glare, Kevin looked back at Phoebe. “Look, all I want to do is leave this place and rescue my mate. I have no intention of sticking around here when she’s in danger, so are you going to let me leave—” at that instant, Iris opened the case, grabbed something inside, and tossed two objects into the air, which Kevin caught by the handles and pointed barrels first at the blond “—or am I going to have to kick your ass?”


  A pause ensued.


  “You know, that was pretty awesome,” Kevin mumbled to himself. “It’s too bad Lilian wasn’t here to see that.”


  “I saw it,” Iris pointed out.


  “You seeing it and Lilian seeing it are two completely different things,” Kevin said.


  “I also saw it,” Phoebe added.


  “Also two different things,” Kevin was quick to reply. “Lilian understands the badassness of shōnen manga action poses and witty one-liners. Only she would be able to truly appreciate how awesome this moment really is. You see, this is why I need to rescue her. She understands me. We complete each other.”


  “You two certainly are two nerds in a spacepod,” Iris agreed.


  “I’d prefer it if you used the term ‘two pilots in a Gundam.’”


  “Whatever.” Iris rolled her eyes. “Nerd.”


  “Vixen.”


  “Excuse me.” Phoebe interrupted the two before they could really get going. “While I do not mean to interrupt your bickering, I demand that you both explain this situation to me. You—” she pointed at Kevin “—what do you mean when you talk about your mate? And you—” she pointed at Iris “—what is a nerd? What does that have to do with the esteemed prisoner Kevin Swift?”


  “Gods dang it! For the last time, stop calling me ‘esteemed prisoner’!”


  ***


  “That is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard!”


  “Uh…”


  Kevin really didn’t know what to do. He stared at the blond girl sitting before him, bawling her eyes out like she’d just finished watching Clannad After Story for the first time. Tears poured from red-rimmed eyes and snot dribbled from her nose, ruining her otherwise perfect face.


  “To think that you, a mere human, are risking his life for the sake of his mate. Traveling across the world and entering enemy territory in order to fight an entire clan of kitsune for the sake of the one you love!” More sniffling. Kevin looked at Phoebe in horror. “That is so beautiful!”


  Iris began snickering behind her hand, which earned her a mild glare from Kevin. When she just met his vicious look with a smirk, he sighed, then turned back to Phoebe, who was still crying.


  They were sitting in one of the many huts that littered Phoebe’s village, which Kevin had learned just a few hours ago sat nestled within the caves of a mountain. Much like the one he’d been inside hours before; the interior was a sparsely decorated affair. There existed only a few furnishings, a basic wooden bed, a dresser, and a table in the center of the room, which they all sat around.


  Kevin stared at the crying Phoebe, then leaned over to where a teary-eyed Polydora was staring at him.


  “Is she always this emotional?” he asked.


  “Lady Phoebe loves stories like this.” Polydora sniffled a bit. Kevin was just grateful that she hadn’t started bawling. “She always enjoys listening to tales of heroes and heroines risking life and limb to rescue their loved ones.”


  “I see.” Kevin had nothing to say, so he said that.


  “Very well.” Phoebe slammed her hands on the table. All attention turned to her. Puffy red eyes stared at them, glinting in determination. “I have decided that my people and I shall aid you in your quest.”


  “Really?” Kevin blinked. He’d been expecting some kind of battle where he had to prove himself before she would let him go or something. This was better than he could have hoped for. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” Phoebe nodded graciously. “My people and I will help you journey into the heart of enemy territory and rescue your beloved mate. Then I shall ask her to share your sperm so that my people might flourish once again.”


  “Geh!”


  “Uhuhuhu…”


  “You stop laughing!” Kevin shouted at Iris, his right eyebrow twitching.




  CHAPTER 6


  A CONFLICT OF INTERESTS


  The yama uba village was a subterranean village. Built underneath Kobustan, a large mountain surrounded by ravines, the village looked more like the cavernous dwellings of bottom feeders than a group of beautiful women. All of the dwellings were carved into the very walls of the tunnels, etched into the bedrock. They reminded Kevin of the Native American dwellings he’d studied about in history class.


  Despite being built inside of a series of underground passages, the yama uba village was not lacking in light. Giant, fluorescent flowers blossomed all over the cavern walls and ceiling. They provided ample amounts of light, their luminosity strong enough that Kevin had first mistaken the illumination they provided for sunlight.


  “And this is our weapons storage facility.” Phoebe directed them all to a section of the cavern wall that looked like it had been eaten through by something. The concave area had a tent flap thrown over one section, a makeshift door, he guessed. Standing outside of the entrance were two guards, both of whom ogled Kevin in a way that he found annoying. “All of the weapons we craft are stored here.”


  “What about your blacksmith?” Kevin asked. “If you have weapons, then surely you have a blacksmith who crafts them?”


  “Our blacksmith lives with her daughter near the top of the mountain,” Phoebe informed him. “We built our forge there. Kobustan used to be an active volcano many centuries ago. It isn’t any longer, but we’ve managed to create a passage deep within the earth’s crust, allowing for enough lava flow to build the forge.”


  After agreeing to aid him and Iris in their quest of sneaking into China, Phoebe had decided to give him a tour of the village. They had already visited the barracks, the stables, and several craftsmen who made clothing and other necessities. Phoebe had been most accommodating during her tour.


  On a side note, he’d decided to ignore Phoebe’s plan of asking Lilian to let him have sex with her entire village. That was just a whole other level of wrong that he didn’t want to get into.


  He turned his eyes to the ceiling as Phoebe continued leading him and Iris around. He gazed upon the many fluorescent flowers, their petals spread open like the bulb of a Venusaur, their bright glow reminiscent of a vibrant star.


  Someone bumping into his shoulder made Kevin turn his head. He glanced at Iris, who walked alongside him, her carmine orbs gleaming like bloody moons against a canvas of pale skin. She was wearing her second set of clothes. The skintight shorts conformed to her hips, accentuating the roundness of her butt and revealing her cameltoe. Meanwhile, the red crop top barely restrained her breasts, which bounced with every step she took.


  She’s doing that on purpose.


  Still looking at him, Iris nudged his arm again. “Thinking about Lilian?”


  “Yeah,” he sighed. “I was thinking about how she would probably like to visit this place.”


  “Hmm, yeah, she probably would get a kick out of this village—at least, until she got bored.”


  Kevin’s lips twitched. “True.”


  ***


  Lilian was bored.


  Bored. Bored. Bored. Bored. Bored.


  After her spectacular failure to escape, Lilian had been locked up, the room containing Jiāoào her prison. Guards had been posted at the entrance and below the window to make sure she couldn’t escape again. She supposed that was a good thing, as half the reason the guards had been stationed was to keep Chao from killing her, but that didn’t stop her from being bored.


  She sat on one of the cushy chairs in front of a glass table. Eyes of emerald studied the intricate carvings running along the surface, engravings embedded into the very glass itself, visible due to the different texture. They were beautiful depictions of kitsune, artistic and extravagant. It was just another reason she didn’t like this place. Lilian preferred the simple things in life, and that included simple furniture.


  I miss the furniture at home.


  Lilian smiled when she thought of home, of the simple furniture, of Kotohime humming as she hung up laundry, of the many times her sister slipped into bed with her and Kevin. She missed that. She missed the scent of freshly cleaned laundry. She missed her sister constantly sneaking into her bed. Most of all, though, she missed Kevin.


  She wanted to see him again; she wanted to be with him again; she wanted to hold him; she wanted to kiss him; she wanted to have him bring her to multiple orgasms with his tongue and fingers. She especially missed that last part. He’d grown quite skilled when it came to pleasing her.


  The smile soon left. The more she thought about her desire to be with Kevin, the angrier she became, until her emotions felt like a boiling pot with a lid clamped over the top. What right did these people have to take her away from her mate? So Jiāoào had gone from being a jerk to an unresponsive jerk. That could only be a good thing. And it wasn’t like this was her fault. If he hadn’t gone after her, then he wouldn’t have turned into a vegetable. What happened to him was a result of his own actions, and the only one to blame was Jiāoào himself.


  Lilian shot to her feet. She clenched her fists as she walked over to the bed. Jiāoào still lay upon it. His position hadn’t changed since the last time she’d looked his way. His head still rested on many fluffy pillows. His eyes still stared sightlessly at nothing. Only the rise and fall of his chest signified life.


  “This is all your fault,” she told him. “If you hadn’t kidnapped me, none of this would have happened.” Jiāoào blinked. Lilian huffed and crossed her arms. “I hope you stay like this, jerk.”


  Jiāoào didn’t respond.


  Naturally.


  ***


  Problems soon beset him, and it all started at dinner.


  Kevin sat at one of several tables laid out in a large cavern. The lights from the giant flowers shone down on them. Sixteen small tables made of simple wood sat within a bowl-shaped dip. Several sets of stairs carved from the bowl led to different passages.


  He’d learned from Phoebe that this was the place where everyone gathered to eat and mingle. It had apparently been the belief of the first chieftess, who was Phoebe’s great grandmother, that having the entire group congregate and share their meals would foster friendships that went beyond mere relation by blood. He had also learned that most of the yama uba residing here were related. At the very least, everyone was a second or third cousin to someone else.


  Iris sat on his left. Phoebe had taken the right. He didn’t particularly enjoy how close the Amazonian girl was, but he ignored her in favor of the food. He didn’t know who their chef was, but she made a surprisingly good stew.


  “Ne, Phoebe,” Kevin decided to satisfy his curiosity, “you never did tell me why you wanted to turn me into a sperm donor.”


  He ignored Iris’s snickering and focused on the teenage chieftess, who set her spoon down in her bowl and turned her attention to him.


  “You are correct, Kevin Swift. I never did get a chance to inform you of my village’s plight.” Phoebe nodded several times, as if coming to some sort of inner conclusion to a problem she had. “Very well. Allow me the honor of telling you about the woes my village is undergoing right now.”


  Phoebe coughed into her hand, clearing her throat.


  “In order to understand our plight, you must understand our history. For the past two hundred years, our people have had a deal with the Mul Clan.” If Phoebe noticed the startled looks he and Iris gave each other, she did not show it. “Every fifty years, they would send us over two dozen men that went through a careful selection process in order to help us breed the finest warriors.”


  “I think I’m already beginning to regret asking,” Kevin mumbled to himself.


  “I’m not,” Iris said.


  “You be quiet.”


  “However,” Phoebe continued, “our last shipment of men, which should have come in sometime in April, never arrived. We have not heard a single word from the Mul Clan either, and all of the missives we have sent demanding an explanation have gone ignored.”


  Kevin and Iris exchanged another look. They knew the Mul Clan quite well. After all, it had been Luna Mul, the former head of the clan, whom Kevin had killed during their spring break trip to California. He wondered if he should feel bad about that, but then he remembered how the woman had impaled Lilian with ice spears, and all feelings of guilt evaporated.


  “With no new shipment of men coming in, my village is in dire straits.” Phoebe seemed heedless of the looks being passed between him and Iris. “Our race, the yama uba, is not like other yōkai. Unlike kitsune, inu, oni, and various other yōkai, our race is made entirely of females. For our race to survive, we must mate with human men.”


  “So that’s why you attacked the train we were on?” Kevin concluded. The nod Phoebe responded with confirmed his theory.


  “Indeed, we were hoping to discover some men on board who would make suitable candidates to help keep our population from dying out.” The look she gave him, almost worshipful, really freaked him out. “That is why I want you to help repopulate my village. Your physical prowess is most impressive for a human. Any child you helped sire would make a fine addition to our village.”


  Iris sent Kevin a wicked grin. “You hear that, Stud? Any baby of yours is destined to be a badass. You must be so proud.”


  “Oh, be quiet,” Kevin mumbled as he sank into his seat. He really did regret asking. At the same time, he felt there was something off about Phoebe’s words. Surely, she realized that one man couldn’t possibly repopulate an entire village…


  … Right?


  Dinner continued for nearly half an hour before Phoebe stood up and called attention to herself. Everyone who’d been eating and chatting suddenly stopped. Heads turned, and eyes zeroed in on the blond Amazon’s figure, and she in turn, gazed upon them all with the firm eyes of a leader.


  “My people,” she began, her voice booming, “as you are no doubt aware, I took a group of our finest warriors out the other day in order to bring back several men who could help increase our decreasing population. I regret to inform you that we did not have the success I’d been hoping for.” Murmurs of unease swept through the women present. There were around fifty or so. Kevin noticed that Phoebe was the youngest. “However, fear not! For we have found one man who matches and even exceeds the expectations placed upon those of the lesser gender.”


  “Lesser gender?” Kevin mumbled, his eye twitching. He felt insulted. Whatever happened to gender equality?


  “Heh, I like how these women think.” A grinning Iris elbowed him. “You hear that, Stud? You’re a member of the lesser gender.”


  Kevin scowled. “Shut up.”


  “This man right here—” Phoebe pointed at Kevin, who suddenly felt like crawling into a hole “—not only defeated two of our finest, but he also fought both myself and Polydora to a standstill for several minutes.” The murmurs increased in volume. Phoebe needed to shout to be overheard. “I have decided that he shall sire our children! However, Kevin Swift is on a journey of his own. His mate is currently locked within the clutches of a tyrannous clan of kitsune. He has trekked long and far, seeking entrance into his enemy’s stronghold, all to rescue her. His passion and desire to rescue his mate have moved me!”


  Kevin made a face, an amalgam of gaping and grimacing, when nearly half the yama uba population broke out in tears. He heard various cries of “that’s so beautiful!” and “how touching!” Beside him, Iris was grinning, clearly taking entertainment from his reaction.


  “That is why we shall aid him in his quest!” Phoebe slammed her fists on the table. Kevin nearly jumped when the table cracked. “We shall journey with him into the heart of enemy territory and help rescue his mate! And then we shall partake in the spoils of victory and have him impregnate each and every one of us!”


  As a massive string of cheers went up, no one noticed the solitary figure storm off. They also didn’t hear the sound of Kevin’s face slamming against a table with bone-shattering force.


  “Such is the life of a harem protagonist,” Iris said with a grin.


  Turning his head to glare at her, Kevin said, “Do you want me to punish you?”


  “Only if that punishment involves you spanking my bare ass.”


  Kevin’s response was to groan. He just couldn’t get a break.


  ***


  Later that day, after the sun had set, Phoebe stood within her hut. She had stripped off all of her clothing and was preparing her equipment for tomorrow’s journey. Given that they were sneaking into China, Phoebe believed that what they needed the most were weapons and munitions.


  As she was setting aside the equipment she wished to bring with her, Clymene stormed into her hut.


  “I do not agree with this decision!”


  The pale-skinned woman slammed her hands onto the table that Phoebe stood beside. Clymene’s face twisted, a rictus of anger and redder than someone with a bad sunburn, as she glared down at her.


  Phoebe wanted to sigh in exasperation. She had been expecting this conversation for a while now, ever since her announcement at the dinner table, but that didn’t make dealing with it any easier.


  Looking up at the young woman towering over her, as if trying to frighten her with their difference in height, Phoebe gave Clymene her best “I’m your leader and you’re going to follow my orders” look.


  “What decision are you speaking of, Clymene?”


  “You know damn well what I’m speaking of!” Clymene’s scowl deepened. “I’m talking about your decision to help that man! Why should we help him? Why should we follow him? We do not let men go free! We enslave them. We use them. We make them impregnate our women and then care for our homes until they die of old age or disease. That has always been our way.”


  “Then perhaps it is time we change our ways,” Phoebe told the other girl boldly.


  “What was that?” Clymene hissed. “I dare you to say that again.”


  Phoebe didn’t look away from Clymene, who looked like a volcano about to erupt. She remained calm, cool, composed. Letting herself get riled up by this woman and her uncouth behavior was beneath her.


  “While traditions are important, there are times when we must discard tradition for the good of our people. No longer do we have a stable source of men. No longer do we have the means of combating humans on even ground. We are one of the weaker races, and our inability to adapt to human technology has ensured that our people do not have a means of keeping pace with humanity’s increasing military might. That is why we relied on the Mul Clan, but with the Mul Clan no longer heeding our calls, we must find other ways of getting what we need.”


  Her calm eyes contained a glint of intelligence as she observed the girl in front of her. Clymene’s face was still quite red.


  “But this isn’t about Kevin Swift, is it?” she deduced. Clymene twitched, causing her to nod. “I assumed as much. Allow me to make an educated guess. You are upset that I have been thinking about having us abandon Kobustan.”


  Clymene’s hands clenched into fists that shook with fury.


  “That raid on the train was just an excuse to survey the nearest human cities,” she ground out. “You never had any intention of taking the men onboard.”


  “You are correct,” Phoebe admitted freely. “I never had any intention of kidnapping the men on that train. Had we done so, the humans would have noticed and sent a search party. They might have even gotten the military involved. Kevin Swift was kidnapped merely because I wanted to make him mine, though it appears as if I will need to work harder to accomplish that since he has a mate of his own.”


  “You would break hundreds of years of tradition,” Clymene accused. “You would have us demean ourselves by hiding within human cities and pretending to be one of them?”


  “If it means the survival of our species, then yes, I would.” Phoebe didn’t back down. “Times are changing, Clymene, and we need to change with the times if we want to have any hope of surviving.”


  She and Clymene stared at each other for what felt like hours, one in anger and the other with the calm confidence of a leader. Clymene looked about ready to start spitting acid.


  “Fine,” the raven-haired yama uba spat. “If that is how you want to do things, then that is just fine. But don’t cry to me when our village lies in ruin and our people have gone extinct.”


  Phoebe watched Clymene storm out of the hut, watched the flap nearly get ripped from the ceiling. She stared at the spot her former rival had stood, her mind heavy with resignation.


  The hardships that came from being a leader were never ending, it seemed.


  ***


  Kevin and Iris were given a hut to share.


  He didn’t know why this bothered him so much. Iris had been sleeping in the same bed as him for a while now, ever since Lilian stopped trying to kick her out, in fact. Then again, Lilian wasn’t there, which was the most likely reason for his discomfort.


  That, or it could be how Iris was using him as her hug pillow.


  “You know that Lilian isn’t with us, right? There’s no reason for you to get so close to me.”


  “What makes you think I do this for Lilian’s benefit?”


  “There’s nothing beneficial about this. And of course you do this to rile up Lilian. Isn’t that the whole point of acting like you’re close to me?”


  “Are you saying that you and I are not close?”


  “Not in this manner, we aren’t.”


  “A shame.”


  He and Iris were laying on the bed, a singles bed. Barely large enough to fit one of them, it certainly wasn’t meant to hold two people. They’d been able to make due namely because Iris had decided to simply crawl on top of him and was now lying in a position that Lilian often found herself in when he and she slept together. It was one of her favorites.


  His original intent had been to sleep on the floor. Iris had shot that idea down. He still didn’t know how she’d done it, but somehow, she’d convinced him to share the bed.


  It’s gotta be hormones. Stupid hormones.


  This time was even worse than when they had shared the bed in Van. At least that had been large enough for two people.


  “You know things can’t go on like this, don’t you?” Kevin asked into the silence. “I get that you’ve got a thing for your sister, and I even get that you’re trying to get to her through me, but did you ever stop to think that maybe this isn’t what she wants?”


  Iris raised her head, and for the first time in several months, Kevin actually saw her appear annoyed. A large tick mark throbbed on her forehead. Her eyes were narrowed, not seductively, but in anger.


  “Look at you, talking like you know everything there is to know about Lilian.”


  “I might not know everything about Lilian, but I know enough.” Kevin remained stubborn. “I’m her mate.”


  “And I’m her sister,” Iris countered. “I’ve been with Lilian ever since she was born. How long have you known her? Ten, maybe eleven months, minus the time you and she met several years ago. You might think you know everything there is to know about Lilian, but there’s still so much that you don’t understand; about her, about me, about kitsune in general.”


  If he hadn’t been lying on his back, Kevin would have jutted his chin out in stubborn defiance.


  “Oh, yeah? Then why don’t you tell me, oh great one, just what I don’t understand.”


  Iris sat up. Milky thighs shifted as she straddled his waist. Kevin tried not to squirm. She looked down at him, locks of raven hair falling over her shoulders like strands of shimmering silk.


  “Like the fact that Lilian isn’t human.”


  Kevin frowned. “I am perfectly aware that Lilian isn't human.”


  Iris’s hair swayed when she shook her head. “No, you accept that she isn’t human, but you don’t understand what it means to not be human.”


  Kevin wanted to dispute her. He wanted to tell her that he was perfectly aware of what it meant to not be human. He didn’t though, or rather, he couldn’t. Something about Iris kept him from getting the words out.


  “There is a difference between accepting that someone isn’t human and truly understanding them,” Iris continued. “Lilian isn’t human. She’s a kitsune. Our very thought process is completely different from that of a human’s. The things that you humans think about, we think about them differently. The ideas that you humans come up with are foreign to us. Even someone like Lilian, who is probably one of the most human-like kitsune you will ever meet, has a thought process that radically differs from your own. Why do you think she’s so fascinated by your culture? It’s not because she loves it. It’s because your culture is so incredibly alien to her that she finds it fascinating.”


  Kevin stared at the vixen hovering over him. Her long curtain of black hair tickled his chest. She wore no top, but he’d seen Iris nude enough times that her barely clothed figure hardly affected him.


  “What does that have to do with my relationship to her?”


  “Only that the only reason you and Lilian are in a normal relationship is because you want one,” Iris finally dropped the bomb. “As a kitsune, Lilian doesn’t have any of the taboos that you humans have become so fond of. We don’t have the standard relationships that you humans do. The whole one guy and one girl thing you humans are so fond of isn’t something that we kitsune care about. She’s only conforming to the idea of a standard human relationship because that is what you want.”


  It took Kevin nearly five whole seconds to respond to Iris’s words. “But… she said I was her mate…”


  “And you are.” Iris nodded. “Which means, of course, that you are the sole center of her universe—at least, until you die of old age. After which, she’ll eventually find a new mate, even if he or she will never compare to you.”


  “But Lilian always got so jealous whenever we were around Lindsay.”


  “Because Lindsay was threatening to take you from her.” Iris’s words were succinct. “Back before you two were dating, you liked Lindsay, right?” Kevin could do nothing but nod like an idiot. “There you go. Lilian obviously felt threatened. We might not care about human relationships, but we at least know about them. Lilian knew that if you and the dyke got together, then she would never be able to claim you. If that meant fighting for the right to be your one and only, then she would play the jealous girlfriend role. That’s all there is to it.”


  Kevin tried wrapping his brain around everything Iris told him. He couldn’t. The ideas that she presented were unfathomable to him. Perhaps it was because of his humanity, or maybe he simply wanted to use that as an excuse to not understand. He didn’t know.


  “And let me give you a bit more food for thought,” Iris continued. “There are things about Lilian that you don’t know, things that she has done in the past that would make your human sense of morality quake, that would make you disgusted with her. She hasn’t told you about these things because she’s afraid of your rejection. In fact, more than anything else, Lilian is afraid that if you learned about some of her desires, you’d reject her. However, by not accepting everything about Lilian, you are the one hurting her, not me.”


  Iris’s carmine eyes flashed dangerously, as if daring him to challenge her words. He couldn’t. That gaze, so full of confidence, struck him speechless.


  What if she was right? What if there were things about Lilian that he couldn’t accept? What if she was hiding those parts of her because she knew this? If that was the case, then he would indeed be hurting her. Kevin knew that he would have been hurt if their positions were reversed.


  Am I a bad mate?


  The thought came before he could strike it down.


  Looking at Iris some more, Kevin said the first thing that came to mind. “I’m not going to have a harem.”


  “No one’s asking you to become a harem king.” Iris shrugged. “Lilian won’t care if you have a harem one way or the other and neither would I. That’s not what this is about.”


  Kevin nodded. “Just so long as we’re clear on that.” He shifted against her, quite aware that the only articles separating them were her panties and his boxers. “Is that why you think you can convince her to let you join us? Because of her open nature when it comes to relationships?”


  “No. There’s another reason I know that she would let me join you two. Like I said, there are things about her that you do not know.” She paused before subtly switching gears. “Don’t get me wrong. I understand that she and I will never have a true relationship, not like the kind that you and she have.” She gave him a smile, and Kevin was startled to see how bitter it was. “You are her mate. I can’t compete with that. I’ll be happy if she lets me join you two in your bed.”


  Kevin needed several seconds to come up with a suitable reply. “And what does that have to do with what’s happening now? I get that you’re trying to soften me up, so I’ll be more receptive to your, uh, inclusion into mine and Lilian’s, well, sex life, I guess. But honestly, the whole concept you’re trying to present is beyond me. Also, trying to seduce me like this isn’t going to work. It didn’t work when Lilian tried it, and it certainly won’t work with you trying it, especially since Lilian is my mate.”


  Iris stared at him for several long seconds. Kevin tried his best not to squirm underneath her stare, even as he wondered about what she saw when she looked at him. Finally, after what he could have sworn was several hours, she gave him a smile, an honest, genuine smile.


  “Yeah, I kinda figured that,” she admitted, lying back down so that her head rested on his chest. “Even after all the things I did to you, all the things I’ve tried to do, you still haven’t responded to me.”


  Kevin blinked. “What do you—oh…”


  In that moment, he didn’t need to see her to know that Iris was smirking. Kevin decided not to tell her about that time when they’d been traveling to the Pnév̱ma estate and he’d been forced to sit with her on his lap. He felt guilty enough about that as it was.


  “Right. Like that.” The girl shifted against him some more, making herself comfortable. “It’s too bad.” Her breathing began to even out. “You’re a good guy.” Her body relaxed further against him. Kevin sucked in a breath as her nipples rubbed his chest. “If I had to lose my virginity to anyone… I… would…” her voice trailed off into incoherent mumbling.


  “You would what?” Kevin waited for several seconds. When it became clear that Iris wouldn’t be speaking again, he frowned. “Iris? What would you… do…?” He blinked. “She fell asleep.” He stared at the girl who’d fallen asleep on his chest.


  Heaving a large sigh, he lay his head back down, closed his eyes, and tried to get some sleep. They would be leaving tomorrow, according to Phoebe. He wanted to be ready.


  Wait for me, Lilian.


  ***


  “Why don’t you tell us why you called us out here, Clymene,” Gortyessa, a young woman whose black hair had premature silver streaks in it, said.


  “I would like to know that, too.” Cynna, her snow-white hair done up in several ringlets, frowned at the person who’d called them out this late. “You disappeared after dinner; we couldn’t find you even after several hours of searching, and now you’ve called us out here in the middle of the night for who knows what reason. I have patrol tomorrow, so you’d better make it quick.”


  Clymene stood in front of the three women she’d called out. The lights from fluorescent flowers played off her face, creating harsh angles and shadows that contrasted starkly with her pale skin. She looked at the three women, each of them incredible beauties, each of them incredibly deadly.


  “Because I know that you three have also gotten sick of Phoebe’s rule. I know that you girls are disgusted by how she’s tossing out centuries of tradition. Beyond that, I know how you three are disgruntled by her decision to help that man.” The three women looked at each other, disquieted. Clymene pressed on. “For the past two years, Phoebe has ruled over us and our village has suffered. She’s tossed out so many of our traditions, not the least of which is that we should only interact with the men who are to give us children. Several of our people have even been sent to human cities in order to learn more about their culture. I heard her talking to Polydora once about how she’s actually thinking of having us integrate into human society.” She looked at the women, her hard eyes staring into each of theirs. “Doesn’t that piss you off? Doesn’t that upset you?”


  For a moment, silence reigned. For a moment, the women looked at Clymene like she just told them she had a dick. Then, one of them stepped forward.


  “Look,” Coea began, “none of us are very keen on the idea of mingling with humans beyond what’s necessary. But, Phoebe is still the chieftess. To disobey her will is to break tradition.”


  “Our traditions have already been broken,” Clymene insisted. “They were broken the moment Phoebe began getting strange ideas in her head. We wouldn’t be breaking tradition. We’d be restoring it by getting rid of that accursed woman.”


  The three women looked at each other again. One second passed. Then two. As one, they turned, facing her, their eyes glinting with the hardness of steel.


  “We’re in,” Gortyessa said for all of them.


  At their expressions and agreement to join her, a cruel smile caused Clymene’s lips to curve upwards.


  ***


  Unlike many of the other huts, Phoebe’s came with a divan. Soft and comfortable, made from marble, and with a mattress she had found during one of her secret trips to Baku, it was easily the most luxurious piece of furniture she had.


  Yet Phoebe could not sleep.


  Someone was watching her.


  While yama uba did not possess the incredible supernatural abilities of other yōkai, nor did they have the crazy physical strength of an oni or even the fighting abilities of an inu, they did have several powers that were unique to them. Danger Sense was one of them. The power to sense when danger was upon them. Some called it animal instinct, and they wouldn’t be wrong, but they wouldn’t necessarily be right either.


  Danger Sense was a manifestation of youki.


  Like all supernal beings, yama uba possess youki. They cannot manipulate it directly like higher-tier creatures, but they have many passive abilities. Their youki acts as a form of sonar. It allows them to sense when someone else is near, and also sense their intent. It is particularly adept at sensing malignant intentions…


  … Such as the intent to kill.


  The satin blanket covering her body fell away as she sat up. She was used to the cold air of the tunnel, but that didn’t stop goosebumps from breaking out on her bare chest.


  Slowly, carefully, and with the fluid grace of a dancer, she slipped out of her divan. She didn’t bother putting on her armor, not even her skirt. Wearing nothing but a loincloth, she slowly walked toward where she kept her club—


  —Only to find it missing.


  “What?”


  That was when they decided to attack.


  ***


  Kevin woke up when his bladder told him that he’d piss himself if he didn’t take a leak now.


  Blinking his eyes several times, his eyesight quickly adjusted to the low lighting. Minimal amounts of fluorescent luminescence filtered in through the cracks of the flap. The ceiling overhead, dull gray, composed of rocks, had several cracks in it.


  Iris was sleeping on top of him. Kevin carefully maneuvered himself out from underneath her, grateful that she simply let him go without a fuss. Lilian never let him go that easily, such was the nature of his clingy kitsune girlfriend.


  The cold air hit the bare skin of his chest as he adjusted to it. Goosebumps broke out, but he ignored them and made his way toward the flap.


  Because this village had apparently never heard of plumbing, in order to use the restroom, one had travel all the way to what could only be loosely called an outhouse. It was, in essence, a small room with a hole in the ground. Certainly, it wasn’t the prettiest of sights, but Kevin really needed to go.


  As he walked down the passage, his bare feet hitting cold stone that caused minor shocks to course up his spine, something caught his attention. A noise. No, several noises, all of them easily recognizable as the sounds of combat.


  He swiveled around left and right, seeking the source of this noise. The large flowers that generated light were currently closed, their petals no longer visible. Even so, the bulbs themselves glowed dimly, allowing him to see his way around the cavernous passages.


  Unfortunately, he still couldn’t determine where the sounds were coming from. They bounced along the cavern walls, grunts of exertion, flesh pounding flesh, the clashing of objects. Their ominous echoes made it impossible to determine the source.


  “Tch!”


  Clicking his teeth, Kevin took off in a fast sprint. If he didn’t know where the sounds were coming from, then he would simply run around until he found them.


  ***


  Phoebe gasped in pain as the end of a club slammed into her chest. She stumbled backwards, her lungs deprived of air. Right hand twitching, she resisted the urge to rub her chest, knowing that to do so would give her enemies an advantage.


  “Why have you decided to betray us?” She demanded an answer from her attackers. “Why have you decided to betray your own people?”


  There were three of them in total. She recognized each and every one of them—not a hard thing to do, considering her village only had a little over fifty people living in it. All three were women she had considered good friends.


  “We have no intention of betraying our people,” said Coea, wearing an expression that mixed seriousness with resignation. “We just want to return our people to the old ways, to uphold the traditions that we’ve kept for so long. You’re a threat to our way of life. That is why we’re doing this.”


  “You’ve been talking to Clymene.” It wasn’t a question.


  “It doesn’t matter.” Gortyessa’s hair swayed as she shook her head in a pitying manner. “Her desire to see you dethroned has no bearing on our desire to return to the old ways.”


  “The old ways are killing our village.” Phoebe tried reasoning with them. “You’ve seen it, haven’t you? Hundreds of years ago, our village had thousands of members. Now we’re barely fifty strong. Even before the Mul Clan stopped sending us men to help repopulate our village, we were dying out. Humans have been on the rise for the past several hundred years. Their new technologies make accomplishing our tasks the old way impossible. Our only means of survival is the complete integration of our people into human society.”


  “Blasphemy,” Cynna hissed. “Your words are foul and treacherous. I was on the fence about all this, but now that I’ve heard your true thoughts on the matter, I realize that Clymene has been right all along. You’re going to abolish our traditions like they don’t even matter, like they mean nothing to you.”


  “The survival of my people is more important than silly and outdated traditions!”


  “It seems talking with you is going to avail us with nothing.” Gortyessa readied her club, the same one that had nearly cracked Phoebe’s ribs. “Prepare yourself, Phoebe, for neither I nor my sisters shall go easy on you.”


  ***


  Someone appeared before Kevin while he was trying to find the conflict echoing around the cavern. It was, perhaps, inevitable that he would run into her. Somehow, even though he’d not been expecting it, he was not surprised when Clymene confronted him.


  “Kevin Swift.” The woman stared at him with eyes containing hunger. Hers was the look of someone staring at a piece of prime beef. Kevin was beginning to regret not putting on some pants. “I was just going to see you, and now here you are, standing before me. It seems that fortune favors me this day.”


  “Actually, I’m pretty sure it’s night,” Kevin pointed out.


  Clymene ignored him. “Now that you have appeared, I can claim you for myself.”


  “Sorry, lady, but I have no intention of letting you or anyone else claim me.” Kevin pointed a thumb at himself. “This guy has already been claimed.”


  Clymene’s predatory smile suggested that she didn’t care. She raised her weapon—which Kevin noticed wasn’t a club because clubs didn’t have sharp, steel edges—and pointed it at him.


  “It matters not. By the end of this day, you. Will. Be. Mine.”


  Kevin sighed. “I keep trying to tell you it’s night.”


  The battle started when Clymene rushed at him like a bull seeing red—or an Amazonian woman seeing a practically naked man. She charged in, sword held high, ready to strike.


  Kevin dodged her initial attack, an overhead strike. He also avoided the follow-up thrust to his chest. A part of him wondered if he should mention how her attacks were all lethal, and that if she wanted him alive, she might want to try using a different weapon. In the end, he decided not to. It was not like such a thing really mattered.


  He backpedaled. His mind fell into what he liked to call Combat Mode—mainly because it sounded really cool. It appealed to his inner-chuunibyou. He and Lilian had spent hours thinking this name up.


  He turned his body on its side, avoiding another reckless swing of the woman’s sword. Like all the times he fought, Kevin began to leave openings within his guard, directing the woman to attack each one. This allowed him to avoid all of her attacks, which made her quite angry.


  “Hold still, you!”


  Kevin dodged another swing, one aimed at cutting him in half, by leaping backward. This Clymene was quite strong. The wind resulting from her swing hit his body.


  “You’re attacking me with a sword, and you want me to hold still? Do you think I’m crazy or something? Who the heck holds still because the person trying to kill them wants them to?”


  Clymene didn’t say anything, merely growled and renewed her attack.


  She’s not much faster than a human.


  Kevin narrowed his eyes as he focused on learning more about his enemy’s attack pattern and strength. He backed up against a random wall, and then ducked out of the way when she tried to cleave him in half. A horrid sound like, well, like metal grinding against stone, rang out in an ear-splitting shriek. He moved away as Clymene’s attack left a deep furrow in the cavern wall.


  However, her strength far exceeds that of regular humans.


  He tried slipping an attack into her blind spot, but Clymene spun around before he could hit her, her sword already swinging. He needed to move back in a hurry, but he couldn’t avoid the sharpened steel entirely. A slight sting followed by the feel of something wet dripping down his chest let him know that she’d managed to score a light wound on him.


  Clymene smiled when she noticed the thin trail of carmine leaking from the slice on his chest.


  “I can see now why Phoebe wants you to herself. You’re awfully strong… for a human. However, you’re still just human, and a human such as yourself could never defeat a yōkai.”


  Kevin clicked his tongue, annoyed. “There you go with that human crap. Why is it that every time a yōkai picks a fight with me, that’s the insult they use? Do you people have a problem with me being human?”


  “It is not that we have a problem. That is simply how it is. You are human. I am a yama uba. Our race might not stand at the pinnacle of yōkai power, but we’re still far beyond the power of a human.”


  “Whatever,” Kevin muttered. “I’m not even gonna bother arguing with you.” He slid into his loose stance once more. “Instead, I’m going to show you the power of humanity.”


  “Come on, then!” Clymene’s roar resounded across the cavern. “Show me this power of humanity that you speak so highly of!”


  “Gladly,” Kevin whispered as the battle began anew.


  The woman came at him again. She swung her blade in quick slashes, attacking what she perceived were weak spots, gaps in his defense. Kevin, already knowing where she would attack, wove around her sword like a Jedi with force-given precognition.


  Roaring in frustration, Clymene thrust her sword at his chest. Kevin turned his body, presenting his left profile to her. The sword flew past him, and he was quick to smack it even farther away, his palm striking the flat end. Clymene, unprepared for such a maneuver, stumbled forward, right into his awaiting elbow.


  Her head snapped back as chin met elbow. Kevin didn’t give the woman time to recover. He grabbed her by the ears, and then he drove her nose into his knee. Then he did it again. And again. And again. He felt more than heard her nose giving out, breaking under his assault. He saw the blood splatters staining his knee. He watched as the woman tried to recover, tried to force him to let go, but he’d already disoriented her, and it looked like yama uba were just as susceptible to head injuries as humans were. With each meeting of his knee and her face, those struggles grew weaker, until finally, they ceased entirely.


  He let go of Clymene’s head, allowing the woman’s limp body to fall to the ground. His knee ached from the constant attacks he had unleashed. Her head was harder than it looked. Still, as he stared down at his defeated opponent, Kevin felt satisfaction at defeating a creature who, by all rights, no human should be capable of facing in bare-handed combat on their own.


  “It’s just like Kiara said,” he muttered to himself. “If you lack the power necessary to defeat an opponent in a head-on fight, then you simply need to create your own openings.”


  That was the concept his entire fighting style centered around, creating openings in an opponent’s guard by presenting openings in his own. It was a reckless style, yet undeniably brilliant.


  “I must give my thanks.” Kevin clapped his hands together in prayer. “Oh, dear Nasuverse, thank you for giving unto me the concept of Shirou Emiya’s fighting style, for without it, I would have surely been killed by now. Amen.”


  With his prayer finished, Kevin knelt down and turned Clymene over. He winced when he saw the damage he’d done to her face, the blood leaking down her nose, the nose which reminded him of a pug’s now that it had been bashed in so thoroughly.


  “Definitely broken,” he muttered to himself, placing a hand to her neck and checking her pulse. “Well, at least she is alive.” He stood back up. “Now, if I’m guessing right, then Phoebe is in some kind of danger, so I should probably give her some help.”


  He was about run off toward Phoebe’s hut… when he paused and looked down at himself.


  “Maybe I should put some pants on first,” he muttered before changing directions and heading toward his own hut.


  ***


  Phoebe knew from the moment this battle started that she wouldn’t be able to win. In a one-on-one battle against any of these girls, she would be more than a match for them. She even felt confident in her victory two-on-one. Three-on-one was asking for too much.


  That didn’t mean she planned on going down easily.


  Gortyessa’s club nearly caved her skull in. Phoebe moved back, directly in the path of Coea, whose attempt at crushing the back of her head with a vicious high kick was curtailed by her arm, which she used to pillow the attack. Movement came from her left. Cynna. Before the woman could lower her leg, she grabbed the foot, yanking on it, pulling Coea directly into the path of Cynna’s punch. Phoebe didn’t bother paying attention to what happened to Coea—though from the pained grunt, she must have been injured—and instead spun around to face Gortyessa again.


  The woman came in with a series of club swings. Phoebe moved back, dodging each attack as they came. Each swing was clumsy, awkward, as if Gortyessa wasn’t used to attacking with a club. However, while not one of the best fighters around, she more than made up for that with sheer determination and incredible strength. Among their people, she packed the most power into her lithe body. Knowing better than to let herself get hit by one of Gortyessa’s reckless swings, Phoebe continuously backpedaled.


  It was unfortunate that yama uba were incapable of detecting foreign objects. While their Danger Sense acted as a sonar, it only detected sentient creatures: humans, animals, and other yōkai. Perhaps if it was capable of sensing more, maybe if it could have sensed the inanimate along with the animate, she wouldn’t have allowed herself to be trapped.


  The back of her legs struck the divan, sending her sprawling over it and to the other side. She landed hard on her back, her head following to crack against the ground. Gortyessa did not let this opportunity go to waste. While she was busy clearing the black spots from her vision, the yama uba with the club jumped onto, and then off, the divan. She descended upon Phoebe like a rabid hyena.


  In that instant, Phoebe saw her life flash before her eyes.


  In that moment, she knew that there was nothing she could do.


  She had lost.


  “DYNAMIC ENTRY!”


  Phoebe blinked. Then she watched in shock when a foot appeared out of nowhere and plowed into Gortyessa’s face. Shock turned into baffled incredulity when she noticed who the foot was attached to.


  Her foe, unprepared for such a brutal attack, tumbled the other way, her head cracking harshly against the wall. Her head stayed there for several seconds, leaning against the wall. Then it slowly slid down, leaving a small trail of blood in its wake. Gortyessa was finally slumped, out cold, against the wall, her body’s position awkward, especially since her butt was sticking in the air.


  “I’m really glad I made it in time.” Phoebe’s gaze switched back to Kevin, who stared at her with concern. He held his hand out to her. “Are you okay?”


  “I am unharmed,” Phoebe mumbled as she allowed Kevin to pull her up. His hand was much larger than hers. “Perhaps you could indulge my curiosity, but what, exactly, is a dynamic entry?”


  When Kevin’s face lit up in a mild blush, Phoebe knew that something was wrong with her. She had this sudden urge to scream kawaii and hug the boy to her bosoms. Yes, there had to be something wrong with her because not only was she not the hugging type, but she didn’t even know what kawaii meant.


  “Ah, well.” Kevin rubbed the back of his head. “I, uh, um, it was, it’s the name of an attack on Natsumo Shinobi, one of my favorite anime. I, well, I’ve always wanted to try it out at least once, so…”


  “I see.” She didn’t see, not really. “And what, may I ask, is an anime?”


  Kevin blinked at her several times. When his staring lasted for several seconds, Phoebe became a little uncomfortable. She had this intense feeling that she’d said something wrong.


  “I’m sorry.” Kevin shook his head and the feeling vanished. “I forgot that you wouldn’t know what anime is. It’s—”


  Kevin wasn’t able to say anymore as a shadow loomed over him. Phoebe pushed him out of the way and raised her arms to block the kick that would have probably snapped the boy’s neck. With a grunt of strength, a heave of exertion, she pushed Cynna’s leg away.


  The girl stumbled right into Kevin, who’d recovered from being shoved to the ground. Phoebe had to admire the boy’s tenacity. He didn’t waste a second. The moment opportunity knocked, he took it.


  Grabbing one of Cynna’s outstretched hands, he used the women’s momentum against her, flipping her around. She spun through the air, then slammed harshly into the ground. Before she even had time to release the air from her lungs, he rabbit-punched her in the throat. Cynna’s eyes went wide as her air passages were momentarily clogged. She raised her hands to her throat, and in that time, Kevin kicked her in the temple, knocking her out cold.


  Yes, he would be perfect for producing strong children.


  Phoebe didn’t have time to admire Kevin’s ability to defeat a yōkai in a bare-handed brawl. She instead focused on her own opponent. Coea wasn’t the most forward of adversaries. The woman slipped around attacks, seeking to penetrate her guard before striking like a cobra and then retreating again. Hit and run, she believed the humans called it.


  That didn’t matter much to Phoebe. Skilled at hit and run tactics Coea may have been, but she was far faster than the other woman, and when it came to tactics like that, one always needed to be faster than their opponent.


  Coea lunged at her, quicker than a whip and twice as deadly. Despite Coea’s speed and impeccable aim, the knife didn’t find its mark, didn’t sink into her pliant flesh, didn’t carve out a river of blood. Instead it was dodged when Phoebe sidestepped it. She then took a single step in and slammed her fist into her opponent’s chest. Coea gasped in asphyxiated agony. Phoebe wasn’t done. Her next attack slammed into Coea’s chin.


  The punch, an uppercut, forced the much smaller woman into the air, her body soaring in a parabolic arc that seemed almost graceful until she crashed into the ground, her limbs flopping about bonelessly. Her left leg twitched once, twice, then went still. Phoebe walked up to the woman and eyed her up and down, taking in the vacant eyes staring at nothing, and the slight rise and fall of her chest. She was alive, but completely comatose.


  Having apparently watched her finishing off her opponent, Kevin walked up to her.


  “So… wanna explain what all this was about?” he asked, looking both slightly amused and more than a little perplexed.


  Phoebe sighed, the weight of her position and what just happened bearing down on her.


  “It seems these three, along with Clymene, decided to betray me.” A frown crossed her face. “Speaking of, I wonder where Clymene has gone off to?”


  “She’s currently indisposed.” Phoebe blinked at the answer, then turned to Kevin, who saw her expression and shrugged. “She found me while I was heading back from the bathroom and attacked. I guess she wanted to take me for herself or something.” He frowned, his brows furrowing in honest confusion. “Not sure why, but I beat her, so I suppose it doesn’t matter.”


  A moment of silence passed. Kevin seemed to realize that she was staring at him, for he focused fully on her.


  “Something wrong?” he asked.


  “No, there is nothing wrong.” Phoebe shook her astonishment off, blond hair swaying from the resulting motion. “I was merely surprised to hear that you defeated Clymene. She is one of our most talented warriors. For a human such as yourself to defeat her in combat is nothing short of astonishing.”


  “You shouldn’t underestimate us humans.” Kevin’s lips quirked into a grin. “A lot of yōkai have already done that with me, and all of them have already paid the price.”


  “So I see.” Phoebe took his words seriously. This young man had already proven to be an admirable fighter. “I shall keep your words under advisement. I would also like to… apologize to you.”


  “Apologize?” Kevin tilted his head, his frown one of honest puzzlement. “Why?”


  Phoebe gave him a sad smile filled with regret. “Because I have gotten you and your friend involved in my problems when you are already on your own quest.” She gazed at the unconscious bodies of her people—former people—and sighed. “When I raided that train, my original plan was to use it as a scouting mission and explore the lands around us. I do not plan on letting my people stay in this old village forever. I want to integrate my people into human society.”


  “Ah.” Kevin nodded. “I think I see where this is going. You used the excuse of kidnapping men to get some of your people outside of the village. If they saw how impressive human society was, saw how they could live without needing to worry about stuff like repopulating, then it would be easier to convince them to leave the village.”


  “Yes, that is indeed the case.” This boy was quite sharp. He caught on quickly.


  Kevin cupped a hand to his chin, nodding several times. A thought soon occurred to him, and he looked at her again with a frown.


  “So, if that was your reason for raiding the train, why did you kidnap me?”


  “Because you intrigued me,” Phoebe said. “While I have not seen many men in my life, I do know that most human males lack the ability to fight a yōkai on even grounds. Yet not only did you fearlessly engage both Polydora and me in combat, you managed to hold us off for nearly five minutes. That is a very impressive feat. I decided that I wanted to take you home with me and make a child with you.”


  Kevin nodded several times, slowly, his head bobbing, as if he’d just had her confirm what he’d already known to be true.


  “I assumed as much,” he admitted after a moment, then gave her a sharp look. Phoebe rubbed her thighs together as her loincloth became damp. “However, I’m going to tell you right now before you get any funny ideas. I already have a mate. I have no intention of involving myself in a relationship with you. Some men… in fact, I would say most men, would be more than happy to take on the harem route, but I’m not.”


  “Harem route?” Phoebe looked at the boy, wondering what he meant by that.


  Kevin ignored her questioning look. “I have absolutely no intention of becoming a harem protagonist.” He pointed at her. “You got that?”


  “Um, okay?”


  If Kevin heard the questioning tone in her voice, he didn’t let on. He nodded sharply, once.


  “Good. Now then—” he swept an arm out, indicating the three unconscious women “—what should we do with them?”


  Phoebe closed her eyes as sadness invaded her heart. “There can be no recourse. They have broken one of the most important rules of our society. Those who try to usurp the role of chieftess must be put to death. It is the only choice.”


  “Uh… huh… you know, maybe this is just me not understanding anything about your people, but why do you have to put them to death?”


  Phoebe blinked. “B-because it’s tradition.”


  “Aren’t you trying to abolish those traditions and convince your people to integrate into human society?”


  “W-well, yes…”


  “Then why follow those traditions now?”


  “Well, I… I…” Phoebe tried to think of an answer. She tried to come up with a reason. Yet the longer she thought, the less sure she became, until, eventually, she was forced to concede defeat. “I don’t know.”


  “Thought so.” Kevin nodded to himself, then gave her a smile. “But don’t worry. I’ve got a better idea.”


  ***


  Morning came way too soon for Kevin’s taste.


  He understood that, logically speaking, it really hadn’t, and he’d simply stayed up too late. That didn’t really change how he wished morning could’ve waited at least a few more hours before deciding to show up. Thanks to the series of fights he’d been in, first with Clymene, and then with those other two yama uba, he’d only gotten maybe three or so hours of sleep.


  They stood outside of the entrance; him, Iris, Phoebe, Polydora, and the four women who’d tried killing the chieftess. Three of those four had looks that combined forlorn and grateful in a way Kevin hadn’t realized was possible. One of them, however, the one known as Clymene, looked ready to start shooting lasers from her eyes. She glared spitefully at him, Phoebe, and Iris. Oddly enough, the most hateful look was being directed at Iris. Had something happened when he dragged Clymene into their tent and told Iris to make sure she didn’t try anything? Seeing that glare made him wonder just what his mate’s sister had done last night to earn such enmity…


  … Actually, no it didn’t. The less he knew about whatever Iris had done, the better. He especially didn’t want to know because of the grin on Iris’s face. Anything that could make her grin like that was not something he needed to know about. Ever.


  There were some places that man was not meant to go.


  Iris’s mind was definitely one of those places.


  “Clymene, Coea, Cynna, Gortyessa,” Phoebe intoned, her voice formal, solemn, and more than a little disheartened. “You have violated one of our many laws, tried to kill your chieftess, and in doing so dishonored yourselves. You are henceforth banished from our clan on pain of death. The next time you four show your treacherous faces again, I will not be this merciful.”


  While three of the four accepted this sentence gracefully, one of them did not.


  Clymene’s face became a boiling pot of vicious hatred, a kettle of pure red. Kevin wouldn’t have been surprised if steam suddenly started pouring from her head.


  “You think you can just banish me! You think I’m going to let you banish me! I’m not the one who wants to abandon the old ways! I’m not the one who’s trying to abolish the sacred traditions that we hold so dear! You think you can hide behind traditions when it suits you and discard them when it doesn’t? Think again! I won’t let someone like you, a spoiled child who believes she’s entitled to having everything go her way. I’m going to—Gurk!”


  Dark eyes bulged from their sockets. A ragged gasp tore through a throat that refused to allow oxygen. Clymene choked, her hands rising to her throat, clawing at the now blocked air passage.


  “I will not have you disrespecting Lady Phoebe like that.” Polydora’s glare was surprisingly vitriolic. It dripped with acid, scalding the one it was directed at. “You should be grateful that My Lady has decided not to kill you where you stand, you dirty traitor. Speak ill of her again and I may forget myself.”


  “Peace, Polydora.” Phoebe placed a hand on her aid’s shoulder. Polydora blushed and swiftly complied.


  “Someone’s a little yuri,” Iris muttered.


  Kevin sent her a look. “Hello, pot. This is kettle. You are black.”


  “I hope you’re not trying to be witty,” Iris said, idly stroking one of her tails.


  “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Kevin ran a hand through his hair and sighed. Iris would never understand his sense of humor.




  CHAPTER 7


  SERVANT OF PRINCESS KYO


  After Coea, Cynna, and Gortyessa dragged a nearly frothing at the mouth Clymene away, Polydora began apologizing to Phoebe.


  “I-I am so sorry, Lady Phoebe. I am ashamed of myself. At a time when you required my aid, I was not there to lend it. When you needed me to be your shield, I was not by your side to protect you. When you needed a comrade in arms, I—”


  “Polydora,” Phoebe’s tone held a hint of amusement but also reproach, “there is no need for apologies. It was I who decided that you would be on patrol last night. The fault lies with me, not you.”


  “That may be so, but—”


  “And besides—” Phoebe interrupted the woman before she could say anything else “—it is not as if I was alone in that fight.” She turned to Kevin. “I had help.”


  Kevin wondered about the look he was being given, but he quickly discarded it. He’d already made his point quite clear last night.


  “You’re welcome,” he said simply.


  Polydora frowned. Something passed through her eyes, a darkness that made him blink. It was gone in less than a second, but he’d definitely seen it: jealousy.


  Great. This is just what I need. A jealous yuri Amazon.


  “Thank you for protecting Lady Phoebe in my absence, esteemed prisoner Kevin Swift.”


  Kevin’s right eye twitched. “You’re doing that to annoy me, aren’t you?”


  Polydora’s innocent expression didn’t fool him for a second. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  Neither did her words.


  They didn’t fool Iris either.


  “She’s totally doing that to annoy you,” the vixen said.


  “Now then,” Phoebe directed their attention toward her, “we shall be leaving within the hour. Polydora, inform Thoe, Euryale, and Menippe that they have been selected for this quest and are to meet us at the entrance. Tell them to get the horses ready.”


  “Yes, My Lady!”


  “Horses?” Kevin questioned as Polydora ran off to follow Phoebe’s instructions.


  “Of course.” Phoebe sent him a haughty look. With her blond hair, blue eyes, outrageous figure, and skimpy armor, she looked every bit the warrior princess. “You didn’t think we’d be walking all the way to Baku, did you?”


  ***


  Kevin discovered that he wasn’t very fond of riding horses. He’d never really done it before, and now that he had, he could say with all honesty that he hated it. His butt hurt, his legs were chafing, and it felt like his spine was being compressed. Maybe it was because they were riding bareback, or perhaps it was because they’d been riding for a long time, but he could honestly say that he never wanted to ride a horse again.


  “I think I have a rash, too,” Kevin muttered to himself.


  Phoebe turned her head to look at him. “What was that?”


  “Nothing.”


  They were traveling down a long stretch of road. There wasn’t much to look at. Azerbaijan had an arid climate. All he saw for miles was long stretches of barren desert, and large cliffs and mountains in the distance.


  He and Phoebe had taken point. He rode behind the Amazonian girl, his arms locked tightly around her waist, while her hands gripped their white stallion’s mane. A glance around revealed the others with them. Iris rode with Polydora, and the other three had their own horses; Euryale, Menippe, and Thoe. He and Iris had been introduced to them before leaving, but they hadn’t interacted much.


  On a side note, the looks they’d given him had been very disturbing.


  Like, really, really disturbing.


  “In a few minutes, you will be able to see Baku,” Phoebe told him, shouting to be heard over the galloping of hooves—and the roaring of cars, all of which slowed down to watch them as they rode by. Kevin didn’t know what was worse: how people gawked at them, or that he didn’t even care anymore.


  “Really?” Wanting to get his first look at Baku, Kevin leaned forward a bit until his head rested on Phoebe’s shoulder. The girl looked at him with a frown, as though slightly annoyed, but he ignored that in favor of looking at the city. “Ah! I can see it!”


  It didn’t look like much at the moment, just a line of buildings that appeared blue in the distance. However, as they began getting closer, he was able to make out more of the city, and when they finally arrived nearly half an hour later, he saw a sight that made him wish he had several more sets of eyes.


  Baku was gigantic. Far larger than he had expected. A jungle of gleaming steel and towering buildings. A masterpiece of cityscapes that seamlessly blended architectural styles together like a painter blends color. Hundreds of skyscrapers rose into the sky, some smaller than others. He saw different styles of architecture everywhere he looked. Some buildings appeared almost renaissance, while others looked like something out of Aladdin, and still others were purely modern. He spied one particularly large trio of skyscrapers in the distance, glass towers jutting up from the ground, their pointed tips arcing away from each other.


  As expected of a coastal city, there was a lot more greenery here than anywhere else he’d been to in Azerbaijan. Interspersed throughout the city were parks filled with grass and trees. Lining the sidewalks were more types of flora, trees and plants that he didn’t recognize.


  And then, of course, there were the many people who walked through the streets, or rather, who had been walking through the streets until his entourage showed up.


  “We’re getting so much unwanted attention.”


  Phoebe heard his muttered words and looked around. When she noticed that, yes, they were indeed getting their fair share of attention, she turned her head, gazing at him out of her peripheral.


  “Is attention a bad thing?”


  “Considering we’re trying to slip into China undetected, I would say that yes, attention is a bad thing.” Kevin ran a hand through his sweaty locks of hair. “I don’t know if the Bodhisattva has any spies here in Azerbaijan, but I would rather not take any chances.”


  “Your words ring true,” Phoebe agreed. “But still, I wonder why they are staring at us? It is not as if we have done anything wrong.”


  Kevin deadpanned. “You seriously don’t realize how much attention you cause, do you? Our group has six girls in it, all of whom are extraordinarily beautiful, and five of whom are wearing skimpy fantasy armor. We’re riding horses in a large, modern city. We look like something out of a medieval play. Of course, we’re going to attract attention.”


  Phoebe took in his words with a serious demeanor. She seemed completely ignorant of the heavy sarcasm laden in his tone.


  “So what you are saying is that our clothing and horses are attracting attention?”


  “That is exactly what I am saying.”


  “Eh heh, he finds us attractive,” Euryale said. Kevin glared at her, but she merely smiled back.


  “Then you know what we must do, right?”


  Kevin didn’t know why, but a large ball of dread dropped into the pit of his stomach like a lead weight upon seeing the gleam in Phoebe’s eyes.


  “Um, no. What must we do?”


  “We must go shopping,” Phoebe declared, the gleam in her eyes becoming nearly incandescent. Kevin shuddered some more.


  ***


  The first problem appeared when Kevin realized that they didn’t have any money. This… didn’t surprise him like he felt it should have. Having been kidnapped on that train by Phoebe, he hadn’t been able to grab his duffle bag, which contained all of the items they’d brought for this journey—minus his guns, ammunition, spare set of clothes, and the necklace around his neck. This included the money that Delphine Pnév̱ma had given him.


  Fortunately, Phoebe had a means of acquiring money.


  Unfortunately, her means of acquiring money involved stripping and presenting her armor to an acquisition agent who specialized in buying and selling relics.


  “How much can I get for this?” asked Phoebe.


  I will not facepalm. I will not facepalm. I will not facepalm.


  The words were repeated like a mantra in his mind. Kevin stood off to the side with Iris, watching as the blushing, stuttering old man gawked and sputtered like a preteen looking at his first porn magazine. Blood spurted from the fool’s nose, and his eyes focused more on the many sets of breasts.


  All five yama uba were pretty much naked now. Literally, the only thing covering their torso was a leather strip of fabric that went around their snuggle puppies. Even then, a healthy portion of their cleavage and underboob were exposed. Kevin could also see their nipples poking through the fabric.


  “I can’t believe this,” he muttered, his right eye twitching and a vein throbbing on his forehead. “I thought it was only you kitsune who lacked modesty, but I think these women are worse than even you.”


  That said, Kevin didn’t know if he had any right to speak since he was also shirtless. However, he wasn’t shirtless because he wanted to be. His shirt had been destroyed during his battle on the train.


  Iris took offense to his words. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means that at least you’ve never stripped in public before. While you seem to have an exhibitionist streak around the house, I at least don’t have to worry about you randomly showing the goods to people you’ve never met.”


  Iris scoffed at his words. “You may not realize this because you’re still so ignorant of yōkai, but while we kitsune don’t subscribe to the human taboos of modesty, we are aware that we can’t just go around wearing nothing.”


  “And yet you still walk around the house naked.”


  “I should be able to walk around my own house naked,” Iris defended herself. “It’s my house.”


  “You mean my house,” Kevin replied in a succinctly annoyed tone. “You’re just a freeloader.”


  Iris’s saucy grin came complete with a wink. “But I’m a sexy freeloader.”


  “How can I argue against such flawless logic?”


  “Simple. You can’t.”


  Kevin rolled his eyes. Just then, the old man whom Phoebe had been speaking with began frothing at the mouth, his brain apparently unable to handle five sexy and unclothed females any longer. Blood spurted from his nose like water from a broken fire hydrant. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and his body crumpled like a doll whose legs had been torn off. Panicking, Phoebe knelt down and began shaking the old man by the shoulders.


  “Sir, excuse me, but you never told me how much you would pay for this armor! Sir? Sir!”


  ***


  In the end, they had somehow managed to haggle over ten thousand US dollars for the combined armor of Phoebe, Polydora, Euryale, Menippe, and Thoe. Although it came at a serious cost—namely, having to deal with a practically naked group of yama uba who didn’t understand why they couldn’t just walk around wearing what amounted to strips of cloth that barely covered their genitals.


  The following conversation regarding this issue had been quite something:


   


  Kevin glared at the five yama uba. “Look, you girls can’t just walk around like that. There are rules and laws against public nudity.”


  “I do not understand,” Phoebe stated inquisitively. “Is there something wrong with our bodies?”


  “It has nothing to do with your bodies!” Kevin exploded. “It’s because walking around like that is against the law. If any officer were to see you, they’d have you arrested and thrown into jail quicker than you can say yōkai.”


  Euryale leaned over to Menippe. “Is this boy what you call a prude?”


  “Maybe,” Menippe said, crossing her arms. She seemed to be seriously considering the other woman's teasing words. “I've heard that some men are prudes.”


  Kevin glared at them both.


  “I see.” Phoebe looked down at herself, at the succulent breasts barely covered by a strip of fabric, at the loin cloth that only just covered her crotch. She then looked back at Kevin and nodded. “Very well, we shall wait here while you get us new clothes.”


  Kevin facepalmed, and then shouted, “Buy your own damn clothes!”


   


  Fortunately, while they didn’t understand what was wrong with public displays of nudity, they at least seemed willing to listen to his advice. He and Iris had then gone to the nearest store and bought several shirts and shorts for all of them. Kevin had also gotten himself a shirt since his last one had been shredded during his many fights. The disappointed look that Phoebe had when he re-entered the acquisitions store with a shirt covering his torso had greatly disturbed him.


  After that, it was off to find a ship that could take them across the Caspian Sea. With Iris acting as his translator, they’d managed to gain passage on a miniature cruise liner that ferried people across the sea. Unfortunately, even though they’d been able to find passage, a problem had occurred, one that couldn’t be solved easily.


   


  Kevin stood with Phoebe and the other yama uba as Iris spoke with someone, a woman with dark red locks of hair and a seductive smile. He watched as the raven-haired vixen made wide hand gesticulations, to which the woman nodded several times, her smile growing wider. At some point, the woman spoke, though Kevin could not hear the words spoken. Iris then pointed over to them, the woman following her gaze before scowling upon seeing him. He wondered what that was all about, but then the woman spoke some more, her manner harsh, before she stormed off.


  Iris walked up to them. Her face was a mixture of disappointment and bemusement.


  “I’ve got some good news and some bad news. The good news is that I found a ferry that can take us across the Caspian Sea. The bad news is they only ferry women.”


  “I’m guessing that woman you were speaking to doesn’t like men or something?”


  “Don’t know.” Iris sent him a helpless shrug. “She seems to have something against men, though I have no clue what that something is. She seemed really enthusiastic about ferrying us until she saw you, though, so whatever beef she’s got with guys must be serious.”


  “Then it seems we cannot use this ferry to traverse the sea,” Phoebe spoke with that formal tone that she always used. “Do you know if there are any other vessels traveling across the sea?”


  “There aren’t,” Iris informed them. “I’ve already checked. It seems there’s been some problems happening in the Caspian Sea recently. I’m not really sure what those problems are. No one seems willing to talk, and even when I use enchantments, all I get is useless information about monsters.”


  “Do you think the problem could be a yōkai attacking ships?” asked Kevin.


  “It could be,” Phoebe said. “There are some yōkai who prefer living in the sea to living on land.”


  Kevin ran through a quick list of all the yōkai he knew that lived in the sea. There were amabie, or mermaids; ō-amemasu, but they lived in freshwater lakes; and bake-kujira, a skeletal whale that was said to be eighteen meters long and very aggressive. That one was possible, but it was also unlikely. There was only one bake-kujira as far as he knew, and it drifted along the coastline of Western Japan. Were there any other ocean-faring yōkai that he knew about?


  “What are we supposed to do, then?” Menippe asked, tossing her red hair over her shoulder. “If we cannot travel across the sea, then we cannot rescue Kevin Swift’s mate. Unless we find another way to China.”


  “Not possible.” Kevin shook his head. “I’ve already considered every method of infiltrating China, and this is the only one I’ve found that gives us three-to-one odds of success.”


  “What do the other methods give us?” asked a curious Thoe.


  “Less than one hundred-to-one odds.”


  “Hey now,” Iris interrupted before their conversation could continue, “you guys don’t need to worry about any of this. I’ve got a foolproof plan to get us on that ship.”


  “Really?” Phoebe inquired. “Please share it with us, then? I am interested in knowing of your plan.”


  Iris’s eyes gleamed like twin bloody moons pulsating with the light of an unknown star. She turned to Kevin, who stared at her for several seconds, comprehension slowly dawning within his mind—along with horror.


  “No.” He backed away from the vixen. “Oh, no. Not happening.”


  “Oh, yes,” Iris hissed out that last syllable like a woman having an orgasm. “You know this is something you have to do. There is no other choice. Kevin Swift. Stud. It is the way of all harem protagonists.”


  “Don’t say it!” Kevin’s voice sounded shrill, even to his own ears. “If you value the friendship we’ve fostered since meeting, then you won’t say it!”


  “In order to gain safe passage through the Caspian Sea, you will dress up as a girl,” Iris said, her eyes gleaming in triumph.


  “!!!”


  ***


  Kotohime looked up from the supply manifest she had been reading. The tips of her ears pointed straight up in the air; her tails, likewise, became riots of activity. She looked around several times as if searching for something, which attracted the attention of Abercio.


  “Is something the matter, Kotohime?”


  “Perhaps,” Kotohime mumbled. “I could have sworn I just felt a sense of overwhelming despair through the force.”


  “You do know that we don’t have the force, right? That’s Star Wars.”


  “Of course,” Kotohime mumbled. “It was just a figure of speech.”


  ***


  Within her luxurious prison, Lilian looked up, eyes narrowed, ears pointed toward the ceiling. Her lips curved downwards in an intense frown as she concentrated on something beyond her line of sight.


  “My Kevin senses are tingling,” she murmured. “I have the feeling that my sister has just done something to embarrass and humiliate my mate. I will have to get back at her for that.”


  Knowing that there was little she could do to Iris right then, Lilian went back to drawing several large phalluses all over Jiāoào’s face.


  ***


  “This is so humiliating,” Kevin grumbled to himself.


  “Come on, Stud.” Iris’s voice came from the other side of the stall that he was in. “What’s taking so long? Get out here so we can see how you look.”


  “Don’t rush me,” Kevin snapped.


  “I also wish to see how those clothes we picked out fit you.” Phoebe’s voice came through, muffled slightly by the door between them.


  “Not you too!”


  After Iris revealed her plan, Kevin had been unwillingly dragged into the nearest female clothing store. He’d fought them. Of course, he had. However, Kevin was still only human. He couldn’t overpower even one yōkai, much less six. While Iris had wrapped her tails around his wrists, the five yama uba had pushed, prodded, and cajoled him into following.


  And that was how he found himself in this changing room.


  “All of us want to see how cute you look,” Iris said. “Now hurry up and get out here. The ship leaves in less than an hour.”


  Several seconds later, Kevin emerged from the changing stall. His face flushed in shame as every female in the store stared at him. Considering this was a female-only store that meant everyone was staring at him.


  “S-stop staring at me like that,” Kevin mumbled, grabbing his right elbow with his left hand as his embarrassment reached a plateau.


  “Uhuhuhu.” Iris’s quiet chuckle made his already flaming cheeks turn into a bonfire of color. “Well, don’t you look cute. I think those clothes fit you well.” She nodded several times, eying him up and down. “You look surprisingly good in girl clothes.”


  Indeed, Kevin was no longer wearing the clothing of a man but a woman. He wore a large sundress that kept his broader than average shoulders hidden. A bra stuffed with padding hid his normally defined pectorals, and also gave him DD-sized breasts. They’d also given him thigh-high socks to wear, which did an admirable job of hiding his somewhat hairy legs. He was only grateful that he didn’t have much hair to begin with because he was sure these socks would chafe if he did.


  “He does take to these clothes surprisingly well,” Thoe added, her vibrant locks of pink, artistically styled into a series of curls, bouncing as she nodded. “What do you think, Phoebe?” She received no response. “Phoebe?”


  Everyone looked at Phoebe, whose eyes were locked on Kevin. The blond yama uba gazed at him with surprisingly flushed cheeks. Kevin didn’t know what this girl was thinking, and he honestly didn’t want to know. In an effort to hide his body from her leering eyes, he covered himself with his arms.


  “I believe this means she likes your outfit,” Euryale assured him. Kevin was definitely not assured. Not in the least.


  Shrrrkchuhk!


  As one, all members of Kevin’s entourage blinked when a most unusual sound emitted from somewhere.


  “What the heck was that?” Kevin wondered, eyes panning the room in search of the sound.


  “I do not know.” Phoebe finally snapped out of her “Kevin in girl’s clothing” induced trance long enough to answer him.


  “An enemy, perhaps?” suggested Thoe.


  “It sounded like something broke,” Menippe mused to herself as she twirled a strand of hair between her fingers.


  Iris held one of Kevin’s arms to her breasts. “I’m scared, onee-chan.”


  “It’s onii-chan, not onee-chan, dang it!” Kevin paused, but only long enough to take a breath. “And who the heck is onee-chan?!”


  ***


  Iris and travel by sea did not mix, Kevin soon discovered.


  After Kevin had changed into girl’s clothing, they had spoken to that woman again, informing her that they had ditched him and were bringing a different friend along. The woman had stared at him with gut-squeezing suspicion. However, she had let them board her ship nonetheless. That had been one hour ago.


  He sat crouched behind the poor vixen, holding her hair away from her face as she vomited into the toilet. She’d been doing that a lot lately, vomiting. The vessel they were on, a semi-large cruise liner, swayed slightly as it sailed through the Caspian Sea.


  “Are you going to be okay?” Kevin asked as Iris retched some more.


  “What do you think?” was the biting reply.


  Kevin bit his tongue. He knew that she was only being this rude because she felt sick, so he tried not to let her snappish response bother him.


  “Maybe you should head outside,” Kevin suggested. Judging from the grimace he received, Iris didn’t agree with his idea.


  “What? And be subject to all that salty air and even more rocking? No thanks. I—”


  Iris never finished her sentence. Her body shuddered like it was undergoing epileptic seizures. Kevin grimaced as more vomit spewed from her mouth like a fire hydrant. He tried to ignore the acrid scent of barf wafting through the air, but it proved difficult. It stung his nose in the most unpleasant of ways, making him nearly throw up as well.


  “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to make you feel better,” Kevin said.


  “Just… keep doing what you’re doing, and I’ll be fine, thanks,” Iris muttered.


  “Okay.” Still holding her hair with one hand, Kevin resumed gently stroking her back.


  “You really are too nice for your own good,” she mumbled under her breath. “Really, you make it so hard…”


  Kevin frowned when he heard her near-incoherent mumbling. “Did you say something?”


  “I said I like your clothes.”


  “… All my hate.”


  ***


  Kevin leaned against the railing, looking out at the ocean. The Caspian Sea was the largest enclosed body of water on Earth. He didn’t know its exact size, though it certainly seemed quite large, stretching out far beyond his line of sight. A remnant of the Paratethys Sea, the Caspian Sea had become landlocked around 5.5 million years ago due to tectonic uplift and a drop in the sea level.


  As he stared out at the seemingly endless waters, which glistened with the coruscating light of the sun, his mind wandered to his mate, still locked away in China.


  Lilian would probably enjoy going on a cruise. She’d probably pretend she was a Straw Hat Pirate or something.


  Thoughts of Lilian had been a constant ever since their journey began. She never strayed far from his mind. Even when locked in combat, even when her sister did something—tried doing something—to him, even when Phoebe declared that he would be helping impregnate her people, his thoughts remained solely focused on the girl who’d captured his heart.


  “There you are,” a voice said from behind him. Kevin turned his head to find Phoebe, dressed in a pair of brown shorts that showed off milky thighs and a white shirt with “I <3 Baku” on it. She walked up to him and placed her hands on the railing. Her lips were curled in a smile that displayed excitement, the kind a child might show when seeing something new. “This vessel is so large that it took me ages to find my way around.” She turned to him. “I have been looking for you.”


  “That so? Is something up?” Kevin inquired.


  “No, I do not believe so.” Long locks of blond swayed as Phoebe shook her head. “I merely wished to find you.”


  “I see.” Kevin turned back to gaze across the endless expanse of blue.


  “How is Iris feeling?”


  “Better. She’s at least managed to fall asleep. I suspect she’ll adjust to sea travel after she wakes up, though by then we’ll probably have crossed over. I hear it takes about three hours to cross the sea.”


  “I have been hearing the same,” Phoebe confirmed.


  Silence ensued. Kevin wasn’t really bothered by it, as he preferred to be left to his thoughts right then, but Phoebe seemed uncomfortable. She kept glancing at him from the corner of her eyes. Every time he caught her, she would look away. Furthermore, she had clasped her hands together, rested them on the railing, and was twiddling her thumbs. It was all very suspicious.


  “I was wondering if you would permit me to ask a question?” she started again, causing him to turn from the ocean scene.


  “Sure.” Realizing that Phoebe wouldn’t be leaving him alone any time soon, he leaned his back against the railing and looked at the blond girl. “What do you want to know?”


  Phoebe coughed into her hand. After squaring her shoulders, she thrust out her chest and gave him an imperious look that made a trickle of sweat run down his face.


  “I wanted to ask about your mate.”


  “My mate?”


  Phoebe nodded. Before Kevin could answer her, a strange, yet familiar noise echoed across the deck.


  Shrrrkchuhk!


  “Okay, seriously, what the heck is that noise?” he asked.


  “I do not know,” Phoebe said. “It is a most unusual noise, however.”


  Looking around, Kevin could see nothing that would let him know what that strange noise was. A bunch of women stood around the deck, some playing games while others swam in the pool and still others talked. Polydora, Euryale, and Menippe were present. It took him awhile to find Thoe, but he eventually noticed her some distance from the others. He didn’t notice that Polydora was glaring at him, or that she’d been doing that for a while now.


  “Well, whatever.” Kevin shook his head and turned to Phoebe again. “What do you want to know?”


  “I want to know what she is like.”


  “What she’s like, huh…” Kevin looked up at the clear blue sky, his mind wandering to Lilian and the times they had shared. His lips curled unbidden into a soft smile. “Lilian is one of the most vibrant people I’ve ever met. She’s enthusiastic, headstrong, and always loves to try new things.”


  Phoebe frowned. She drummed her fingers against the railing, her face seemingly agitated by something. He wondered what she was thinking, but then…


  “Is that why you want to make babies with her?”


  Kevin resisted the urge to facepalm. “I am way too young to be thinking about procreating with anyone. My relationship with her has nothing to do with baby making.”


  “But… what else is there to a relationship if not producing children?” asked the confused Phoebe.


  “What about, oh, I don’t know… love?”


  Phoebe tilted her head. “What does love have to do with anything?”


  It was something that he was beginning to notice with this girl, with all the yama uba: they didn’t seem to have any concept of love. Kevin didn’t know how to explain it. The concept of love just seemed foreign to them. Their only thoughts seemed to be on producing children and nothing else.


  “Just everything,” Kevin said. “Love is the single most important reason to be with someone.”


  “It is?” Phoebe hummed. “This is news to me.”


  Kevin finally pressed a hand to his face. “Of course, it is.”


  “Back to our original topic,” Phoebe shifted gears. “Are those the reasons that you… love your mate?”


  Kevin thought about the question, churning it over like one might a Rubik’s cube. “Not really. I mean, sure, those are some of the reasons I love her, but they aren’t the only ones.”


  “What are the other reasons?”


  “There are a lot of reasons,” Kevin admitted. “I could tell you that it’s because she and I share the same interests, or I could mention how she always gives her all in everything she does; how she makes me want to be a better person, a stronger person, one who’s worthy of being her mate. I could talk about how cute she looks when her nose scrunches up whenever she’s thinking, or how enchanting her eyes are when she’s excited. I could talk about her beauty, the expressions she makes, the way she gets riled up when Iris slips into our bed at night, or how her nose bleeds when she’s thinking ecchi thoughts.”


  Those last two reasons caused Phoebe to blink. “Um…”


  “Don’t ask,” Kevin said when he saw her incredulous gaze. Phoebe slowly nodded and didn’t ask, allowing him to continue. “I could list a million reasons, and it still wouldn’t be enough to tell you why I love Lilian.” He shrugged. “It’s not as if there is any one reason, so I guess, if I had to pick a single reason, I would say that the reason I love her is because Lilian is Lilian.”


  Phoebe’s brow furrowed. “Because Lilian… is Lilian?”


  “That’s right.”


  “I see.”


  It was clear to Kevin that Phoebe really didn’t see. He didn’t blame her for that. His explanation hadn’t been the best, but trying to explain something like why he loved someone was like trying to explain how the universe came to be. It wasn’t something anyone could truly answer with any certainty. You just accepted it for how it was.


  “You have given me much to think about,” Phoebe said. “If you’ll excuse me.”


  Kevin watched as Phoebe walked off. When she disappeared from sight, he turned back to the sea. However, his gaze was not on the ocean. He stared into the distance, at something far beyond his mortal sight.


  I wonder how Lilian is doing right now…


  ***


  “… And then I woke up in Beloved’s arms, and it was the best feeling ever!”


  Sitting on a chair that she had pulled up to the bed, Lilian regaled Jiāoào with tales of the many things that she and Kevin had done together. Considering she had nothing else to do and no one else to talk to, this was the only thing she could do to keep herself occupied.


  Jiāoào, for his part, said nothing. He would occasionally blink, and a few times Lilian thought she saw him staring at her, but it was always hard to tell. His eyes were glazed over like a corpse. Only his breathing let her know that he was, in fact, still among the living.


  “Let’s see, what else should I tell you…” Trailing off, one hand cupped to her chin, Lilian tried to think of any stories she might not have told Jiāoào yet. “I believe I already told you about the time Kevin and I shared a Christmas Eve dinner together… and how it was interrupted by Iris. I also told you about when Kevin and I broke into Stephanie Meyer's home because we thought she was a yōkai in disguise… Ah! What about—no, I told you about that, too. Huh…”


  It was startling to realize that she’d told him about almost all of the special times that she and Kevin had shared as a couple. There were so many of them, hundreds even. It made her wonder about how long she’d been stuck in this place. Days? Weeks? Months? She had nothing to help to determine the passage of time.


  “I wonder what Kevin’s doing right now.” Her lips twitched into a smile when she realized that she knew exactly what he was doing. “He’s probably coming to rescue me even as we speak.” She looked down at Jiāoào. “You know that your family is in for an asskicking, right? My mate’s not the kind of person who would let you just kidnap me.”


  “I highly doubt that,” a voice spoke up seconds before a figure emerged from the door. “Kevin Swift might be troublesome for a human, but he is still just that: human. While he might be capable of defeating myself in combat, he wouldn’t stand a chance against my brothers, all of whom have been trained since their third tail to fight.”


  Lilian scowled at Fan as the three-tailed kitsune closed the door behind her.


  “Ha! You’re just jealous because you don’t have a mate who’s willing to lay down a shōnen-style asskicking for your sake.”


  Fan twitched. “I have no clue what a shōnen-style asskicking is, and I do not particularly care.” She walked over to the bed. Lilian noticed that she had a bucket of soapy water in her hands. “It does not change that there is no way a human can contend with kitsune as powerful as my brothers. Even Li here would be more than a match for your mate.”


  Lilian’s gaze switched from Fan to Li. Ever the silent shadow, Li stood behind his mistress, arms crossed and expression solemn.


  “Whatever,” Lilian mumbled as she stood up and went over to the window. She had no desire to see Fan washing Jiāoào’s body, though she would admit to being thankful for the girl, if reluctantly. If Fan hadn’t volunteered to do it, then she would’ve had to deal with cleaning the brat. She’d rather die.


  “If you’re still coming up here, I’m guessing that means your old man is still out?”


  “Thinking of running away?” Fan snorted. “Don’t bother. Even if he isn’t here, there’s still no way you could escape from the Citadel of Light. Or have you forgotten about what happened last time?”


  Lilian hadn’t forgotten. How could she? The experience had been frightening. That eight-tails, Chao, was one of the most horrifying people she’d ever met. He invoked a primal fear within her, a feeling derived from the instincts born during the days when she was still just an ordinary fox.


  That didn’t mean she would let Fan know that, however. No way. She refused to show weakness in front of that girl, or anyone else from the Great Celestial Clan.


  “Ha…” She heard a sigh come from Fan, along with a rustling of clothing that signified someone’s clothes being removed. Lilian tried not to shudder at the thought of being in a room with a naked Jiāoào. “It seems there hasn’t been any change in my beloved younger brother’s condition.”


  “You cannot expect his condition to change so soon, Lady Fan,” the calm rumble of Li’s voice echoed around them. “All change takes time. Lord Shinkuro believes that Lord Jiāoào’s condition will improve the longer he is in Lilian Pnév̱ma’s presence.”


  Lilian wrinkled her nose. She didn’t care if Jiāoào never recovered. After what he had done to her, what he tried doing to her, the two-tailed brat of a kitsune didn’t deserve to be given a second chance. That wasn’t even talking about what he’d done to that poor woman who looked like her.


  She didn’t express her thoughts verbally, however, as she knew that it would lead to Fan becoming even more annoying than she already was.


  “Hey, girl!”


  Lilian twitched. “I have a name, you know.”


  “Like I care what your name is,” Fan retorted arrogantly. “I want you to hurry up and fix my beloved younger brother.”


  Lilian scowled and turned to look at the three-tailed kitsune. When she saw that Jiāoào was still naked, she quickly turned back around. She so didn’t want to see that arrogant brat in a state of undress. She didn’t need that kind of mental scarring.


  “If you’re so eager to see him go back to how he was, then why don’t you cure him?!”


  “Don’t you think I would have already done that if I could?!” Fan shouted. “Now hurry up and fix my brother!”


  As Lilian and Fan began arguing, Li rubbed his head. “These two should never be allowed to stay in the same room.”


  ***


  When Iris told him that this ship only accepted women, she hadn’t been kidding. Kevin had learned early on that the only people on this ship were women. They were everywhere. The passengers, the employees, everyone here was a woman.


  I feel really self-conscious right now.


  Kevin walked around, trying to ignore the fact that he was the only person with a sausage onboard. He scanned the area, wary that someone might come up to him.


  Because of how small the ship was, there weren’t that many people. He didn’t know what their passenger manifest looked like, but there couldn’t have been more than maybe fifty to seventy-five people on board. He saw women with varying physical appearances doing everything from lounging around on beach chairs to chatting at tables while sipping cocktails.


  The ship had two decks, plus a deck below where he knew there to be several restrooms, the passenger rooms for resting, and the kitchen. His shoes clicked along the deck, annoying him to no end, especially because he could hardly walk in them. He had a new respect for women who wore heels. His gun case swung back and forth in his hand, and he could feel his guns hidden underneath his sundress scrape against his skin.


  I still can’t believe they made me wear this.


  Kevin scowled. This had to be the most humiliating thing he’d ever been forced to do, and this dress was so uncomfortable! His legs itched, the sundress was way too airy down there for his taste, not to mention the crap they’d stuffed into his bra was rubbing his skin raw.


  How could they do this to me? Dang that Iris!


  He looked up at the sky. Orange and red swirls danced across Heaven’s canvas like lazy streamers drifting along ephemeral zephyrs. Kevin saw pink and purple intermixing like paint on the palette of an artist. In the distance, storm clouds gathered.


  Judging from the sight of dusk blanketing the sky, Kevin determined that they were near the halfway point of their journey. They’d boarded the ship around late afternoon and it took several hours to cross. They had, maybe, another hour, two hours at most, before reaching their destination. After that they would be in Turkmenistan.


  Deciding to take a seat, Kevin went up to the second floor, which had the appearance of a lounge. Women sat in comfy-looking arm chairs situated around glossy tables. A good deal of them were dressed to impress. It made him wonder how Iris had managed to get tickets.


  She probably enchanted that human into giving her tickets, he concluded.


  He sat on a red sofa near the window overlooking the first-floor deck. Observing those down below, Kevin managed to find all of the yama uba who’d come with him. Phoebe stood talking with Polydora, who seemed unusually clingy for some reason. Euryale sat at a table sipping some tea, her long red hair tied into a ponytail and her tight sleeveless shirt revealing a body that made several women glare at her in envy. Menippe spoke with the other girl, her sundress similar to his own, except in different colors, while Thoe hung in the background.


  He frowned at her. Why did she get to wear pants, while he was wearing a dress?


  “Excuse me,” a voice said somewhere off to his left. Kevin turned his head as a beautiful woman in a dark red dress with a plunging neckline walked up to him. It was the one who Iris had been talking to before. He blinked when she smiled. “Is this seat taken?”


  “Uh.” Kevin coughed into his hand. “No. Help yourself,” he said in a voice that he hoped to the anime gods sounded female enough to fool her.


  “Thank you.” The woman sat down, her graceful movements akin to a dancer. Kevin noticed the glass of wine in her hand, which she sipped periodically. “I hope you have been enjoying your time on my vessel.”


  “Y-your vessel?” Kevin stuttered. He could feel his skin breaking out into a cold sweat. Did he sound like a girl? Was his wig still on straight? Dang it! Why did this woman have to start talking to him?


  “Indeed.” The woman’s regal bearing became even more stately, as though she was puffing out her chest like a peacock. “My name is Felia Aygϋn. I am the owner of this vessel.”


  “I-I see.”


  “Are you confused about my presence?” Felia smiled, and Kevin noticed there was something… off about her smile, though he couldn’t say what. “I do not know how other vessels are run, however, I enjoy mingling with my passengers. I believe it is important to know what those who ride my vessel think. Did they enjoy the cruise? Did they not? Was there something they believe I could improve upon? It is crucial to know the thoughts of those you ferry across the sea, otherwise you’ll never be able to improve your services for next time.”


  “Yes.” Kevin nodded even as he wished she would leave. “That makes sense.”


  He listened as the woman continued speaking to him, wishing she would hurry up and leave. The longer she stayed, the more worried he became. However, as the minutes passed by, Kevin soon realized that she would not be leaving anytime soon. For whatever reason, she seemed intent on conversing with him, and Kevin, too afraid to tell her off, could do nothing but sit there and listen as the woman continued conversing.


  “Are you feeling all right, miss?” the woman, Felia Something-Or-Other, asked, her demeanor concerned. “You appear to be spacing out.”


  “Huh?” Kevin blinked several times, then cleared his throat and adopted as feminine a voice as he could muster. “Oh, yes. I’m, uh, fine. I was just thinking about something.”


  His heartbeat accelerated when the woman narrowed her eyes in suspicion. The look left a moment later, and the woman’s face once more switched to concern.


  “Oh, my. You’re breaking out into quite the sweat.”


  Her voice laced with what sounded like genuine concern, Felia leaned over and placed her forehead against Kevin’s. He froze. His body went into overdrive and began sweating more. His mind shut down as it tried to come up with a way out of this situation and failed. The woman remained like that, her head against his, dark eyes staring at him, their quality almost hypnotic. A forked tongue flicked out from her mouth and retracted just as quickly.


  The woman stood up moments later, her face a frightening rictus of hatred and loathing.


  “I knew it,” she snarled at him. “You’re not a woman!” She reached out before he could run away, grabbed his wig, and pulled it off. “You’re a man!”


  Everyone on the second-floor deck stopped what they were doing and turned to stare at him. Kevin’s mind went into overdrive when he saw the expressions they all wore. Disgust brimmed beneath curtains of shimmering hair. Vengeance simmered behind smoldering eyes. He could feel their intent to harm him, to main him, to kill him. It was almost a physical thing, a manifestation of humanity’s most negative emotions.


  Felia pointed at him, her face twisted into a mask of barely constrained revulsion, as if just being near him caused her to feel physically ill.


  “Ladies, kill this man!”


  Before Kevin even knew what was happening, all of the women surged toward him. They swelled like a tidal wave, threatening to overtake him. Some became swallowed by their own comrades, trampled underfoot as the group rushed him like a maelstrom overtaking a ship. One woman stumbled and was overtaken. Another tripped over the hem of her own dress and was lost within the sea of surging bodies. No one seemed to care. They continued on, heedless of the comrades they were losing to their own violence.


  Because he didn’t know if these women were rabid yōkai or just innocent humans, Kevin couldn’t very well attack them. His eyes flickered across the surging sea of feminine fury as he searched for a way out of this quandary before he was swallowed. It took him a second longer than he would have liked, but he eventually found something that might help him.


  Keeping a firm grip on his ammo case, he reached underneath his sundress and pulled out his silver gun. With aim honed to perfection through months of practice and years of arcade simulations, Kevin fired off several rounds at the chandeliers that hung overhead. The blue bolts of youki blasted out of the barrel and struck the cables holding the chandeliers up. Six shots for six chandeliers.


  They fell, then, landing on top of several women and pinning their bodies to the floor. Kevin knew that he only had a small window of opportunity to act, and he took it. He spun around and raced over to and then up the wall. At the apex of his run, he used his runner leg muscles to push off, soaring over the first wave of unruly females. He landed on the first chandelier, then leapt off that one and over to the next one, then the next, and then the next, leapfrogging until he was past the horde.


  “What are you girls doing?! Kill that man now!!” Felia screeched.


  Kevin squeaked when the women turned around as one and charged at him again, their furious battle cry nearly shattering his eardrums. Knowing better than to stick around, he unlatched his shoes, holstered his gun, and bolted out of the door; he then ran down a flight of stairs, and then through a hallway before, finally, bursting through the doors that led to the first-floor deck.


  Everyone stared at him.


  “Kevi—I mean, Kiara Swift.” Phoebe walked up to him along with her entourage of yama uba. Polydora, Euryale, Menippe, and Thoe frowned at him with what he hoped was concern and not scorn. “What is wrong? You look like you have been exerting yourself quite a bit, and I could have sworn I just heard the sound of combat coming from above. Was that you?”


  “Problem…” Kevin gasped. “… Big… problem…”


  The five yōkai shared a glance.


  “What is the problem?” asked a frowning Polydora.


  Before Kevin could answer, the doors he’d just burst through were blown off their hinges. Felia and the other women, those who hadn’t been pinned to the floor by chandeliers, stormed out. The woman, her expression livid, scanned the area until her eyes locked on him.


  “There!” she shrieked as she pointed at him. “That person right there is a man! Ladies! You know what to do!”


  All of the women on the first-floor deck stood up from their seats, dropped their drinks, or climbed out of the pool. Kevin soon realized that traveling down here may not have been his best idea. It looked like the number of enemies had just tripled! Even with the added benefit of his yama uba allies, they were still grossly outnumbered.


  “How did she discover that you were a man?” a shocked Phoebe asked as the group closed ranks.


  Felia sneered. “Do you think me a fool, girl? I knew from the moment I saw him sitting on the couch that he couldn’t possibly be a woman. He lacks the elegance, the inherent beauty found within all women.” The woman’s body made strange undulations as she spoke of women’s beauty. Half-swoon, half-hip thrust, the motions of her body were highly disturbing—and also not humanly possible. “Plus he reeks of man. You can always tell when someone is of the male persuasion simply by his horrid stench.”


  Kevin’s annoyed frown came with a vein throbbing on his forehead. “I resent that. I’ll have you know that I take a shower every single day.”


  His words were promptly ignored.


  “Kill him, ladies! Kill him and detain those poor, misguided women who would aid him!”


  Women rushed forward, their intent obvious. Phoebe and her fellow yama uba rose to meet them. The five women of inhuman origins attacked with the skill and ferocity gained through years of intense training. They tore through the horde of enraged females like a pack of tigresses tearing into a herd of antelopes. They were a blur of fists and feet, a whirlwind of lashing limbs.


  Kevin found that he couldn’t focus on his allies when a group of women attacked him as well. He fell back into his loose battle stance, leaving larger than average gaps in his defense that even amateur fighters like these women clearly could see. He let them come in close, allowed them to attack, and then began picking them apart with precise strikes that knocked them unconscious.


  “Why are you ladies doing this?” And while he fought against the horde encircling him, he tried reasoning with them. “All we want to do is cross the sea. Why are you attacking us?”


  He didn’t expect an answer, so he became surprised when several women actually gave him one.


  “All men are pigs!”


  “Damn rapists!”


  “Filthy perverts!”


  Had he not been surrounded by angry women, he might have actually sweatdropped at their answer. They were attacking him because they thought all men were, well, like Eric? That… that was so sexist! That was like saying all women were pure and innocent maidens, which was clearly not true. He’d met more than his fair share of dirty females to know that. Heck! Phoebe had been planning to turn him into breeding material! These women were being totally unfair!


  He was left with no time to talk. Women came in close, forcing him to focus on fighting. These females were definitely human. Their attacks lacked strength. Their movements lacked speed. They didn’t have the supernal powers of a yōkai. Perhaps they were being controlled by that Felia woman. It made sense, and if that was the case, then knocking them unconscious should snap them out of it—at least, if they really were enchanted.


  A problem soon presented itself as the battle dragged on. Kevin didn’t realize it at first, but he eventually became aware that he’d been separated from Phoebe and the others. He saw them several yards away, surrounded by women, their bodies blurring in and out of focus as they attacked and defended in equal measure. They appeared to be doing well, but their enemies were also trying to subdue them, not kill them. The same could not be said for him.


  Kevin ducked under a wine bottle, the end of which had been shattered into sharp points as it struck the railing. He hit the arm holding it with a palm, knocking it out of the woman’s hand and sending it over the ferry’s side and into the sea. His second attack was a karate chop to a nerve cluster in the neck. With her nervous system scrambled, the woman toppled like Fat Bastard after being kicked in the crotch.


  “DAMN YOU!”


  Another woman came in, her blond hair whipping about her face like frenzied snakes. She rushed at him from the left, hoping to take advantage of his blind spot.


  He ducked under her initial attack. He stretched out his left and slid into her instep, halting the woman in her tracks. Then he latched onto her black leather jacket. With a grunt of exertion, using her forward momentum and the power in his arms and legs, he tossed her over his shoulder. The sound of her back hitting polished wooden planks was akin to a mallet smacking sashimi. The sound of all the air leaving her lungs reminded him of a vacuum in reverse. A swift kick to the temple while she was still grounded knocked her out.


  While the women he fought proved little challenge by themselves, they weren’t alone. One-on-one, maybe even three-on-one, Kevin would have no trouble defeating them. However, these women were many. They were legion. Against such a massive group, he stood little chance of victory.


  Already his breath was growing heavy. Pants escaped from dried lips as he continued being forced back. Sweat poured down his face and into his eyes, stinging them. His sundress clung to his skin, soaking wet as he strained his muscles to keep up with the massive group of women attacking him from all sides. Before long, Kevin found himself pressed against the edge of the ship, surrounded and far from the help of his allies.


  The sea of women suddenly parted down the middle. Kevin warily eyed the woman walking toward him. Felia seemed to have calmed down now that he was on the ropes. She stalked forward, her gait reminding him of a serpent set to attack. Everything from the alluring sway of her hips to her delicate, feminine steps seemed to enhance the aura of deadly intent pouring from her like black miasma from an evil jinn. Dark reptilian eyes stared at him from beneath a curtain of writhing hair.


  Kevin glared at the woman who glared right back, refusing to back down.


  “Have you forced these women into doing your bidding?” he asked through gritted teeth. The woman, all of the women, recoiled as if struck.


  Felia’s expression took on a truly terrifying quality. “You dare to suggest that I would use my powers to manipulate such beautiful, innocent women, you fiend?” she hissed, and Kevin saw a forked tongue flicker out of her mouth in anger. “I cannot believe your gall!”


  So this woman wasn’t controlling these other women through some form of mind control? That was good to know… maybe.


  “You can’t blame me for thinking that.” Kevin used the small lull in combat to get his breathing back under control. “Anyone would think that after they saw the way you ordered these women around.”


  “That’s just like you men.” Felia practically spat out the word “men” like it was poison. “You’re always assuming the worst in others.”


  “And how is that any different from you?” Kevin fired back, absently reaching behind him. He could feel his guns hidden within the small makeshift holster he’d made for them. “You always assume the worst in men, don’t you? You believe all of us are violent, perverted pigs, right? How is that any different?”


  “It is different because unlike you, I have proof that men are evil.” Felia gestured at the women surrounding them. “Almost all of the women you see before you are girls who’ve been abused by men. I help these women by taking them in and sending them to shelters for abused women. This ferry you are standing on is but one of my many operations to help protect women who’ve been injured mentally and physically by a male.”


  “Just because there are men who abuse women doesn’t mean every man abuses women.” Kevin shook his head, sweat flying off of him. “You can’t lump us all in together like that. It would be like saying every yōkai is an evil, violent, self-serving tyrant who uses humans for their own purposes just because they can.” His fierce blue eyes narrowed at the woman, who blinked in shock. “But that’s not true, is it? Sure, there are some yōkai who use humans, but there are others who help humans. Don’t go around accusing every man of being an abusive jerk when you haven’t met every man on the planet yet.”


  Felia hissed. “Shut up, you filthy, disgusting pig! I’m not going to listen to you! Now die!”


  If Kevin had known beforehand what Felia was, he might not have been hit by her first attack. He didn’t know, however, and because of that, when something shot out from underneath her red dress, it smacked him in the chest with force reminiscent of a rocket launching into space. He didn’t even have time to gasp in pain before his back struck the metal rail, denting it.


  He fell to his knees, gasping and clutching his chest. Each breath he took caused sharp jolts of agony that traveled straight to his brain like electric currents. He didn’t know if anything had been broken, but his ribs certainly felt like they’d been crushed.


  Looking up at the woman, his teeth grit, Kevin saw the appendage that had attacked him: a scaly white tail that reminded him of a snake. The woman, Felia, no longer stood on two legs. The tail slithered out from underneath her dress, the tip writhing with a mind of its own. No longer confined to her human form, she towered nearly two yards over him, her dress torn from the girth of her snake-like form.


  “N-naga…”


  “Close.” Felia’s voice sounded much more snake-like now that she was in her true form. She spoke with a soft, sibilant hiss, her forked tongue flicking out between sharp teeth. “I’m actually a nure-yomejo, a race of sea serpents and servants of Princess Kiyo.”


  Once Felia mentioned Princess Kiyo, Kevin nearly groaned. Now it all made sense. He knew well the story of Princess Kiyo. Long ago, during the reign of Emperor Daigo, a young priest named Anchin traveled from Mutsu to Kumano on a pilgrimage. Every year he made the journey, and every year he would lodge at the manor of the Masago no Shōji family. He was incredibly good-looking and caught the eye of Kiyohime, the manor lord’s daughter. Anchin joked to her that if she behaved herself, he would marry her and take her back to Mutsu.


  Every year she waited for Anchin to come again for his pilgrimage. When she finally came of age, she reminded him of his promise and asked him to marry her. Anchin, embarrassed that she had taken his promise seriously, lied that he would come for her upon completing his pilgrimage. On his return, however, he avoided the Masago no Shōji manor and headed straight for Mutsu.


  When Kiyohime heard of his deception, she became overcome with grief. She ran after the young priest, barefoot, determined to marry him. Anchin fled as fast as he could, but Kiyohime caught him on the road to the Dōjō-ji temple. There, instead of greeting her, Anchin lied again. He pretended that he didn’t know her. Kiyohime’s sadness turned into furious rage. She attacked the lying priest. Anchin prayed to Kumano Gongen to save him, and a divine light dazzled Kiyohime’s eyes and paralyzed her body, giving him just enough time to escape.


  Kiyohime’s rage exploded—the divine intervention pushed her over the edge. She transformed into a giant, fire-breathing serpent. When Anchin reached the Hidaka River, he paid the boatman and begged him not to allow his pursuer to cross. Then, he ran to Dōjō-ji for safety. Ignoring the boatman entirely, Kiyohime swam across the river after him.


  Seeing the monstrous serpent, the priests of Dōjō-ji hid Anchin inside of the large, bronze temple bell. However, Kiyohime could smell Anchin inside. Overcome with rage and despair, she wrapped herself around the bell and breathed fire until the bronze became white hot. She roasted Anchin alive inside the bell. With Anchin dead, the demon Kiyohime threw herself into the river and drowned.


  That was how the legend went. He didn’t know how much of what he knew was true, however, as everything he learned about Kiyohime came from anime. Still, most anime based on historical Japanese legends held at least a modicum of fact—at least, as far as the legend itself was concerned. If this woman was, indeed, a servant of Kiyohime, Princess Kiyo, then her hatred of men made all too much sense.


  I am so screwed, Kevin thought to himself as Felia raised up to her full, intimidating height, her fangs bared and ready to tear into him like a horde of enraged orcs.


  ***


  The first thing that Kevin learned about fighting against a nure-yomejo was that he shouldn’t underestimate their speed just because of their size.


  Felia was huge, a giant half-snake, half-human creature with a long, boneless body covered in white scales. He couldn’t estimate her length, but it had to be at least over six yards long. When not using her tail’s length to increase her height, the prehensile appendage could swipe at him from incredible distances, meaning it was nearly impossible to get in close.


  The second thing he learned was that her tail was fast. Incredibly fast.


  Kevin rolled along the floor once more, the giant tail descending on the spot he’d been standing like the fist of an angry god. Wood panels shattered under the assault, showering him in splinters as he landed back on his feet.


  “Stay still, you damn, dirty male!” Felia’s hissing voice spat out the words like a snake spitting venom.


  “Why does every yōkai I fight say that?” Kevin questioned out loud in honesty curiosity. “Seriously, it’s like you guys actually expect me to stay still just because you demanded that I do. I don’t get it.”


  Felia’s answer was to swipe at him with her tail. Kevin hopped over the swipe like a hurdler. The tail came back, horizontally this time, as he landed on his feet, and he was forced to fall flat on his stomach, lest the giant appendage slam into his back.


  The women had all stopped fighting him, determined to leave his defeat to Felia. Instead they had taken to joining their comrades in fighting against Phoebe and the other yama uba, who were beginning to tire out.


  Phoebe had already worked up quite the body count. A pile of groaning, moaning females surrounded her; a wall of human flesh; a fortress made of blood and bone and muscle and skin. All of them appeared to be alive, thankfully, as he didn’t want any deaths on their hands. She wove her way around the battlefield, somehow keeping herself from tripping over the bodies in her path. Each swing of her club clocked someone across the head, knocking them for a loop and sending them to the floor in blissful catatonia.


  Her red hair whipping around her body like tendrils of fire, Euryale moved with a dancer’s grace, taking down her targets with methodical ease. Unlike Phoebe, she fought bare-handed. Her hands were shaped into knife edges, and she used them to great effect. They struck nerve clusters and throats in equal measure, clogging air passages and discombobulating people by screwing up their nervous system. Many attacking females went down because they weren’t smart enough to stay away from her.


  With a spear as her weapon of choice, Polydora had the greatest reach. The long, pole-like weapon spun in her hand, a dizzying blur of polished wood. She didn’t strike with the sharp end, didn’t impale her victims upon the hardened razor of steel, which Kevin was thankful for. Instead, she attacked with the flat end. Her spear knocked foes to the ground in large sweeps, the shaft spinning around her body as she twirled it about like a fire dancer did batons.


  Menippe used a club, much like Phoebe. However, where the chieftess was the personification of grace and elegance, she epitomized brutality at its finest. Her swings were like wrecking balls smashing against a building. There was no subtlety to her movements. No grace. She swatted women away like flies. For every swing of her club, someone went soaring through the air, only to crash onto the wooden planks with a sickening thud.


  Kevin didn't see Thoe at first, not until he noticed her slipping through the horde of women. Unlike the others, she used stealth to attack her assailants. She snuck up behind them, knocked them unconscious with a swift jab to the neck or temple, and then moved on to the next victim. What the hell? Was she a ninja or a yama uba?


  “You’re awfully slippery for a human, boy, but you’re not the only one who is slippery.”


  Felia hissed as she lunged at him. That proved to be a mistake on her part. Like all yōkai, Felia had the instincts of a hunter, and all hunters went for the throat, the weakest part of the body. The unguarded part. When he presented her with an opening, she, in her frustration, took it, seeking an end to their confrontation.


  “GRAA! MY NOSE! YOU BROKE MY NOSE!”


  The woman reared back, shrieking in pain, thrashing in surprise laced with agony. Blood poured from her nose, which had been on the receiving end of the weapon case that Kevin had swung at her with all his strength. She hadn’t even seen the object coming until he’d already slammed it into her nose.


  “It’s just as I thought.” Kevin narrowed his eyes. “You might be extremely powerful, and your body might be stronger than that of a human’s, but the human part of your body is still vulnerable just like ours is.”


  “Damn you! Damn you, damn you, damn you!” Felia’s shrieking grew more deranged by the second. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you dead!”


  She attacked him with renewed vigor. Her tail came in faster than before. It also didn’t limit itself to strictly linear movements. Kevin soon realized that her tail was far more flexible than he’d initially judged it to be. He found himself being attacked from all sides, from every angle. It came in, lashing at him with speeds that he couldn’t follow, from directions that he could scarcely comprehend. It cut the air, the wind providing little resistance.


  Kevin’s ability to avoid certain death came only thanks to his fighting style. Even though he could no longer follow his foe’s movements, he was still the one directing the flow of combat, still presenting her with openings that she was all too happy to take. It allowed him to dodge her speedy strikes, avoid her swift tail jabs, and maneuver around her attempts to squash him beneath her tail.


  What it didn’t do was allow him to avoid her trap.


  Because he could only focus on the parts of her that were attacking him directly, Kevin at some point lost focus of the woman herself. He didn’t even realize that she’d been circling around him until the tip of her tail, which had been harassing him, suddenly retracted. He never suspected that she would outmaneuver him until her long, thick tail suddenly coiled around him from behind.


  “A-ah!” Kevin released a strangled gurgle that echoed across the deck.


  “Kevin Swift!” The shocked cry came from Phoebe.


  “Now this is much better.” Felia seemed to have calmed down now that she had him in her grasp. “Yes, I think I like it so much more when you’re not scurrying around me like a mouse. Don’t you?” She didn’t give him time to respond. “Now what to do with you? I suppose I could just crush you until your bones are turned into a fine powder.”


  Kevin groaned as the tail tightened around him. He could hear his bones creaking like rotting wood, could practically feel them beginning to crack under the pressure being placed on them.


  “Then again, I’m not sure I want to clean your innards off my ship,” the nure-yomejo mused. “Blood stains are awfully difficult to get out of wood, you know.”


  “Doesn’t… matter…”


  Felia twitched. “What was that?”


  “I said…” Kevin could taste the iron tinge of blood as he gritted his teeth, “… it doesn’t matter. You’re not going to win.”


  The snake woman looked bemused, frustrated even. “And why is that?”


  “Because I’ve been slowly making you weaken the floor of this deck with your tail. I doubt it will hold your weight for much longer.”


  “What?”


  Felia realized too late what Kevin meant. With a loud groan, the floor around them broke. Snap! Felia screamed as she and he were sent plummeting to the deck below. While the drop was not far, especially for a snake-woman like her, it was startling. She ended up letting go of him, her tail uncoiling, allowing him to roll away.


  While Kevin wouldn’t say he had an advantage in this new battleground, he believed the tiny hall would grant him more leeway than it did Felia. With her large form, it would be difficult to move around unless she was willing to risk doing more damage to her ship.


  He ignored the pain flaring in his chest like a lance of fire spearing him through the heart. He reached into his sundress with his free hand and grabbed the handle to one of his guns, the black one, he soon found out when he pulled it from its makeshift holster. Kevin didn’t hesitate to point it at the woman and fire off a round.


  Before boarding the ferry, Kevin had changed out ammunition packs. He’d decided to charge the black gun with spirit youki from Delphine, who’d been kind enough to fill up two of his cartridges. Kevin soon found out that having a gun filled with chakra from a Kyūbi was far different from having it filled with chakra from a four-tails.


  A beam of white energy shot from his gun, a streamer of spirit matter condensed into the shape of a cylinder. It was like cannon fire from a Star Destroyer. The conical beam of youki lanced out of the gun and blasted into the snake woman with a ferocious roar akin to an enraged dragon. The woman’s yell was completely overpowered by the roaring of his gun, which continued blasting the beam out until, finally, it tapered off into a light drizzle, and then stopped altogether.


  “Woah…”


  Kevin stared at the damage his weapon had caused. The entire hallway had been decimated. The walls and floor had caved outwards as if some great force had pushed them away. Cracks and abrasions littered the surface. The outward bending of the wooden walls and flooring gave the hallway a convex appearance.


  Lying on the ground was Felia. As Kevin walked up to the snake woman, he saw that she was still breathing, though her body had been greatly injured. Her left arm was missing. Greenish ooze leaked from the stump. Her scales were burnt, and some patches appeared to have melted off, or been disintegrated entirely. The entirety of her torso had been burnt. Black skin, charred beyond recognition, flaked off her body like dark snowflakes.


  Kevin sighed.


  “Let’s end it here,” he told the unconscious woman. “I don’t really feel like fighting anymore.”


  A grimace caused his face to twist with pain. He held a hand to his chest, gingerly rubbing it. None of his ribs were broken. However, that didn’t mean he wasn’t hurt. Breathing in caused small jolts of sharp pain to shoot through him like laser fire from the Wing Zero’s twin buster rifle. At least the battle was over.


  “What the hell is with all that noise?” a tired, annoyed voice asked. Kevin turned around. Iris, her face haggard and worn, leaned against the doorframe to their bedroom. Bloodshot eyes stared at him with a look that defied description.


  “Iris?” Kevin blinked. “Have you been sleeping all this time?”


  “I’ve certainly been trying to sleep,” Iris grumbled, and then held a hand to her mouth.


  Kevin noticed her knees wobbling. “Still have motion sickness, huh?”


  Iris grimaced. “Yes.”


  “I thought you would have gotten over that.”


  She would have scowled, but at that moment, another wave of sickness hit her. Kevin sighed when the raven-haired vixen nearly dropped to her knees. He walked up behind her and started rubbing her back.


  “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “Had I known that you and boats didn’t mix, I would’ve tried finding another way into China.”


  Iris didn’t say anything at first, but she did shake her head. It took her awhile before she could actually say something.


  “Not… not your fault.” Her voice was muffled by her hand. “You said it yourself, didn’t you? This is the safest way to get into China undetected.” She looked up at him, and even though he couldn’t see it, Kevin knew she was smiling from the way her eyes crinkled. “A little sea sickness means nothing if I can save Lilian.”


  Kevin shared in her smile. He wondered, almost absently, if it was odd that he and Iris were bonding over their desire to rescue Lilian.


  “Kevin Swift!” The shout from Phoebe came from above them. “Kevin Swift, are you well? You are not hurt, are you?”


  “We’re fine,” Kevin called out.


  “I am pleased to hear that. You will be happy to know that we have subdued all of the women. It seems they lost heart once their leader fell down there with you.”


  “Good to know.”


  While he spoke with Phoebe, Iris’s head turned this way and that, observing the battle damage.


  “Just… what exactly happened while I was sleeping?”


  “A lot,” Kevin replied absently. “Now, let’s get back up top with Phoebe and the others.”


  Before Iris could respond to his words, another voice spoke up.


  “You are not going anywhere.”


  He and Iris turned around. Felia was awake again. Awake and furious.


  Her features were twisted with rage. Sharp fangs glinted in sparse moonlight as scaly lips peeled back in a snarl that a human face shouldn’t have been able to make. Drool dripped from her mouth, falling to the floor. It steamed and hissed, and Kevin saw that her venom was actually acidic; it ate straight through the floor, dissolving the wood in seconds.


  “You…” Her voice was harsh and grating. Kevin would rather listen to nails on a chalkboard. “… I am going to… to kill you…”


  “Tch.” Kevin clicked his teeth as he prepared to fight once more. He’d been doing his best not to kill the woman, as he didn’t think she was truly evil, but it looked like he might not have much of a choice now. “Iris, you might want to move back. Sick as you are, I don’t want you involving yourself in this fight.”


  “Ugh, don’t worry, Stud. I know my limits. I’ll stay out of your way for this battle. Kick her ass.”


  “Will do.”


  Kevin didn’t look away from Felia as Iris’s footsteps receded. He did grimace, however, when he heard Iris retching several seconds later.


  His moment of pity for Iris didn’t last long. He couldn’t afford to be distracted, not when he was on the cusp of what appeared to be the final boss battle for this level. Felia stood before him, her body battered and bruised. Green fluids oozed from several wounds. Black skin and burnt scales flaked off as she moved, revealing the horrid sight of burnt flesh underneath.


  “Do you really want to do this?” Kevin asked.


  Felia’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “I mean, do you really want to fight me? Do we really have to fight?” Kevin tried to appeal to Felia’s sense of reason. “Look, all we want to do is cross the Caspian Sea. After that, we’ll be out of your hair for good.”


  “Why are you so intent on crossing the sea?”


  Kevin hesitated only for a moment. “It’s my mate. She’s been kidnapped by the Shénshèng Clan. I’m going to rescue her.”


  Felia’s eyes widened. They practically bulged from her sockets.


  “You mean to tell me that you are traveling all the way to China to rescue your mate from the most powerful clan of Celestial Kitsune ever?”


  “Yes.”


  “You realize that what you are attempting to do is suicide, don’t you? Even if you could make it into China, you still have to infiltrate the Citadel of Light, and the only way to do that is to get on Saint’s Chariot, which is impossible. The floating city of the Bodhisattva is a fortress. Many yōkai have tried penetrating it. None have succeeded. What makes you think that you, a mere human, can succeed where others have not?”


  “You say that like it’s going to make me stop,” Kevin fired back. “Who cares if the odds of me succeeding are slim to none? If the odds aren’t in my favor, then I’ll simply manipulate those odds until they are. If people always gave up because the chances of them accomplishing something were slim, then half of the advancements humanity has made would never exist. And I’m not going to be the kind of guy who would abandon the person he loves most just because the odds are against me.”


  Kevin watched as the woman struggled with his words. Her face twisted into a reflection of astonishment, like she couldn’t believe he was saying these things, or maybe she just couldn’t believe that a man would say these things. He wondered what she was thinking. Had his words changed her belief on men, perhaps? One could always hope.


  Felia opened her mouth to say something—


  —when the entire ship shuddered violently.


  Kevin was nearly thrown off his feet by the turbulent rocking that the vessel underwent. He braced himself against the wall to remain upright, and then looked at Felia, whose eyes had widened with something akin to horror.


  He was about to ask why she looked so frightened when shouting came from above. Felia’s snake-like body coiled before, like a spring, she launched herself into the air, ascending to the first deck. Kevin picked up Iris and followed as quickly as he could.


  What he saw up top would remain etched within his memories forever.


  “Are those tentacles?”


  They were, indeed, tentacles. Shooting out of the ocean like a strange pseudopodia were dozens, maybe even hundreds of tentacles. Thin and undulating, they surrounded the ship like a pack of sex-starved succubi. Each tentacle was long, ascending into the air far above their heads. Ashen gray skin reminded him of a corpse. The amorphous blobs forming on each tentacle really didn’t help enhance their look. As he looked around at the numerous strands of long, oscillating flesh, Kevin could only think of one thing to say.


  “We’re screwed, aren’t we?”


  He received no response.




  CHAPTER 8


  THE OBLIGATORY TENTACLE MONSTER


  The problem with tentacle monsters, Kevin concluded, was that no matter what kind of monster they were, be they squid, octopus, or eldritch horror from another dimension, they were always perverted. He didn’t know why this was. It just was.


  “O-oh no!”


  “It’s grabbing me!”


  “My panties!”


  “Iyan!”


  Kevin could do nothing as several dozen tentacles reached out and grabbed onto girls, hauling them into the air, and proceeding to molest them, as tentacles were often wont to do. The slimy appendages wrapped around girls’ breasts, rubbed their crotches, and slipped underneath their clothes. Oddly enough, rather than screaming in horror, as they should have done, the girls moaned loudly as though they were in the passionate throes of ecstasy.


  He didn’t know whether to facepalm at the stupidity he was seeing, or slam his face into the ground because a facepalm clearly wasn’t enough to adequately emote how stupid this was.


  “It’s a good thing Eric isn’t here,” he muttered to himself before shooting a tentacle that came too close to him. The thing reared back in what seemed like pain. Kevin almost thought he heard the thing wail, but since it didn’t have a mouth, he was almost positive that he’d simply been hallucinating.


  “Tch, this is annoying.”


  Iris clicked her tongue as she launched fox fire at several tentacles that tried to latch onto her. She couldn’t use her void fire because she might end up destroying the boat if she did, which was most unfortunate. Kitsune-bi, as the most basic kitsune technique, was not very powerful unless overloaded with obscene amounts of youki. The most Iris could do with it was singe the tentacles’ skin. It was enough to keep them at bay, but not enough to keep them from trying to grab her again.


  A little way off, the group of yama uba defended themselves with admirable alacrity. Phoebe slammed her club against the writhing feelers of amorphous skin that came her way. Polydora used her spear to great effect. Geysers of blood spurted from many a tentacle after she pierced them with it. Not five feet from those two, Euryale and Menippe fought back to back, protecting each other’s flanks and blind spots, all the while, Thoe continued proving her ninja-like stealth as she watched out for the other four.


  “So…” Iris tried to sound conversational as she spoke, but it was hard when six or seven tentacles were coming for her at the same time. “I hope you have a plan to get us out of this.”


  Kevin grimaced, even as his guns flashed with light and energy, putting several holes in the tentacles that came for him.


  “Why am I always the one who has to make the plans?”


  “Because I’m not the main protagonist.”


  “Don’t use my status as an excuse to be lazy!”


  “Lady Phoebe!”


  The shout drew Kevin’s attention to Phoebe and Polydora again. One of the tentacles had latched onto the blond yama uba and lifted her into the air. Despite the tentacle writhing all over her body, particularly her breasts and crotch, the woman continued struggling. Phoebe tried bringing her club to bear, but with the tentacles also wrapped around her arm, her movements were restricted.


  “Unhand me, you fiendish tentacles!” she shouted mere seconds before the sound of gunfire filled the air. Blood burst from several new holes in the tentacles holding her. The long, tendril-like things recoiled in pain, slackening to the point that Phoebe could free herself. She landed on her feet and cast a glance at Kevin. “Many thanks, Kevin Swift!”


  Kevin nodded back. “You’re welco—Gya!!”


  Kevin squealed like a very manly little girl when a tentacle wrapped around his left leg and lifted him off the ground.


  “Kevin!”


  “Kevin Swift!”


  “Stud!”


  Kevin growled as he aimed his gun at the tentacle grabbing him. Before he could squeeze the trigger, another tentacle wrapped around his arm, pulling the gun away.


  “Wh-what the—?! Dang it! I can’t believe I was careless enough to let this grab meeeeee!!”


  “Do not worry, Kevin Swift!” Phoebe shouted while running toward him. “I shall help—KYA!!”


  Kevin would have blinked at the very feminine sound that came from her mouth—except he was currently getting felt up by tentacles. The tentacle that had grabbed onto Phoebe quickly lifted her in the air again. This time she was upside down. Her shorts, already dangerously short, rode even higher up her legs, and Kevin realized something in that moment. Something very important.


  “WHY AREN’T YOU WEARING ANY UNDERWEAR?!”


  “Because it is uncomfortable!” Phoebe answered, and then squealed when one of the tentacles slithered under her shirt.


  “THAT’S NOT A GOOD EXCUSE!”


  “I’m not wearing underwear,” Iris said.


  “YOU BE QUIET!”


  





  
  




  


  Kevin didn’t hear Iris’s response as the tentacles grabbing him chose that moment to begin feeling him up.


  “H-hey! What are you—dang it! Stop touching me down there!”


  The tentacles crawled up his legs, slowly making their way into the sundress that Iris had forced him to wear… and then they stopped. There was a slight pause. Kevin felt as if time stood still. The tentacles shuddered once and, without warning, dropped Kevin on his head.


  “Owch!”


  Kevin winced as he sat up, rubbing the now sore lump on his cranium, which felt like it was the size of a baseball.


  “D-dang it,” he hissed. “Stupid tentacles. The heck was that for?”


  “It probably found out you’re a boy.” Iris’s tails lit up with white-hot Kitsune-bi, which she did not hesitate to launch at another tentacle coming near her. “Everyone knows that tentacle monsters only tentacle grope girls.”


  “So you’re telling me that tentacles are sexist pigs?”


  “Basically.”


  As Kevin swore under his breath, Iris pulled a book called The 100 Laws of Anime out of her succulent sweater stuffers and flipped it open to a page. A few tentacles attacked her while she did this, but she sent several blasts of fox fire to ward them off.


  “Let’s see… ah! Here we are!” Iris coughed to clear her throat. “Anime Rule 94: The Law of Naughty Tentacles—All Anime Tentacles are VERY horny and will molest any human female, regardless of age.”


  As she lectured him, several tentacles came her way. Iris leapt over the first one, bent her body at a nearly ninety-degree angle to dodge the second one, and then slammed her tails into the third one. All the while, she spoke to him.


  “First Corollary—even when molested by tentacles, hentai anime girls eventually get into it and begin squealing in ecstasy. No one knows why this is, but some theorize there may be some kind of chemical that is secreted through the skin of the tentacle that causes pleasure upon contact with—”


  “I don’t want to hear anymore,” Kevin interrupted before she could continue grossing him out. He already tasted bile trying to rise up in his throat. “Seriously, stop it.”


  “I’m just telling you why the tentacle dropped you.” Iris put the book away.


  “I don’t wanna know why it dropped me!” Kevin shouted.


  “Hey! Don’t get mad at me.” Iris pouted. “You’re the one who asked why the tentacle dropped you.”


  “It was a rhetorical question,” Kevin groaned. He could already feel the headache coming on. “Anyway, we should probably try thinking of a way out of this.”


  “I couldn’t have put it better myself,” Iris said, right before Kevin aimed at a tentacle that had been creeping up behind her. His guns lit up as he pumped several rounds into the thing, causing it to jerk away from her. Iris turned her head toward the tentacle, then turned back and flashed him a wink. “Thanks, Stud. Remind me to reward you after we get out of this.”


  “Let’s just help our friends,” Kevin sighed as he looked at another person who had yet to be captured by tentacles. “And her, too, I suppose.”


  Iris saw where Kevin was looking. She scowled, sent a large blast of fox fire at a tentacle getting a little too close for her tastes, and then gave him a petulant expression reminiscent of a child who’d just been told to do the chores.


  “Do we have to?”


  Kevin studied Felia as she fought off the tentacles coming her way, even as she tried making her way toward one of her girls, who, Kevin noticed, was almost completely naked now. He had to give the woman credit, she was slippery like a snake—which might have something to do with her being half-snake, but whatever. He watched out of his peripheral as several tentacles tried grabbing her, only for her to slip through them before they could latch on.


  “Yes,” Kevin said eventually, shooting another tentacle, “even her.”


  Iris sighed. “I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again; you’re way too nice for your own good.” One of her tails made a flicking motion, as if swatting something out of the air. The tentacle near it spontaneously combusted as it was hit by fox fire.


  Kevin ignored her and checked his guns’ gauges. He’d gone ahead and switched out the cartridge that Delphine had given him. He didn’t want to waste his last good shot from that if he didn’t need to. His current cartridges had been filled up with youki from Holly and her daughter. Both were about half full, which meant they had a good fifty shots left before needing to be exchanged.


  “All right!” Kevin pointed his guns at the nearest target, the tentacles molesting Phoebe. “Let’s rescue our friends first. Come on!”


  “Right,” Iris grumbled.


  The two dashed across the deck. Kevin used his skills acquired through years of shooting simulations and four months of target practice, firing off round after round of youki-created bullets into the tentacles that surrounded them. Several of the girls who’d attacked him were dropped when the lengthy appendages recoiled.


  “Get over to Felia!” Kevin shouted at them, only to receive disgusted looks in response.


  “Why should we listen to you?” one of the women he’d rescued asked.


  Kevin felt like rolling his eyes. “Fine, then don’t go over to Felia. Just know that I won’t save you if you start getting molested by tentacles again.”


  His remark made the women look at each other, and then slowly decide that maybe, just maybe, they should actually listen to him. One by one, the women got up and moved over to where Felia was protecting several other women.


  “Too nice for your own good.” Iris launched more fox fire at a mass of writhing tentacles that had swooped down on their position. The detonations, while small, still sent the undulating appendages turning the opposite way to avoid being scorched.


  “Whatever. Let’s just keep going.”


  Kevin and Iris made their way over to Phoebe and the other yama uba. All of them had been captured at some point. The tentacles were wrapped around them like a strange form of shibari. Their breasts were outlined by the tentacles, which had coiled around their tits and were vigorously rubbing them. One had even slipped into Phoebe’s shorts.


  He twitched several times.


  A quick trigger finger and liberal application of fox fire freed the women, who landed unsteadily on their feet. It was easy to see that they were more than just a little worse for wear. Their flushed, sweaty faces showed signs of mixed disgust and pleasure—an odd combination to be sure. Their slime-covered legs also wobbled. Small muscle spasms made their thighs quake every so often. Kevin recognized the signs, but he didn’t say anything for fear of getting hit.


  Women hit hard when angered.


  “All right, ladies. Here’s the plan…” Kevin quickly outlined his plan, knowing that time was of the essence. Unfortunately, no one actually liked his plan.


  “You want us to help that… that snake?” Phoebe asked, spitting out the word snake like a child regurgitating broccoli.


  “Yes.”


  “That is the most imbecilic decision I have ever heard someone make.” Polydora didn’t mince words.


  “I have to agree,” Euryale said.


  “I keep telling him that he’s too nice for his own good,” Iris told the others, “but he never listens to me.”


  Kevin felt several veins throb angrily on his forehead. “Look, I like that woman even less than you all do. However, if we want to survive to the end of this chapter, then we need to work together.”


  “What did you just say?” asked Polydora.


  “What?” Kevin blinked. “That we need to work together?”


  “No, I could have sworn that you mentioned something else.” Polydora eyed him suspiciously.


  “Nice fourth wall break, Stud.”


  “You must be hearing things,” Kevin said.


  “No, I could have sworn I heard you say—”


  “You’re hearing things!”


  Iris gave Kevin a thumbs up. “Nice tsukkomi.”


  “Be quiet, Iris.” Kevin scowled. He turned back to the others—then was quickly forced to unload several bullets into three tentacles that tried grabbing Phoebe and her comrades. The yama uba looked surprised by his quick actions, but he ignored their shocked faces. “Look, you girls don’t have to help if you don’t want to, but I’m going to give them a hand regardless. I want to live to see another day, and the more people on my side, the better our chances are for living.”


  The yama uba all looked at each other, all except Phoebe, who eyed him with a curious gleam. She seemed more interested in something he said than what they should do.


  “You are a very heroic young man, Kevin Swift,” Phoebe declared. “I am moved by your words and shall do everything within my power to help you.”


  “Thank you,” Kevin said.


  “I knew that I had chosen right when I decided you would be the one to impregnate me.”


  Kevin imagined this would be the moment where he tripped over something and his face planted into the ground. He probably would have done just that ten months ago, maybe even as far back as six months ago. Now he just felt tired.


  “Let’s… let’s just do this already…”


  Shrrrkchuhk!


  “And what the hell is that noise?!”


  ***


  With the seven of them working together, they made good progress. Kevin would shoot the tentacles from a distance, working alongside Iris, who used her Kitsune-Bi to great effect. Phoebe, Polydora, Euryale, Thoe, and Menippe would take care of anything that came too close. It didn’t take long for them to reach the snake-woman.


  “What the hell are you doing over here?!” Felia scowled at Kevin the moment she saw him. He would have frowned at her, but there were more important things to worry about than some snake-lady’s rude attitude.


  “I thought we could try working together,” Kevin said.


  Felia’s scowl deepened. “Work together? With you? I think not.”


  While many of the women seemed to agree with her words and were nodding their heads, a few of them, namely the ones he’d rescued, looked uncertain. They didn’t say anything, but he could tell that they remembered who’d saved them.


  “What choice do you have?” Even as he asked that, Kevin spun around and fired off six rounds, hitting six different tentacles. Meanwhile, Phoebe smacked several more tentacles away, while Polydora stabbed even more tentacles with her spear, and Iris used her fox fire to keep the rest at bay. “Look around you. We’re surrounded by very horny tentacles. If we don’t do something, then this situation is going to fall even further into the gutter than it already has. Do you really want that to happen?”


  Felia clicked her tongue in anger.


  “Do whatever you please,” she spat. “Just don’t get in my way.”


  “You heard her,” Kevin said to his allies. “Let’s work with the snake-lady and make sure that everyone makes it out of here alive.”


  “I’m not a snake! I’m a nure-yomejo! Get it right, brat!”


  “Like I care!”


  Even after teaming up with the snake-woman to face a common enemy, there were still many problems. Like the fact that Felia didn’t like him, or how they had numerous women to protect, women who, despite having attacked them with great zeal before, were not really combat reliable. That their enemy happened to be a strange tentacle monster only exacerbated an already tenuous situation.


  “IYAN!”


  One of the woman shrieked as a tentacle grabbed her leg and tried hauling her off the ground. It didn’t get very far before Kevin pumped the thing full of holes.


  “Iris!” he shouted.


  “Right! Extension!”


  One of Iris’s tails extended to abnormal lengths and caught the woman before she could break her neck. The tail set her down on her feet, then uncoiled around her and quickly smacked another tentacle away before it could try anything funny. The woman stared at Kevin in shock, but he was a little too busy trying to think up a plan to get them out of this predicament to pay attention.


  We need to do something soon.


  The cartridges of youki that he’d been using were nearly empty. He used to have enough youki for one hundred shots from each gun; now he only had enough for maybe twenty. Sure, he had four and a half more in his case, but opening his case would take time—and he’d been hoping to save as much ammo as possible for when he and Iris broke into the Bodhisattva’s Citadel of Light.


  I need to think up a plan.


  The problem with concocting a plan to deal with this pesky creature was twofold. First, he didn’t even know what they were dealing with. Was this a single creature? One being of pure entropy, a single mass of writhing tentacles? Or was this more than one creature? Was each tentacle its own sentient life-form? Kevin didn’t know.


  The second problem was that they lacked the firepower necessary to take these tentacles out permanently. Kevin’s guns did damage, blasting holes through them and damaging their spirits little by little. However, they lacked the firepower necessary to truly kill the things. Maybe if he shot each one a couple hundred times, it would work, but with the amount of ammo he possessed, there was little chance of his weapons killing them.


  The others were even worse off. Phoebe and her companions could only deal physical attacks. While each attack was powerful, it didn’t really do anything in the long run. The only one who did any real damage was Polydora with her spear, but the amorphous blobs of writhing flesh seemed to heal up seconds after she stabbed them.


  Phoebe also seemed capable of doing some damage; every time she swung her club, the air around her would distort. Then a tentacle would find itself writhing and bleeding from a new cut. Kevin didn’t know what she was doing, but it seemed similar to a vacuum blade, or perhaps a wind blade.


  Iris might have been able to deal some tremendous damage with her void powers, but she also ran the risk of destroying her comrades, too. Kevin knew that while Iris could reach into the Void and control it a bit, she had yet to truly master her void powers. Unlike celestial abilities, the Void had a mind of its own. A dark, malevolent desire. A need. An all-consuming hunger. It longed to devour everything, and only someone who had trained in its use for centuries had even a chance of controlling its power.


  Perhaps if this were a one-on-one battle, where she didn’t need to worry about other people, she could deal this creature tremendous punishment. But, this wasn’t a one-on-one battle. She was with allies, on a ship sailing across the sea, at that. If her attack hit a person or, gods forbid, their ship, it would pretty much screw them all.


  Six tentacles came at Kevin from all sides. He raised his guns. Finger twitched. He spun around a full 360 degrees, firing off twelve rounds, six from each gun. Each bullet struck one of the tentacles before it could come near him. They recoiled, blood spurting from holes that his youki bullets created. The wounds sealed soon after, however, much to his frustration.


  He glanced around the deck, observing the battle. Phoebe and Polydora worked in unison to keep several tentacles at bay, same as Euryale and Menippe. It seemed the four had split into teams of two, while Thoe acted as a go-between, fighting off tentacles when and where needed. Likewise, Felia’s tail lashed out at the tentacles at insane speeds, fending them off while protecting a group of women huddling near her.


  Euryale and Menippe were a lot more mobile than Phoebe and Polydora. They leapt around the battlefield, ascending high into the air before bearing down on a tentacle with a powerful attack. Several tentacles would try to attack them while they were in the air, but one of them, either Euryale or Menippe, would defend while the other attacked.


  Slipping through the four was Thoe, who appeared and disappeared as if she was using a teleportation jutsu. Kevin noticed, belatedly, that she was also using kunai. Seriously? Was that woman a yōkai or a ninja?


  Someone’s back pressed against his. The feeling of two fuzzy tails let him know who that someone was.


  “Have you thought of a plan yet?” Iris asked.


  “Maybe.” Kevin’s gaze strayed to the lifeboats, his mind working in overdrive. They couldn’t keep this up for much longer. “Iris, how much of the Void can you call upon?”


  “Depends on what you want me to do?” Iris’s tails flicked forward and launched some fox fire at a horde of tentacles crowding around them. The appendages jerked back as the fire struck them. “If you don’t care about me indiscriminately destroying everything, then I can call upon quite a bit, though I won’t be of much help afterwards.”


  “Can you call on enough to destroy this ship?”


  Iris thought about his words for only a second. “I don’t know. I can try.”


  “You’re gonna have to,” Kevin said before raising his voice to shout over the din of battle. “Everyone needs to get to the lifeboats!”


  Felia tossed him a glance, the look on her face incredulous. He had the distinct impression that he just said something she thought was stupid.


  “Are you stupid? Wait, forget I asked that. Of course, you’re stupid! You’re a man!”


  “I fail to see what being a man has to do with intelligence,” Kevin muttered dryly.


  Felia ignored him. “What good will getting in those lifeboats do? It’ll just make us more vulnerable.”


  “While I do not like the tone that she used, I must agree with the nure-yomejo.” Phoebe slammed her club into a tentacle, which exploded in a burst of gore, before directing her gaze to him. “I am not so sure that is a good idea. There is not much room for maneuvering in those lifeboats.”


  “I’ve got a plan,” Kevin told them, “but I’m gonna need you to trust me.”


  “You heard the stud,” Iris said. “Let’s get over to those lifeboats.”


  While Felia and the group of yama uba were wary, they didn’t really have much choice but to follow along with his plan. What else could they do? No one else had a plan, and they were all beginning to tire out. Everyone was running on adrenaline and fumes.


  The group slowly made their way over to the lifeboats. By the time they arrived, Kevin was on his last few bullets. The case, slung over his shoulder by a strap, slammed heavily into his side.


  “Everyone into the lifeboats!”


  One by one, everyone boarded the lifeboats. They were tiny things, only able to fit six or seven people. Kevin, Iris, and the yama uba defended the others as they climbed on, and then hopped on themselves. As his group had seven people exactly, they were a tight fit.


  “Okay.” Kevin winced as he fired off his last few shots. His guns clicked empty, making him scowl and set his case on his lap. He put the guns in the case, closed the lid, and wrapped the strap around his shoulder like a bandoleer. “Iris, once we’re safely at sea, I want you to light that ship on fire.”


  Iris actually looked flabbergasted. “Light it on fire?”


  “That’s right. Light the whole thing up with void fire. We’ll hurt this thing and use the fire as a distraction to escape.”


  Iris bit her lip, but quickly nodded. She knew, just like him, that now was not the time to hesitate.


  “I’ll try.”


  “No. Do or do not. There is no try.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “And don’t call me ‘master.’”


  “Okay, Honeybuns.”


  Kevin nearly gagged at the horrid nickname. Meanwhile, Phoebe undid the latch that kept the lifeboat secure. Their boat along with the others fell down into the sea with a huge splash.


  Kevin used the oars to row them away quickly. The tentacles hadn’t noticed that they had vanished yet. That was good. He rowed faster than ever before, putting as much distance between them and the boat as he could.


  Once they were far enough out, Iris called upon all of the youki left in her. Having been blasting tentacles with fox fire, she didn’t have much left. She could feel it, the tiny trickle of energy, and she used all of her considerable willpower to bring that youki forth and use it to call upon the powers of the Void.


  It formed above their heads, coalescing into existence like a horrendous black hole. It flickered in a mock parody of life, a flame of darkness that absorbed light, that consumed everything. That hungered. By this point, Iris was sweating heavily as she struggled to contain the void fire, to keep it from trying to consume her and everyone else.


  “Release it now!” Kevin ordered.


  Iris grunted as she let the void fire go, giving it one final command: consume the ship. The giant ball of black flames flew forward, striking the ship’s deck and exploding with the force of several sticks of TNT. Black flames spewed outward and up. All of the tentacles in its vicinity were consumed, the void fire latching on and quickly eating away at them like a horde of ants eating a corpse. They writhed, twisting and contorting and slamming against the hull, seemingly in agony, before eventually being completely devoured by the sentient flames.


  The black fire expanded. The flames spread quickly. Like the tendrils of some alien entity, they crawled along the deck and hull. Those tentacles that hadn’t been fast enough to get away became victims of the all-consuming fire, the blackness eating away at them, almost as if it was dissolving them.


  Kevin, along with everyone else, sat in the lifeboats that now drifted along the Caspian Sea. They watched as the ship was completely engulfed in black fire, watched as the tentacles were also devastated. Many of them tried ducking into the water, as if that would help. However, these were not normal flames. Fire was put out when dunked in water, but this was not truly fire. The flames of the Void acted like fire, but only to a point.


  As he watched the tentacles try to futilely put out the flames that refused to be doused, he hoped to the Shinto gods that this was the end of their troubles, at least for now. With everything that had happened, he really could use a break.


  Sitting next to him, Iris slumped forward into his chest. Kevin was startled out of his thoughts. He looked down at the raven-haired vixen to see her panting worse than someone who’d finished an Ironman. Her body was soaked with sweat, and her breathing sounded harsh and raspy. Pained gasps escaped parted lips, the sound reminiscent of someone whose lungs had been burned from the inside out.


  “Iris?”


  “Sorry,” she rasped, “I can’t… I’m…”


  “I understand.” Kevin wrapped his arms around the girl and pulled her to him. “You did a great job. Just relax now. I’ll take care of the rest.”


  Iris didn’t say anything, but she did nuzzle her nose against his chest.


  “It looks like we’re safe now.” Menippe slumped against Euryale, who was so tired that all she could do was nod in agreement.


  “I want to have sex,” Euryale said.


  “I'm too tired to even think about that.”


  “I am beginning to wish that I was the one with kitsune powers.” Phoebe’s lips had curled into a frown. “Perhaps then it would be me resting my head against Kevin Swift’s chest instead of her.”


  Shrrrkchuhk!


  “Okay, I’ve been hearing this for the past few days. What the heck is that sound?” Kevin demanded to know.


  Unfortunately, none of his companions had an answer. Even if they did, they would have never been able to give it because at that exact moment, several dozen tentacles shot up from the water’s surface, ascending above them like something out of a deep-sea horror movie. None of them even had time to scream before the tentacles descended, crushing the lifeboat and sending everyone into the sea.


  Kevin lost his grip on Iris as they were both cast into the water with a loud splash. Tentacles latched onto his arms and legs and began dragging him beneath the water’s surface.


  He struggled against them, fighting his bonds, but he quickly ran out of oxygen. One last thought occurred to him, an image that penetrated the haze of his mind before the lack of oxygen shut it down; it was a vision of a beautiful girl with fiery locks of crimson hair and brilliant green eyes.


  Lilian…


  ***


  Lilian woke up with a start. Shooting upright like a coiled spring, the young vixen frantically turned her head around, searching out the source of her unease. Upon seeing nothing but the room that she’d been confined in since her kidnapping, she relaxed—or she tried to. Something kept her from fully relaxing. It wasn’t her location, or even the horrid company. What bothered her could not be placed into words. It was an indescribable fear, an uneasy feeling that settled in her gut like a lead weight and refused to leave.


  Realizing that she wouldn’t be going back to bed any time soon, Lilian stood up. She stretched out her stiff muscles, nearly hissing as she realized how sore they were. Because she’d been sleeping on the floor ever since her arrival at The Bodhisattva’s Citadel of Light, her body had been in dire straits. She had kinks in her neck, her back felt like it had been sleeping on a bed of rocks, and even her legs were beginning to feel the strain.


  Casting a glance around the room revealed nothing unusual, no source that might explain why her stomach was twisted into knots. She then looked at Jiāoào, who remained inert, save for his eyes, which she noticed had moved to look at her.


  “What are you looking at?” She scowled at him, instinctively covering her body with the blanket she’d nabbed from his bed. Even though she was fully clothed, she didn’t like him seeing her in the outfit she had on.


  Grumbling about inconsiderate little brats, Lilian walked over to the window and looked out.


  The moon shone brightly that night; it was a large circle in the middle of a dark sea surrounded by twinkling lights. As she looked up at the ocean of stars, her mind automatically went to the one person she wanted to see the most.


  “Kevin, I hope you’re safe.”


  ***


  Like a man dying from oxygen deprivation, Kevin woke up with a startled gasp. He sat bolt upright, which in hindsight, really wasn’t a good idea. The moment he sat up, his muscles screamed in protest. He gritted his teeth, doing everything humanly possible not to scream. Leg muscles cramped, his back groaned, and his chest tightened as if an anaconda was crushing it.


  “I see that you’re finally awake,” a familiar female voice spoke up.


  He looked up to see her, the familiar figure. Her clothes were in tatters, blood dripped down the left side of her head, and she was favoring her left leg as she stared down at him. Despite this, she appeared untroubled by her injuries and lack of modesty.


  “Polydora,” Kevin muttered as he looked up at the woman, hiding his wince. It seemed that even talking hurt.


  “Kevin Swift,” Polydora greeted curtly. Kevin noticed the steel in her tone, but he ignored it for the moment in favor of trying to figure out what had happened. When he couldn’t because his mind kept drawing a blank, he cast his gaze back to the yama uba.


  “What happened?”


  “You do not remember?” Polydora raised an eyebrow. “We were attacked by those tentacles again after abandoning the ship. They crushed our lifeboat and cast us into the sea.”


  Kevin held a hand to his head and groaned. “Right, I remember that part. I meant: what happened after that?”


  Polydora’s face became perplexed. It tightened for a second, and he could sense her uncertainty.


  “I… do not know. The last thing that I remember was being thrown from the lifeboat and several tentacles latching onto me. I can recall nothing beyond that point.”


  “I see.” Kevin really didn’t see. It was just a saying. He had nothing.


  Casting his gaze around the place they found themselves, Kevin soon noticed the inky blackness that had engulfed them. His hands felt the ground underneath them, cold and completely unyielding. The sound of dripping water reached his ears, a steady plink-plink, plink-plink that made his ears twitch. He raised his hands and felt around his body, sighing in relief when he found the case still attached to him. He set the case in his lap and undid the latches before hurriedly pulling out one of his guns and a flashlight.


  After closing the case and strapping it to his shoulder, he flicked the flashlight on and stood up, trying not to show how much the simple act of standing hurt. His legs were beyond aching. The pain seeped into his very bones, dull and throbbing.


  Moving the flashlight around revealed the space they were standing in; it was a giant cavern of some kind. Everything was the same stone gray, with very little variation in tone. Uneven surfaces covered everything. Stalagmites jutted from the ground like spears set to skewer the unwary. Shooting out from the ceiling, giant stalactites dripped with water, the liquid glistening in the light of his flashlight. Behind him, Kevin could see dark, murky water, unfathomably black, like it was ink instead of H2O.


  “That must be where we came from,” Kevin theorized to himself. “This is probably one of those underground caverns that you can often find on the seabed of oceans, though that still doesn’t tell us how we got here.”


  “I cannot answer that, as I do not know how we came to be here either,” Polydora sounded pained, as if she were admitting to some great weakness. Kevin nodded noncommittally as he studied the many tunnels that led to places unknown.


  “I suppose the hows don’t really matter right now.” Kevin closed his eyes in thought. “If we’re here, then there’s a chance that Iris, Phoebe, and the others are here as well. Caverns like this often have more than one entrance.”


  “Then we should make haste and find them.” Polydora started to move, only to hiss in pain as her right leg gave out. She began to fall, but Kevin quickly caught her before she could hit the ground.


  “Easy,” he said. “It looks like you injured your leg. You shouldn’t put any weight on it right now.”


  “Get off me.” Polydora shoved him away.


  Kevin frowned. “The heck is your problem? I’m trying to help you.”


  “I don’t need your help,” she informed him, her tone biting. She tried taking another step but fell to a knee when her right leg gave out entirely.


  “I told you, you shouldn’t be walking on your leg.” Kevin tried to sound patient, though some sarcasm must have leaked through because Polydora glared at him. Sighing, he ignored the woman’s protests (not like she had the strength to push him away anymore) and shoved the flashlight into her hand. “Hold this.” He then grabbed her other hand and threw her arm around his shoulder, using it to haul her up, and then forcing her to lean on him for support. When the woman continued struggling against him, he spoke again, his tone containing steel. “If you don’t stop struggling, I am going to knock you out and carry you.”


  That got her to stop, though she did send him a nasty look. He ignored it and, half-carrying the injured woman, Kevin journeyed into one of the many tunnels.


  ***


  Many years ago, when he was around six or seven, Kevin remembered taking a field trip up to Coconino National Forest. There he and his class were allowed to explore the Lava River Cave, a tube-like cave approximately .75 miles long. Even though it had been back when he was still in kindergarten, he still remembered the experience.


  The cave that he found himself walking through now reminded him a great deal of that cave. There were differences, of course. This cave was far wider. The ground, eroded by water instead of lava, was much smoother. Stalactites and stalagmites covered both ground and ceiling. Those hadn’t been in the lava cave. These differences, however, were miniscule compared to the familiar claustrophobic feeling he got from being inside.


  Kevin ignored his own discomfort, pushing it to the side. He couldn’t afford to panic. Not if he wanted to find the others and get out of this.


  A hiss from his side alerted him to Polydora’s suffering.


  “You okay?”


  “I am fine,” the woman muttered, only to hiss again as she tried putting more weight on her right leg.


  “Let’s stop for a moment so I can take a look at your injury,” Kevin suggested.


  Polydora shook her head. “I am fine. Let’s keep going.”


  “You’re clearly not fine.” Kevin’s adamant remark was followed by him forcing her to sit on a lump of stone rising from the ground. Polydora had no strength to resist him. “Let me see your leg.”


  “I told you that I am—”


  The scowl that Polydora had been giving Kevin was wiped from her face when she saw his expression. Hard eyes of cobalt glared at her from underneath a curtain of blond bangs. He stared at the woman, his expression reflecting his inner thoughts, mirroring his unyielding will, gained through blood and lost innocence, perfectly.


  “Show me your leg.” It was not a request.


  Polydora hesitantly let Kevin look at her leg. He gingerly grabbed her ankle and placed her foot on his knee, freeing one of his hands so he could hold up his flashlight for a better look.


  The flesh was swollen. Ugly purple covered much of her skin. It wasn’t bleeding, which he supposed was a good thing, but just from looking at it, he could tell this was no ordinary injury.


  “Your leg is broken,” he declared. “Your leg must have smashed into something while you were unconscious. You won’t be walking on that anytime soon.”


  “Then what should I do?” Polydora’s scowl was back in place. Kevin didn’t think it was directed at him this time, but at herself instead. She was probably angry at allowing herself to get injured, even though this was clearly not her fault.


  He pondered her question for a moment, then sighed when he realized what he had to do.


  “Looks like we have no other choice.” He turned around, his back now to her, and made several hand gestures. “Get on. I’ll carry you on my back.”


  “W-w-what?” Polydora gasped. “C-carry—I think not! I am perfectly capable of—”


  “Haven’t we already been through this?” Kevin sighed tiredly. Perhaps it was the atmosphere, the urgency, or maybe the lack of sleep, but he was feeling rather snappish. “Look, we don’t have time to argue. Just shut up and get on.”


  Moments passed. The silence was almost deafening in its absolution. Kevin counted to three in his head. If this woman didn’t get on, then he was going to pick her up like a sack of flour and carry her.


  Fortunately for Polydora’s sense of shame, she did decide to eventually climb onto his back. As her arms wove around his neck, Kevin placed his hands underneath her bottom, grabbing a handful of her flesh to keep her from falling off.


  It was a little awkward, since one of his guns were strapped to his thighs and the other locked inside his case, and Polydora hissed when the cold steel touched the bare skin of her legs, but he didn’t let it get to him. Nor did he let their new closeness bother him. He’d been in so many compromising situations already that he had practically become immune.


  “Thank you,” Polydora mumbled. She sounded reluctant.


  “You’re welcome,” Kevin said. “Now, let’s get moving. I don’t want to be in this place any longer than I have to.”


  They began moving again. Polydora held the flashlight since his hands were now occupied with her rear end. She shined the light in front of him, illuminating his way and allowing him to avoid the dips and cracks in the floor.


  It wasn’t long after they started walking that Kevin realized they were being followed. He didn’t know what was following them. He only knew what he heard, the sound of something moving along the surface, a strange clicking noise that made his teeth vibrate. It was not a natural sound—certainly it wasn’t something he expected to hear inside of a tunnel.


  “What is that noise?” Polydora lifted her head from his shoulder and looked around.


  “I don’t know,” Kevin whispered, “but I’m honestly not sure I want to find out.”


  As they continued walking, the clicking sound increased in both volume and quantity, almost as if whatever was following them had been joined by its brethren.


  Moments like these were some of the worst, Kevin reflected. He knew that he couldn’t very well leave this alone. If something was following him, then ignoring it would avail him with nothing, except maybe a quick death. If something wasn’t following him… well, clearly there were several somethings behind him, so the idea was pretty much a moot point.


  Kevin stopped walking long enough to turn his head. Darkness filled most of his vision, but he could still make out what seemed like several glowing red eyes staring at him. And, while he couldn’t be sure because of how dark it was, he could have sworn he saw pincers flashing in the small lights that emitted from the glowing red circles.


  “Kabutops?” he wondered.


  “What is a kabutops?” asked Polydora.


  Kevin shook his head. “Never mind. I was just thinking out loud. Do you know if there are any yōkai crabs?”


  “Of course,” was the answer he received. “There are several different kinds of yōkai crabs that I know of. Most like to live in caverns or damp, dark… places… that… oh…”


  “Yes, ‘oh.’” Kevin tried not to panic. Adrenaline began pumping through his veins. His breathing became unstable and quick. His body jittered as energy coursed through it. “Get that flashlight ready. I’m making a run for it and I need you to light my way.”


  Polydora didn’t argue. She just did as told. The flashlight in her hand came to bear, illuminating the path in front of him once more.


  Kevin didn’t bother asking if she was ready. He just blasted off like a Gundam launching from a docking station.


  The clacking followed them, loud and somehow frightening. Kevin tried blocking the noise out, but the task proved difficult. Sweat began forming on his brow. It dripped into his eyes, stinging them and making him blink. He almost slipped when his left foot stepped on a spot that was dripping wet. Ignoring the surprised shriek that Polydora let out, he regained his balance and kept running.


  The tunnel, Kevin soon found out, branched off several times, creating what must have been some kind of interconnected series of passageways. He took these turns seemingly at random, hoping that by doing so, he would lose their pursuers. It didn’t seem to work, as he could still hear the click-clack! of what seemed like a thousand spindly, shell-encased legs behind him, but at least he tried.


  “Do you even know where we’re going?!” Polydora’s question was shrieked into his ear as he took another random turn.


  “Of course not!” Kevin shouted back. “I don’t even know where we are!”


  “Then we should stop running!” she yelled back, and Kevin felt like his eardrums would explode if she shouted any louder.


  “Do you want to die?!”


  “If this is to be my death, then I would rather it be a glorious death than one of ignominious cowardice.”


  “Is that so? Well, I’d rather live, and since I’m the one carrying you, we’re doing what I want.”


  “That is completely unfair!”


  “Life’s unfair! Now be quiet and shine that light!”


  Leg muscles strained as they were put into overdrive. Kevin was grateful for the many long hours of torturous training that Kiara had forced him to suffer through. His legs burned, but he felt that he could keep going. Each breath stabbed his lungs but breathing still came easily. He was stronger now than he used to be. Good thing, too, as that strength was being put to the test.


  “That does it! Put me down, you insufferable man! If you’re too cowardly to face your fate head on, then that’s your business, but I won’t let myself be cowed by any force arrayed against me!”


  “Not happening! Putting you down would take time, time that I don’t have!”


  “Like I care about that! Just put me down!”


  “No!”


  “If you don’t put me down right now, I will drop this flashlight!”


  “Drop that flashlight, and I’ll spank you with my gun!”


  “You wouldn’t dare!”


  “Just try me!”


  Perhaps it was the sound of their argument that captured its attention. It could have also simply been the sound of hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of yōkai crabs clacking about. All Kevin knew was that a blur blew past him while he was running. The displacement of air was so great that he almost tripped. Only instincts honed from over half a year of training kept him from losing his balance.


  Kevin spun around as pained squeals erupted behind him. Drawn by her own curiosity, Polydora raised the flashlight. What they saw would be forever carved upon their souls.


  It appeared to be some kind of woman, or maybe a man with really long black hair. Dressed in simple hakama pants and a haori of some kind, it wielded sharp claws that tore into the yōkai crabs’ shells like paper. It was an amazing sight to see; a being who could only be some kind of yōkai ripped through hundreds of giant crabs with ease.


  The being, for that’s all Kevin could think of to describe the creature before him, moved with an elegance that defied description. Every move was a choreographed dance that enhanced its elegance to awe-inspiring levels. Each swing of its sharper-than-steel claws sliced through hardened shell and sprayed gore along the ground. Crab yōkai dropped in droves. It didn’t take the being long to dispose of all the yōkai that had been chasing him and Polydora.


  “Woah…” Kevin muttered in shocked awe.


  “Now that is a man worthy of bearing a yama uba’s children,” Polydora said. Kevin got the feeling that she was insulting him.


  The figure turned to them. Kevin studied their androgynous features, which appeared neither male nor female. Dark eyes were set on a pale face. Long black hair hung freely from their head. The white haori they wore over their bandage-covered chest revealed nothing about them.


  “You there!” it said, its voice distinctly female.


  “A man worthy of bearing your children, huh?” Kevin asked, his tone dry like sandpaper.


  “Do not mock me.” Polydora sounded angry, probably because he’d just thrown her words in her face. Ha. Like he cared.


  “What are you two doing in this cave? Answer me quickly!” the woman said.


  “We’re not sure,” Kevin answered her posthaste. “We were actually on a ship that was attacked and sunk. We blacked out afterwards, and when we woke up, we were here.”


  Penetrated by the stare from the being before them, Kevin felt as if his body was being stripped away and his soul laid bare. There was a weight pushing down on his mind, as if the being before him could see everything. Images flashed through his head, one after the other. Images of what happened on the ship, of his time at the Pnév̱ma Clan’s ancestral home, of his friends, his family, and of Lilian. Kevin didn’t know what was happening, had no clue how or why these visions were flying through his head, but he gritted his teeth and struggled against them. He tried shoving them into the farthest recesses of his mind.


  The visions eventually ceased. The being, woman, whatever she was, nodded her head several times.


  “I see.” She regarded him curiously. “You are journeying to China in order to rescue your mate. That’s quite admirable for a human.”


  Kevin’s spine stiffened.


  “How did you—” He stopped, then slowly shook his head. “No, never mind. I don’t want to know.” He took a deep breath before focusing back on the woman. “Since it seems you somehow know all about us, would you mind telling me if our friends came by?”


  “Your friends?” The woman tilted her head. “You are speaking of the Void Kitsune and the yama uba like that girl on your back, yes?” she asked, pointing at Polydora.


  “Excuse me,” Polydora frowned, “but it is awfully rude to point at people.”


  “Yes, those are the ones,” Kevin answered.


  “They did come by here about half an hour ago.” The being pointed off toward one of the many dozens of tunnels. “If you keep going down that way, you will eventually run into them. This tunnel also leads all the way to China. It will allow you to get inside of that country undetected, but the journey is quite far.”


  Shock hit him like a stun baton. Was it fortunate or fate that led to them accidentally ending up in this place? He didn’t know. He didn’t care either. It didn’t matter. If this tunnel really did lead into China, then he and his friends had been granted impossibly good fortune.


  Kevin bowed his head slightly. “Thank you very much for your help, um, uh…”


  “Nue,” the woman said. “Call me Nue.”


  “Nue.” Kevin tasted the name on his tongue before deciding that it was a most unusual name. “Thank you again. Hold on tightly, Polydora. We’re leaving.”


  Polydora’s frown more than adequately showed her displeasure. “Do not order me around, Kevin Swift.”


  Kevin almost sighed. “You know, I think I liked you better when you were nicer. Whatever happened to that woman who blushed when she saw me naked?”


  Polydora masked her blush with a scowl. “That woman died when you started flirting with Lady Phoebe.”


  “Huh? Flirting?”


  “Never mind.” The scowl deepened. “Let’s just go.”


  “Now who’s the one ordering who around?”


  “Oh, shut up! Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!”


  And thus, Kevin’s journey continued, but this time, it came with a headache.


  ***


  Nue watched Kevin and his companion leave. Even after they left, it continued watching as if it could still see them.


  “Kevin Swift.” Nue closed its eyes as it contemplated the boy. Slowly, its face morphed. Shifted. As if overcome by gravity, its lips turned downward into a frown. Likewise, its shoulders, nay, its entire body, drooped heavily, like an intense weight had been forced onto it. “I see, so it has chosen another one, has it? I wonder if you will do better than its last thrall.”


  Silence answered it. Not that Nue actually expected an answer.


  ***


  Iris didn’t know what happened after those tentacles destroyed their lifeboat. It had been the last thing she recalled before waking up, half-submerged in water, in a strange cavern. Kevin and Polydora hadn’t been with her, but thankfully, Phoebe, Euryale, and Menippe had.


  She was glad for the company. While she didn’t want to admit it, this cave gave her the creeps.


  They had been walking for some time now; after meeting with that strange woman calling herself Nue, they had been directed down a specific tunnel that would apparently lead them to China. Iris didn’t know how long they had been walking. It seemed like forever. Lighting the way were two orbs of fox fire that hovered above her tails.


  “I wonder what happened to Kevin Swift,” Phoebe pondered out loud. “I do hope he is doing well, and that he did not suffer in that last assault from our nemesis.”


  Iris didn’t really get this woman’s strangely formal manner of speech, but she tried to ignore the weird way the girl talked.


  “I wouldn’t worry about the stud. Something like this isn’t going to do him in. Trust me, he may not look it, but he’s pretty tough.”


  Phoebe eyed her with the critical eyes of a warrior, though she could see the curiosity lacing that gaze.


  “Do you love Kevin Swift?”


  Iris almost stumbled when her foot hit a rock. Only just managing to catch herself, she turned an incredulous gaze on Phoebe.


  “What? No, of course not. Don’t get me wrong, the stud is a great guy and everything, and it’s not like I don’t like him. Really, if I had to give my virginity to a man, I could think of worse people to lose it to, but no. Just no. The stud is Lilian’s mate, not mine. Besides,” she added as an afterthought, “the one I want is Lilian, not Kevin.”


  The procession halted. Iris did not like the accusing stares she received.


  “You love another woman?” The inflection in Phoebe’s voice was odd, an amalgam of incredulity and “what the fuck is wrong with you?” It was actually pretty impressive. Iris didn’t know people could emote like that.


  “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Iris placed her hands on her hips.


  “There is something extremely wrong with wanting to have sex with another woman,” Euryale said.


  “Very wrong,” Menippe agreed.


  Phoebe nodded. “You cannot make a baby with another woman.”


  “I think it's kind of cute,” Thoe said, only to get strange looks from her fellow yama uba. “W-what?”


  Iris pouted at the three. “Oh, whatever. Let’s just keep moving. I want to get out of here… wherever here is.”


  “I believe we are in a subterranean cave that runs underneath the middle east,” Phoebe informed her as they began walking again. “I once heard from my mother that, many centuries ago, the Akkrokamui made its home within the Caspian Sea. The legend she told me mentions how it created a network of undersea caverns that allowed it to traverse the Mediterranean, the Middle East, and most of Asia.”


  “Uh huh…”


  Iris had no clue what this Akkrokamui was, and frankly, she wasn’t sure she cared.


  Silence descended upon them. Left with nothing but the sound of their own footsteps to keep them company, Iris could focus on nothing but the obnoxiously loud sound of their shoes pounding along the rocky ground. Their footsteps echoed through the cavern, bouncing along the walls and coming back to them three, maybe even four times as loud. It grated on her nerves and made Iris even more anxious than she already was.


  “I do not like this place,” Menippe suddenly said into the solitude. Iris nearly bit her tongue in surprise. “It has an ominous presence to it. It feels like there is something watching us.”


  “I agree with your assessment,” Phoebe admitted, “and I believe you correct; there is something watching us. I can feel its presence like a finger poking me in the back of the head.”


  Iris said nothing, but she could feel the presence, too. She didn’t know what it was—her sensing abilities only allowed her to detect life, not identify it—but she could feel something close to them. It grated against her mind like sharpened nails scratching her skin. Her breathing began to unconsciously pick up as she fought the minor surge of panic. It was only now that he was no longer by her side that Iris realized how much she’d come to rely on Kevin for comfort.


  Maybe I really do love… She shook her head, not willing to finish that thought.


  CLACK!


  Everyone stopped.


  “Did you hear that?” Menippe asked, her tone hushed.


  CLACK! CLACK!


  “I did indeed hear it.” Phoebe readied her club. In the sparse illumination offered by the Kitsune-bi on her tails, Iris saw how the woman’s knuckles had turned white.


  CLACK! CLACK! CLACK!


  “It sounds like it’s coming closer,” Euryale gulped. A trickle of sweat ran down her brow.


  CLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACK!


  “I have a bad feeling about this,” Thoe mumbled as a droplet of sweat rolled down her temple.


  Harsh and growing louder by the second, whatever was coming toward them had clearly decided to increase its pace. Iris tried to prepare herself. She tried to steady her mind and face whatever was closing the distance. However, no amount of preparation could have readied her for what appeared before them.


  It was giant. A towering monstrosity with a dark red carapace covering its form like blood splashed against a mannequin. Its six spindly legs moved precariously forward, the pointed tips sinking into the ground like it was made of sand. Each one was nearly four times taller than her and twice as thick. Two chelate, pincer-like appendages clicked and clacked, which sounded out to her like a death knell. Iris watched in apprehension as one of those claws trapped a stalactite between its pincers and proceeded to crush the object like it was rock candy.


  Iris pointed at the monstrosity with a single, shaky finger. “Holy crap! It’s a giant Kingler!!”


  Phoebe, Euryale, Thoe, and Menippe stared at her.


  “I do beg your pardon,” Phoebe decided to correct her, “but I am pretty sure that creature is a very large Heikegani, not… whatever you just called it.”


  Heikegani is a species of crab native to Japan, with a shell that bears a pattern resembling a human face. According to Japanese folklore, the Heikegani crabs contain the souls of the Heike samurai warriors, who were slain at the Battle of Dan-no-ura in 1185 AD. The story goes that the Heike samurai, reincarnated into the Heikegani crab, were showing their allegiance to their clan by donning a fierce mask on their shells. The battle of Dan-no-ura, immortalized in The Heike Monogatari, was a pivotal moment in Japan’s history, which established the first shogunate and resulted in the death of a child emperor.


  “I DON’T CARE WHAT IT IS!” Iris shouted. Unfortunately, shouting wasn’t the best idea. The noise drew the giant crab’s attention to them. Its massive body tilted. Gigantic legs bent down, and the two large, round eyes, like two massive black holes surrounded by blood, glared down at them.


  It looked angry.


  “Oh, shit.”


  Iris’s eardrums nearly shattered when the giant crab yōkai unleashed a piercing wail. She and the others pressed their hands to their ears. Trace amounts of blood leaked between her fingers. Even when the squeal eventually died out, it continued to echo around them like the aftereffects of some cataclysmic explosion.


  And then the thing moved. Giant legs rose in the air and slammed onto the ground with earth-shattering force. Equally massive pincers smashed rock formations to pieces, showering them with a spray of sediment fragments. It moved surprisingly fast for something so large and ponderous, but Iris was more concerned with the fact that it was coming toward them than anything else.


  “I think we’d better run,” she suggested quietly. Despite how soft she spoke, her words echoed loudly enough for all to hear.


  Phoebe nodded her head. “That is, indeed, a grand idea. Everyone, we’re retreating.”


  “You mean running away?”


  “I mean a tactical withdrawal!”


  “Same difference.”


  The crab squealed again, and suddenly, Iris and Phoebe had more to worry about than semantics.


  ***


  “I wonder how Iris and the others are doing. Do you think they’re okay?”


  “...”


  “We’ve been walking for a pretty long time.”


  “...”


  “Are you ignoring me?”


  “...”


  Kevin sighed as his companion continued to ignore him. After leaving Nue, they had wandered through the tunnel that she (it?) had directed them to. They had also argued for a while, though their arguing eventually stopped when Polydora clammed up. Now she refused to even speak with him.


  Women are so troublesome sometimes.


  He carefully stepped over a divot in the ground, walked around a stalagmite, and remained vigilant not to let his passenger hit her head on anything. Polydora’s legs swung back and forth as he carried her. Her meat balloons were pushing into his back, but he’d dealt with Iris and Lilian doing the same thing, and they had bigger bazookas than her.


  “I hope Iris is getting along with Phoebe and the others,” he mused to himself.


  Shrrrkchuhk!


  Kevin froze. The strange sound bounced along the tunnel walls. Ever so slowly, he turned his head to look at Polydora.


  The young woman was gnashing her teeth.


  “Did you just…?”


  “That’s Lady Phoebe to you.” Her tone held a dangerous edge, keener than a razor and sharp enough to cut metaphorical steel. Kevin wasn’t too bothered by the tone, having heard similar ones before, and from creatures much more dangerous than Polydora, but it still surprised him.


  “Are you jealous that Phoebe wants me to give her children?”


  “Wha—” Polydora’s face turned a most interesting shade of red. Kevin thought her face would go well with the neon signs of Las Vegas. “O-o-of course not! Why would I—there’s no reason for me to be jealous of a brat like you!”


  “If you say so.”


  “I do say so.” Polydora’s hardened glare became the imperious expression of a princess looking down her nose at a peasant. Kevin could practically feel the “I’m superior to you in every way possible” wafting off her frame. “I will have you know that I have been Lady Phoebe’s aid and most cherished confidant for many years now. Ever since she was a child, in fact.”


  “Uh huh…”


  “That is why there is no need to be jealous of one such as you. You are just the person who will give her children, nothing more.”


  “You say that like I actually plan on giving her children.” Kevin’s right eyebrow began to twitch.


  “While I, on the other hand, will always remain her best and most trusted friend.”


  “And you’re ignoring me.”


  Kevin didn’t realize that something was wrong until they had walked for nearly several dozen more yards. That was when he felt the rumbling. And there was also…


  CLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACK!


  “What is that sound?” Polydora asked.


  CLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACK!


  “I don’t know,” Kevin said, “but it’s getting louder.”


  “I think I see a light in the distance.”


  Kevin followed Polydora’s pointed finger to see that, indeed, there was a light shining off in the distance. Two lights, in fact.


  It took him a moment, but he eventually recognized the light as fox fire, which could only mean one thing.


  “That must be Iris,” he said before he started shouting to get the vixen’s attention. “Hey, Iris! Over here! We’re over… eh?”


  Iris came into view fairly quickly, which made sense because she was running. Dashing alongside her at a frantic pace were Phoebe, Menippe, Thoe, and Euryale. All of them looked frightened beyond belief.


  Which also made sense because chasing after them was a giant crab!


  “OH, MY GOD! IS THAT A GIANT KINGLER?!”


  “THAT’S WHAT I SAID!” Iris shouted.


  “IT’S NOT A KINGLER!” came the shouts of Phoebe, Menippe, Thoe, and Euryale.


  ***


  There was something innately humorous about being chased by a gigantic crab monster. Most unfortunately, Kevin couldn’t see the humor in it.


  “Dare I ask how you girls ended up being chased by a GIANT ASS CRAB?!”


  “You DON’T want to know!” Iris managed to shout, even though he could see her huffing and puffing for breath. Unlike him and the yama uba, she wasn’t in the greatest of physical shape. Kevin knew the only reason she’d even managed to keep pace was because of liberal use of the enhancement technique. He also knew that once she ran out of youki, she’d be nothing but a little fox kit trapped by a hungry wolf.


  Or a vixen caught in the claws of what Kevin could only think of as a Pokémon gone wrong.


  Speaking of Pokémon gone wrong, the giant crab was gaining on them. Even though it moved ponderously, its six, tree trunk-sized legs gave it a much longer stride, allowing it to easily keep pace with them.


  CRCH!


  Kevin snatched Iris’s arm and yanked her out of the way just as a massive stalactite crashed into the place where she’d been standing. Even after saving her from being crushed to death, he kept a firm grip on her arm. He could feel her body beginning to lag. Her youki was starting to run on empty.


  “Ha… thanks… Stud…”


  “You’re welcome.” Kevin noticed the fox fire on her tails flickering precariously. It was another sign of her flagging strength.


  “EEK!”


  Two squeals echoed out as Kevin slung Polydora over one shoulder, and then picked up Iris and tossed her over his other shoulder, carrying them both like sacks of flour.


  “What are you—”


  “We can’t afford to have you run out of youki,” Kevin explained. “You need to keep that flame burning, otherwise we won’t be able to see anything.”


  “R-right!”


  “Then why don’t you put me down?” suggested Polydora.


  “With that leg? Not happening!”


  “Damn you!!”


  The chase continued. Kevin lost count of the twists and turns they took. The only thing he noticed was their elevation seemed to be rising. They were clearly climbing up now.


  A series of crashes and bangs let him know that the giant crab yōkai was still chasing them. Not that he expected it to give up so easily.


  He and the yama uba with him swerved around giant rock formations jutting up from the ground like fingers grasping for the ceiling. Resting on his right shoulder, Iris was letting them know when the crab tried throwing boulders at them.


  “LEFT!”


  Swiftly reacting to the words, Kevin and the others swerved left, around a stalagmite, barely avoiding the sharp rock thrown at them like a spear.


  “RIGHT!”


  They moved right. Another large boulder slammed into and then through several stalactites and stalagmites like a drag racer crashing into numerous paper walls. Kevin tried to shield himself from the debris, but with two women in his arms, he had no appendages with which to protect himself. He ended up getting smacked in the face by a rock.


  “I can see a light up ahead!” Phoebe’s shout was heard above the roar of crashing rocks and the clack-clack-clack! of the giant crab behind them.


  Kevin looked up to see that, indeed, a bright light was shining through what appeared to be a gap in the wall. Seeing the literal light at the end of the tunnel renewed his determination. He quickly thought up a plan.


  “Iris!”


  “What?!”


  “Use your void powers to shoot that thing’s eyes out!”


  “I don’t have enough youki for that!”


  “Then shoot some fox fire at it! I don’t care! Just do something to distract that Kingler!”


  “IT’S NOT A KINGLER!”


  “I’ll try.” Iris sounded dubious, but willing to give it a shot. One of her tails moved like a trebuchet, flinging a ball of fox fire at the crab. It missed the crab’s eye, striking its hardened carapace instead. The crab ignored it.


  “Do you have enough youki to try again?” Kevin asked.


  Iris didn’t respond to his question with words. Two balls of intensely bright flames lit up on the tips of both her tails. She then flung both at the monstrous creature chasing after them. One went wide, striking against the wall, but the other slammed right into the monster crab’s left eye.


  Teeth-rattling squeals emitted from its mouth. The enormous crab crashed headlong into the tunnel wall. It then crashed through several rock formations, stumbled to the other side, and crashed into the opposite wall. Each time it slammed into something, it had so much force behind it that Kevin and the others almost lost their balance. Adrenaline and fear saved them, forced them to keep running even as they stumbled, spurned them onward despite the world feeling like it was coming apart at the seams.


  “It’s still chasing us!” Iris warned.


  “Then we just need to keep moving!”


  They continued to run. The slope became steeper and still they moved up. Their muscles were forced to work harder, but they dared not slow down. They couldn’t afford to.


  “It’s gaining on us!”


  “Iris, shut up!”


  The light was closer now. It continued getting closer, the gap getting bigger. Kevin could see that it was actually quite large, maybe twice as tall as him and two times as wide.


  Come on! Just a little further!


  Kevin pushed himself hard. Harder than he ever had. Harder even than when he’d been fighting against Fan or Seth.


  Just a little more!


  His muscles felt like they were being pulled apart. His lungs burned like acid was dripping through them. His breathing came out in short rasps reminiscent of a man dying from a fatal respiratory disorder.


  And he still pushed himself harder. He pushed himself past his limits. He pushed his body beyond what should have been possible. He pushed and pushed and pushed—


  —and then they were out, bursting into the light, the sun shining on their heads, a cliff face mere feet in front of them. The group stopped as one, skidding along the ground for nearly a foot before stopping right next to the ledge.


  Before they could breathe a sigh of relief, the cavern wall they’d just come from exploded. Kevin and the others fell on their stomachs just as the crab came bursting forth like a Titan breaking through Wall Maria. The gigantic crustacean continued on, its six legs nearly crushing them as it stumbled. One leg fell off the edge, causing the rest of the creature to tumble forward. Gripping Iris and Polydora fiercely, Kevin scrambled back away from the ledge as the enormous yōkai fell off.


  A moment of absolute stillness descended upon the group. For a few seconds, the only sound permeating the ledge was that of heavy rasping and the sounds of the crab falling, which grew more distant as time passed. Using that moment to observe the others, Kevin saw that they all looked exactly as he felt, exhausted beyond comprehension, like they were ready to drop dead right there. Resting with her face pressed against his chest, Iris heaved and gasped. Each breath sounded like it would be her last.


  On a side note, Polydora didn’t seem to realize that she was using his crotch as a pillow.


  A few seconds later, Kevin broke the silence.


  “I am never doing that again,” he declared. The others didn’t say anything, but they all nodded in agreement.




  CHAPTER 9


  CHINA


  Kashgar was an oasis city in Xinjiang. Geographically speaking, it was one of the westernmost cities in China, located near the border of Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan, and several other Middle Eastern countries. It had a long history that went back at least 2,000 years.


  It was a dirty, ragtag group that arrived at this city late one night.


  Kevin had never felt so tired before. Ever. It almost surprised him, this deep-seated exhaustion that seeped into his bones, muscles, and the fabric of his very being. On the other hand, they had recently been attacked by a snake lady and her cohorts on a vessel, molested and nearly drowned by a giant tentacle monster, chased by a bunch of crab yōkai and one super big crab yōkai, and then had to trek across a mountain range and a desert. Given that, he felt his desire to find the nearest hotel and sleep like the dead was perfectly understandable.


  It also explained why he barely paid any attention to where they were going.


  “Can anyone here read Chinese?” he asked. By all eight million Shinto gods, even his voice sounded like it was ready to drop dead. When all he got were several headshakes, he sighed. “Figures.”


  Trudging along with his companions, Kevin wearily gazed upon the city with his tired, bloodshot eyes.


  He didn’t know much about China beyond what he’d read in history textbooks and seen in various anime and manga inspired by the Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Still, the city didn’t appear much different from any other city. Combining both new and old architecture, Kashgar represented what he was beginning to consider the standard for most Middle Eastern cities. Old buildings like palaces were mixed in with new buildings of a more modern age. People walked through open streets, the wide roads and plazas weaving together in a tangled web. Stalls lined either side of the road they walked. Most were closed due to the late night, but he imagined that, come morning, they would have enthusiastic workers enticing people into buying their wares.


  It took far too long for his liking, but they eventually managed to find a hotel. They had to walk into several buildings before discovering one that actually served the purpose they needed.


  Being the only one among them who didn’t have the deus ex machina ability to understand and speak every language in the world, Kevin stood off to the side while Iris and the others spoke to the person managing the front desk. His eyes strayed from the sight to view the hotel interior. Warm light emitting from strategically placed lamps illuminated much of the area, while also providing a friendly atmosphere. He could see a sitting area to his left. Several doors leading to gods-know-where were arrayed along the walls. At the end opposite from him, a hallway led further into the hotel.


  The group came up to him after a while. Iris stood at the fore, dangling a key in front of him.


  “We’ve got our room.” She grinned, her sharp canines flashing.


  “Right.” Kevin groaned as he pushed off the wall. He and the others walked down the hall under the watchful eye of an employee manning the front. Perhaps if he’d been less tired, Kevin would have noticed the man making a phone call and speaking in a hushed tone as they left.


  Their footsteps sounded dull as they walked along soft carpet. Beige walls with evenly spaced doors enclosed around them on either side. A couple of bulbs buzzed above them, and several flickered, clearly about to go out.


  “What number are we?” asked Kevin.


  “122,” Iris answered.


  Kevin blinked the fuzziness out of his vision and focused on the doors. His eyesight was blurry, most likely due to exhaustion, and it took him nearly thirty seconds longer than it should have to read each number. 102. 104. 112. 120.


  “Here we are,” Kevin muttered as they found the door leading to room 122, which looked just like every other door in this place: brown and plain.


  Iris unlocked the door and pushed it open. Entering the room, he and his allies were greeted to a small interior space, a plain bedroom with two twin beds, a nightstand, a dresser, and a closet. A door to his immediate left led to what Kevin assumed was a restroom.


  Unanimously, the group decided that it was time to sleep. Unfortunately, they soon found themselves in something of a conundrum. Namely, sleeping arrangements.


  “The stud and I will take this bed,” Iris declared, grabbing Kevin’s arm and pulling him to her. She had a surprising amount of strength left, or maybe his fatigue made him that much weaker.


  Phoebe didn’t seem to agree with Iris’s decision.


  “While I will not contest your sleeping with Kevin Swift, as you are the closest among us to him, I would like to point out that there are seven of us. These beds can't hold more than four at most. One bed will need to hold at least three people.” Unconsciously straightening her back, Phoebe’s chest, which had already been quite visible because of the numerous rips in her shirt, bounced several times. “Therefore, I believe it is only right that I, too, share your bed.”


  Shrrrkchuhk!


  Kevin glanced over at Polydora while everyone else looked around warily, as if expecting something to attack them.


  “I wonder what that sound is.” Menippe frowned.


  “Do you think it’s from an enemy yōkai that has been following us this whole time?” was the suggestion posed by Euryale.


  Thoe shook her head. “I'm sure we'd have sensed an enemy if it was.”


  Kevin thought about letting them know who was really making the noise, but he didn’t contemplate the thought for very long. He was too tired.


  “Don’t worry about the noise,” he told the others. “Let’s just get some sleep.”


  “That,” Iris began in a sage-like manner, “is the smartest suggestion I’ve heard all week.”


  ***


  Kevin couldn’t sleep. It had nothing to do with not being tired. His body was beyond fatigued. The aching tiredness spread through his bones, letting him know that his body demanded rest.


  It also had nothing to do with his current predicament. Despite feeling like he should not be comfortable with his situation, surrounded as he was by two beautiful girls, Kevin was actually quite comfortable. With his body spooning against Iris—who pressed her firm, shapely bottom into his crotch—and Phoebe—who spooned him in turn—Kevin was, surprisingly, not bothered by his predicament. He’d like to blame that on weariness, but he felt desensitization might have been the deciding factor there.


  If he had to pin his inability to sleep on anything, he would say it was because his mind, filled as it was with thoughts, refused to let him rest.


  “Something bothering you, Stud?” Iris’s drowsy voice reached his ears. Further accentuating the fact that she was now awake, the raven-haired vixen shifted against him. Kevin wondered if his lack of arousal was due to tiredness. At any other time, he would have been harder than a brick wall.


  “Not so much bothering me,” he said softly. “I was just thinking about Lilian.”


  Iris didn’t speak for a moment. “You really love her, don’t you?”


  “Course I do,” Kevin muttered. “Lilian means everything to me. Without her, I would have never become the person I am today. I would have been stuck in a rut, pining after a girl from a distance, too afraid to even speak with her despite how long we’d known each other. Lilian helped me, made me into a better person, makes me want to continue becoming a better person so I can stand by her side.”


  “And I’m sure her love for cartoons and comics has nothing to do with it.”


  “Anime and manga,” Kevin corrected tiredly, “and I wouldn’t say that doesn’t have anything to do with it. It’s nice that she and I share the same interests. It’s nice being able to do the things I love with the person I love because she loves doing them too.”


  “I guess. Heh, hearing you say stuff like that reminds me of why Lilian chose you in the first place.”


  “Jealous?”


  “Maybe a little,” she admitted, “but at the same time, I’m happy she has someone like you.”


  “Glad to hear that.”


  “Now if I could just convince you to let me join you, things would be perfect.”


  Kevin had absolutely nothing to say to that.


  “... Good night, Iris,” he mumbled before closing his eyes and trying to get some sleep.


  





  
  




  


  ***


  Phoebe woke up with a start. Moonlight poured in through an open window. A soft breeze caused the curtains to billow ever so slightly.


  Kevin’s back was warm against her cheek. His entire body was warm, in fact. Despite having never met the girl before, Phoebe really did envy Lilian. She probably experienced this every day before being kidnapped.


  After taking just a second to admire such a simple act as lying next to the warm body of a man, Phoebe tried to determine what had caused her to wake up. She could tell that something was wrong. The problem was that she didn’t know what that something might be. It took her nearly a full five seconds to figure it out, and it was something so simple that if the situation hadn’t been standing on the edge of a precipice, she would have cursed herself.


  The window was open.


  It had been closed when they’d gone to bed.


  Reacting on instincts born from a lifetime of training, Phoebe untangled herself from Kevin, placed her hands on the bed, and pushed herself into a mule kick. There was a satisfying crack as her feet made contact with something, followed by a loud squeal of pain, which preceded the sound of a body slamming into the ceiling. At the same time, the other three yama uba reacted to the attacker by their bed. That particular figure, whose body was cloaked in shadow, didn’t just smack into the ceiling, but went straight through it due to the combined force of their powerful legs.


  The noise woke up Kevin, who reacted incredibly quick for a human. The young man rolled over Iris, the gun he’d kept hidden underneath their pillow whipping out and pointing at the falling figure. The barrel lit up like a sparkler as golden energy emitted from its nozzle. The figure squealed some more as two bullets composed of youki slammed into it, sending it flying across the room, where it smashed head first into the wall before dropping to the floor with a thud.


  The sound of combat caused Iris to wake up. Unlike the others, who all woke up at the drop of a hat, hers was a slow process. The two-tails sat up in bed, revealing herself in all her nude glory. She was completely heedless of her audience as she stretched her hands above her head and yawned.


  “Iris, put some clothes on quickly. We’re leaving.”


  Phoebe watched almost curiously as Kevin ordered Iris to get dressed. He barely paid attention to her nakedness, implying this either wasn’t a singular event, that he was used to the female body, or, the most likely answer, a case of both. She didn’t know how to feel about that.


  Does this mean it will be harder to convince him to give me children?


  Iris must have sensed something in his tone. She didn’t argue with him, instead getting out of bed and putting her now dry but still ruined clothes on.


  Kevin walked over to the figure he’d shot and knelt next to them. Phoebe followed suit, also kneeling in order to properly study whatever had attacked them.


  What parts of its body wasn’t covered in dirty rags was pink. Pink skin covered in dirt and grime, like it had been rolling around in mud all day. An elongated, elephant-like snout replaced a nose. Thick lips were peeled back to reveal flat teeth that were too big to be human teeth. It looked very much like a pig. A human-shaped pig, but a pig nonetheless.


  “What… is this?” Kevin wondered out loud.


  “It’s a baku,” Phoebe said.


  Kevin turned his head to her. “Baku?”


  “A pig yōkai,” she nearly spat at the creature. “They’re a form of lesser yōkai, some of the weakest among us. They often try latching onto stronger yōkai, such as kitsune or inu. They’re a disgrace to the yōkai name.”


  Iris, Polydora, Euryale, Thoe, and Menippe walked up behind them.


  “Do you think these two are working for the Bodhisattva?” Kevin asked.


  Phoebe shrugged. “I do not know. However, I very highly doubt someone of the Bodhisattva’s stature would ever resort to hiring these two for aid.” She stood up, Kevin following suit. “They are most likely working with slave traders. Our own clan has had trouble with their kind before. Yama uba are not as powerful as the higher-tiered yōkai, but we are highly sought after by humans due to our appearance.”


  Kevin nodded in response to the words. Phoebe could practically see the young man’s brain turning.


  “Let’s tie these two up with those blankets over there and leave the city,” he said at last. “I don’t know what’s going on here, and I don’t know who sent these two after us, but I have no intention of finding out.”


  ***


  Getting out of the city was going to be much harder than he made it sound.


  Kevin had no clue what was happening. All he knew was that he and his companions had become prey.


  The world around him was lit up with lights. Loud sirens blared in the night. He could hear shouting and the sounds of running feet coming from all directions. Kevin didn’t know what exactly was going on, but someone had clearly ratted them out, or perhaps they were simply unlucky. Whatever. They needed to get out of here regardless.


  “This way!” Iris shouted, her ears twitching. Kevin had her acting as their point, as her sensitive ears could pick up sounds better than his or the yama ubas’ could.


  They turned into an alley. Large buildings towered over them on either side. Trash littered the ground. They were nearly past the 3/4 point when a door on their left side burst open and several yōkai that he didn’t recognize ran out.


  Kevin didn’t hesitate.


  Jumping onto the wall, Kevin briefly ran along its surface. He then used his remaining traction to push off the wall into a spin kick that struck the first yōkai in the face.


  Crack!


  The loud snapping of his foot meeting someone’s face echoed down the alley. Kevin didn’t allow himself to stop there. Using the muscles in his leg, he shoved himself off the yōkai as it thudded to the ground like a broken doll. He spun around again just as the second yōkai came out from behind the door.


  Snap!


  Kevin had the minor satisfaction of watching that yōkai’s face cave after meeting his foot. Blood gushed from the now flat nose, clearly broken. Despite this, it remained upright, which caused him to bring his other foot to bear, slamming the appendage into the underside of its chin. Such was the force of his kick that it caused the yōkai to be launched off its feet, flipping and spinning like a drunken acrobat. When its back hit the ground with a dull thud, it didn’t get back up.


  Phoebe rushed forward, moving past him, her club spinning in her left hand. She used it like a bat to launch a quick uppercut that sent one of the other yōkai flying. Afterward, she spun about 180 degrees, launching out her left foot in a snap kick. As the yōkai descended from its impromptu flight, her foot caught it in the stomach, launching it backward where it skidded along the ground for several yards before rolling to a stop.


  She wasn’t the only one who entered the fight after Kevin. Polydora’s spear spun around in a blurring motion, moving so fast only flickers could be seen. Cuts appeared on the yōkai who’d been locked in her sights. Blood spurted from dozens of wounds. It wasn’t long before the ground became painted with carmine. When at last her attacks stopped, the world seemed to hang still, until the yōkai fell backwards, crumpling to the ground.


  One of the yōkai that managed to escape Kevin’s initial assault, snuck past Phoebe and Polydora, seemingly intent on running away.


  “Extension.”


  Two long, furry tails smacked him away like a fly swatter smacking an annoying bug. The yōkai was sent flying straight into a wall, which cracked from the force. It then slowly peeled off, its body hitting the ground face-first.


  With the yōkai who had tried surprising them defeated, the group ran to the other end of the alley. Pressing his back against the wall, Kevin carefully peeked out from around the corner, searching the vicinity for signs of any other yōkai.


  “It looks like the coast is clear.” He turned to the vixen next to him. “Iris?”


  “I don’t know,” she confessed. “The amount of people in this city makes it impossible for me to know if anyone is after us.”


  “Guess we’re going in blind then.” Kevin took a deep breath. “Are all of you ready?” He received several nods. “Then let’s go.”


  The group moved as one, ducking out of the alley and quickly racing across the street. They did their best to stay off the main roads, instead sticking to side streets and the like in the hopes that it would help them avoid detection. There were a few close calls, and several times they found themselves getting into minor scuffles with yōkai, but all of them were weaker yōkai and dealt with easily enough.


  “I’m surprised there are so many low-level yōkai here,” Kevin commented after they decided to stop in another alley. He and the others were hiding behind a large dumpster that reeked like sulfur and month-old unwashed socks. He tried ignoring the acrid scent, even as it burned his nose and made him feel like vomiting.


  “Why are you surprised?” Phoebe asked.


  “Well, China is the Bodhisattva’s territory, right?” Kevin said. “I kind of assumed that meant only kitsune would live here.”


  “Just because this territory belongs to the Bodhisattva does not mean that other yōkai won’t make their homes here,” Phoebe said. “Most yōkai will accept other yōkai into their territory, provided the yōkai seeking to live there swears their allegiance to the yōkai whose territory they’re entering.”


  While the knowledge was useful, it also made Kevin frown.


  “So these people work for the Bodhisattva?”


  “It is a very high possibility,” Phoebe said. “I cannot see a man of the Bodhisattva’s stature allowing yōkai who have not allied themselves to him to enter his territory.”


  “Does that mean he knows we’re here?” Iris asked the question that Kevin had been about to give voice to.


  Phoebe nodded. “Possibly.”


  “Great.” Iris and Kevin shared a grimace.


  ***


  Kevin wondered if he’d have done things any differently if he had been born a seer.


  Probably not, he concluded.


  After taking nearly an hour to get from one side of the city to the other, Kevin realized that it would soon be morning. He could already see the sun peeking out from over the buildings—what buildings weren’t too tall for him to see over. Colors mixed in the sky, light pink streaks appearing across a lighter shade of velvet.


  “We’re almost out of the city,” Phoebe said as they ran, the sound of their footsteps echoing along with them.


  Indeed, she was correct. Several dozen yards before them was the road that would take them out of the city. It stood out starkly against the desert landscape, a long line of black that stretched beyond the event horizon. He didn’t know what they would do after leaving the city, but honestly, anything was better than being attacked by random yōkai.


  Kevin’s instincts warned him of impending danger seconds before the attack came. It allowed him just enough time to grab Iris, who appeared unaware of the danger, and drag her down to the ground.


  Giant conical-shaped purple flames spewed overhead like water from a fire hydrant. The heat seared into Kevin’s back. He gritted his teeth and protected Iris with his body, doing everything humanly possible to ignore the pain, to push it aside until the flames had passed.


  A loud explosion rocked the area. Kevin squeezed his eyes shut as several fragments from what could only be a wall pelted him. Each impact jarred his bones. Pain lanced through his body. There was little doubt in his mind that he would have some massive bruises in a few hours.


  The fire eventually stopped. The raging blaze ceased. Cold air stung Kevin’s naked back. He could feel the burns being aggravated by the sudden change of temperature. Fortunately, his skin didn’t feel too bad, which meant they were only first and maybe a few second-degree burns.


  “It seems I missed, meow.”


  Kevin almost groaned at the familiar voice. What the heck was this guy doing here?


  Kevin stood up, helping Iris to her feet at the same time. Phoebe, Polydora, Menippe, Thoe, and Euryale had also avoided the powerful fire attack. Knowing that his friends were safe filled him with relief, and also allowed him to focus the entirety of his attention on their opponent.


  Kağan looked no different now than he did when they first met. His fur remained the color of midnight. His yellow eyes glowed with the brilliance of two moons. His muscular frame was still covered by those gods-awful spandex pants and that ridiculously hideous pink shirt. Nothing had changed. Standing behind the man, the three akaname brothers shook in fear. Whether that fear was because of Kağan or him, Kevin didn’t know.


  “What are you doing here?” Kevin tried not to reveal how nervous he was. He and Iris had barely escaped this man last time, and the kasha surely wouldn’t fall for the same tricks this time.


  Calm down, Kevin. You and Iris aren’t alone in this. You’re with Phoebe and the others now, too. They can help.


  “What am I doing here, meow?” Kağan actually appeared puzzled. His head tilted, a sign of his cat’s curiosity. Kevin saw his branched tail flick behind him. “I believe my reason for being here should be more than obvious, meow. I came to get revenge on you and the fox for humiliating me several days ago. Thanks to meow, I have lost a lot of respect within my city, and I aim to reclaim it.”


  “I guess that first illusion I put you under wasn’t enough to teach you a lesson,” Iris stated with a confidence that Kevin knew she didn’t feel. “I wonder what I should make you see this time? If Boku no Pico wasn’t enough, then perhaps I should give you a taste of the ultimate yaoi experience. How about, um, uh…”


  “You don’t know any yaoi anime, do you?” Kevin sighed.


  Iris frowned at him. “Of course not. Do you think I’m the kind of vixen who watches that stuff? The only reason I even know about Boku no Pico is because it’s surprisingly mainstream.”


  Kevin didn’t know if “mainstream” was the word he would have used, but he didn’t feel like arguing.


  “Whatever.”


  “Don’t ignore meow!”


  Kağan sent another stream of hellish flames at them. Kevin and Iris dodged, splitting apart and allowing the flames to pass between them. As it struck a wall behind them, detonating in a fierce explosion that emitted heat at their backs, Kevin unlocked his case and pulled out his guns.


  Lights flared. Thunder emitted from the nozzles. A hailstorm of bullets blitzed for him, but flames erupted between them before the bullets could reach Kağan. The bullets smashed harmlessly into the hellish flames. Miniature explosions caused the fire to flicker, to waver, but not to disperse. It remained strong, protecting Kağan from Kevin’s gunfire.


  “Ha!” Barking laughter escaped from lips that were peeled back in a feral smile. “Do you really think such a straightforward attack would work on me, meow? You should already know how futile—GRAAA!”


  Kağan fell to a knee as Polydora’s spear penetrated his leg. His face then met Phoebe’s club, which clobbered him hard enough that his head snapped back with an audible crack! seconds before a scream tore from his mouth as Thoe's kunai found its mark in his shoulder. Before Kağan even had time to bring his head back down, Menippe appeared above him, hammering her own club into his face. His head slammed into the ground. Blood spurted from his nose and a puddle formed underneath his head. Kevin concluded that it had been cracked open when it struck the pavement.


  Following the brutal tag team assault, Kağan tried to get up, but he didn’t get very far. He barely even sat halfway up before a pair of boots smashed into his face, further breaking it. Abrasions appeared in the ground, which dented and cracked around Kağan’s head, once more buried into the concrete. Euryale leapt off his face, which now reminded Kevin of those times when an anvil was dropped on Wile E. Coyote’s face.


  “D-damn you…. Meow…”


  Kağan growled as he struggled to sit up, only to stop when he felt the barrel of a gun pressing into his forehead. His eyes flickered up to stare into Kevin’s own irises. Kevin didn’t know what the cat saw there, but from the fear radiating from his eyes, the young man concluded that it must have been frightening.


  “Let’s see you dodge this,” Kevin said, seconds before his gun emitted a brief, yet brilliant flash of light.


  ***


  Four days wasn’t a very long time, especially to a kitsune, or any yōkai, really. As creatures who lived for centuries, sometimes even entire millennia, four days wasn’t even a blink for them.


  Which was why Kotohime found herself surprised by how slowly these past four days had taken. They seemed to have dragged on forever.


  That was not to say that she hadn’t been kept busy. During those four days, Kotohime had traveled across Europe, meeting with Pnév̱ma-denka’s many sons. Her job had been very simple: weed out dissenters and have those who remained loyal gather the various kitsune under their command. While the Pnév̱ma Clan itself was actually quite small, numbering maybe in the fifties, the amount of kitsune under their banner was legion.


  They would need that legion in the days to come.


  The door to her small hotel room opened. Kotohime lifted her head to see Abercio enter the room. She remembered how he’d tried to convince her to share a room with him. She also remembered how she had shot him down faster than Lilian could say “Beloved.”


  “Abercio,” she greeted before going back to her previous task: polishing her katana. With most of the tasks given to her by the matriarch complete, all she could do now was make sure her weapon remained in pristine condition and wait.


  “I have some news that I believe you’ll want to hear.”


  Seeing the smile on Abercio’s face made her both curious and irritated. She would not let him know this, however, as remaining calm and collected was expected of a vassal of the Pnév̱ma Clan.


  “And that is?”


  “Supposedly, there was a terrorist attack in Kashgar about an hour ago.”


  Kotohime raised an eyebrow. “Supposedly?”


  Abercio’s smile widened into a grin. “I’ve managed to implant a few informants in China, one for each city, and they have informed me that there was no terrorist attack. According to them, a battle between a kasha and a group of people took place there sometime last night.”


  Kotohime finally gave Abercio her full attention. “A kasha, you say?”


  Kasha were one of the stronger nekomata races. Two-tailed cats that worked for the Shinigami, the God of Death himself. Their powers to control hellfire and their ability to use spirit techniques made them truly fierce opponents. Depending on their age, kasha could easily become powerful enough to contend with even the strongest kitsune, minus maybe a Kyūbi.


  “Yep.” Abercio nodded. “A kasha apparently went and picked a fight with a group of teenagers, two of which match the description of Kevin Swift and Iris Pnév̱ma.”


  Alarm appeared on Kotohime’s face, mirroring the fear that suddenly clutched her heart.


  “Kevin-sama and Iris-sama fought against a kasha?!”


  “Don’t worry.” Abercio raised his hands in a calming gesture. “They won.”


  Kotohime froze. “They did?”


  “They did.” Abercio nodded.


  The sigh of relief that escaped her lips felt like it was taking all of her worries with it. Kotohime nearly slumped on the spot. She was sitting seiza, so she didn’t, as doing so would have been very uncomfortable, but the temptation to slouch was there.


  “I am pleased to hear that.” A tiny smile caused her lips to curl upwards. “It sounds like Kevin-sama and Iris-sama have gotten stronger during their journey.”


  “If you say so.” Abercio shrugged. Unlike her, he knew nothing of Kevin and very little about Iris, so naturally, he didn’t have anything to base her words on.


  “Did your informant say which way they were heading?”


  “Southeast to Qinghai.”


  Also known as Tsinghai, Qhingai was a province of China located in the northwest of the country, but still south of Kashgar. Located on the Tibetan Plateau, Qhingai was separated by a series of mountain ranges. While a good deal of the surrounding area was agricultural in nature, there were a number of large cities. It was also home to the Saint’s Chariot, the large floating landmass upon which the Citadel of Light, home of the Bodhisattva, resided.


  “At least we know they’re heading in the right direction.” Kotohime slowly sheathed her katana and stood up. “You mentioned that Kevin-sama and Iris-sama were traveling in a group.”


  “Yeah.” Abercio nodded once. “It seems five more girls have joined their group. My informant has tentatively identified them as yama uba.”


  “Ara, yama uba, you say?”


  Yama uba were a type of lower-level yōkai. While not the weakest on the yōkai hierarchy, they lacked the power necessary to compete with the true monsters: inu, tengu, oni, ryu, and of course, kitsune. Still, they were said to have amazing reflexes and a natural talent for combat. If Kevin and Iris had, indeed, managed to befriend a group of yama uba, then it could only be a good thing.


  “If they are nearing Saint’s Chariot, then it means we must mobilize our forces,” Kotohime declared, her excitement barely able to be contained. These past few days had been horrible on her. With Lilian-sama kidnapped and Kevin-sama off to rescue her with Iris-sama, she’d been stuck in a rut. Her mind was consumed with the desire to aid Kevin-sama in his quest, yet the matriarch had made her travel around Europe gathering the Pnév̱ma Clan’s family and allies.


  “It is.” Abercio’s words disrupted Kotohime’s thoughts. “I’ve already sent word to our forces. They should be ready to move out by the end of the day.”


  “Good.”


  “By the way…” Something about Aberioc’s voice caused Kotohime to look up. The admittedly handsome kitsune looked dubious. “You never did tell me how those brats are going to break through the barrier surrounding Saint’s Chariot, much less how they plan on getting to it.”


  “I didn’t, did I?”


  Abercio’s face became flat. “No, you didn’t.”


  In response to his words, Kotohime gave him a smile, one that contained a sliver of uncertainty and worry.


  “That is because I do not know the answer to that question myself.”


  ***


  Immediately after making their escape from Kashgar, Kevin and the others had walked along the national road; a curving, twisting thing that had more turns than a pretzel. They had eventually managed to hitch a ride when a car drove past them, a large van that apparently belonged to some not-so-nice people. They’d tried kidnapping the girls, probably to sell them on the slave market, which Kevin heard was a problem in the east.


  After thoroughly beating the crap out of them, Kevin had Iris enchant them into driving their group to the Ta’er Monastery, a temple which, according to Delphine, contained a gateway that would allow them to get onto Saint’s Chariot.


  As he sat in the back of the van with everyone else, his left hand absentmindedly clutched the necklace that Delphine had given him mere hours before he and Iris had left on their journey.


   


  They stood outside of the small landing strip near the Pnév̱ma Clan resort. At his back, the airplane’s engines hummed with life, a whining of turbines that he recognized as pre-launch prepping. Iris was already inside.


  From where he stood, Kevin could see the damage done to the resort. Catastrophic didn’t even begin to accurately describe it. Buildings had been reduced to rubble. The once magnificent structure that had been where guests resided looked like it had been gutted. Craters and pockmarks covered the ground, along with several deep chasms as if Thor’s hammer had split the earth. He could only imagine the kinds of battles that had taken place there, battles he had missed because of his own fight.


  “I really should be going with you,” Kotohime said. The four-tails stood before him, hands clasped in front of her, thumbs twiddling. “It isn’t right to send you and Iris-sama off to infiltrate China all by yourselves.”


  Kevin gave the woman a smile that he didn’t truly feel. “Iris and I will be fine. We’ve dealt with plenty of dangerous situations.”


  “That is true.” Kotohime’s smile matched the one he gave her. “However, I fear none of the predicaments that you, Iris-sama, and Lilian-sama have been in will have prepared you for this. You aren’t fighting yōkai in the human world, but traveling into the heart of enemy territory. And your opponent is not a single kitsune, but an entire clan; the head of which is the Bodhisattva, the most powerful Celestial Kitsune to have graced our world. I fear… I am afraid this will prove to be a far greater challenge than you or I could imagine.”


  “I really wish you wouldn’t say things like that.” Kevin felt as if Kotohime had just dropped a grand piano on his shoulders. Her apologetic smile did little to help soothe his worry.


  “My apologies, Kevin-sama. It seems my worry is making me say things that I shouldn’t, ufufufu…”


  When Kotohime raised a hand to hide her smile, Kevin knew that it was because she didn’t want him to see the trembling of her lips.


  “It’s fine, I guess,” he mumbled.


  “Hey, Stud!” Iris poked her head out of the airplane, her scowl letting him know that she was raring to go. “What’s taking you so long? Come on!”


  “I’ll be there in just a second!” Kevin shouted back. He turned to Kotohime, about to tell her goodbye one last time, when movement behind the yamato nadeshiko caught his attention.


  Delphine Pnév̱ma looked pristine, as always. Despite having only a toga adorning her frame, the woman’s beauty remained awe-inspiring. Then again, Kevin wondered if perhaps her outfit had something to do with her looks. This was a woman who did not need fancy gowns and opulent jewelry to look good. If anything, wearing extravagant outfits and expensive necklaces would have probably detracted from her natural beauty. Walking behind her was the ever-faithful Daphne.


  Delphine walked toward him with delicate, feminine footsteps, stopping just a foot or two from him.


  “I am glad to see that I did not miss you leaving.” Delphine’s smile, while wondrous, did not ease Kevin’s mind. The way she clasped her hands together, pushing up her incredibly prominent bust, also did not help him. “I have something to give you before you leave.”


  Kevin really had to wonder about the women of this clan when Delphine reached into her cleavage. No other group of females he knew used their Extra Dimensional Storage Spaces so much. It was like they got a kick out of making people’s eyes pop out of their heads by hiding stuff between their bazongas.


  “Here you are.” Delphine held something out for him to take—a necklace. It was rather pretty, he had to admit. The chains were made of some silvery substance that looked like silver but was far too lucid. Attached to the chains was a gem, its multiple facets glowing with a strange inner light that made him think of ghostly flames.


  “I’m not really one for wearing jewelry.” Despite saying this, Kevin still took the necklace. Kotohime had once told him that one did not refuse the Pnév̱ma matriarch. Ever. He didn’t want to appear rude or ungrateful, so he grabbed the offered item. The smile he received let him know that he had made the right decision.


  “I expected as much,” she confessed. “However, I do suggest you wear this. I personally made that gem myself. It should help you when you reach the Shrine Gate that leads to Saint’s Chariot.”


  Kevin held the necklace out, watching as the sunlight hit it. Refractions upon the surface caused the inner fire to shine even more brilliantly. As he continued watching, he almost thought he could make out a face inside of the fire. It must have been a trick of the light.


  “How is this going to help me?”


  Delphine’s eyes twinkled with a mischief that made him shudder. “That, my dear Kevin Swift, is something you will discover when you reach the Shrine Gate.”


   


  Kevin didn’t really understand what she had meant by that, but he supposed it just meant he would be finding out when he reached the Shrine Gate.


  A sudden jerk knocked Kevin from his thoughts. It took him a second to realize the van had stopped. The guy who’d been driving them, some random human of Chinese descent, turned his head to look at them, his dark eyes glazed over, a sign that Iris’s enchantment was working.


  He said something in Chinese. Kevin resigned himself to not understanding a word this guy said. He really hated not knowing what everyone was saying.


  After this is over, I’m going to take lessons on how to speak Mandarin.


  “Thank you.” Iris smiled at the enchanted man and blew him a kiss. At the same time, the van’s back door opened. Kevin waited until the others had disembarked before exiting himself. He watched as the second enchanted man closed the door and entered the passenger's side. His eyes didn’t leave the van until it had driven off.


  “You’re sure those people aren’t going to rat us out once your enchantment wears off?” he asked Iris.


  “Don’t worry, Stud.” Arms crossed under her chest, Iris did her best to reassure Kevin. “That enchantment I cast on them was special. After it wears off, they’ll forget ever meeting us, so there’s no need to fret.”


  “That’s good.” Kevin released a relieved breath.


  With his worry abated, Kevin took a moment to identify their surroundings. The place they found themselves in made him truly feel like he was in China. Every building was surrounded by high walls that blocked all but the gabled roofs. Most roofs, he noticed, had a single incline, but several of the more prominent structures had two or more.


  The roadways did not hold the appearance of traditional blacktop roads that he was used to. Nor did they have the one or two-way appearance. All of the roads were large, more reminiscent of plazas than actual roads. Cars drove freely down them while people walked around these sections. The roads themselves looked more like cobblestone streets. He did see a few dirt roads, and several paths that trailed off into the distance, but that was about it.


  “Do you know where we are supposed to go, Kevin Swift?” Phoebe asked.


  “Uh…”


  “… You don’t, do you?” Polydora sneered at him.


  “Why don’t we try that big temple over there?” Euryale pointed off toward something in the distance.


  Kevin followed her finger. The first thing he saw was a series of steps that led up to a raised platform upon which a towering structure sat, a gigantic multi-story building composed of sweeping roofs, bright colors, and a beautiful design. Being a multi-story building of traditional Chinese design, each story had its own tiny roof, with the top level having a sweeping roof that appeared to be made of gold. The curvature of the roof caused the edges to curl upwards. Sitting upon each edge was a traditional Chinese dragon. Three cones shot up from the top, and two men stood in between them. The entire thing reminded Kevin a lot of those structures he’d seen in Dynasty Warriors Orochi, an awesome game based very loosely off The Romance of the Three Kingdoms.


  On a side note, Kevin’s favorite character was most definitely Zhao Yun.


  On another side note, he and Lilian often argued over who the better character was. Her favorite was Zhuge Liang.


  On a unanimous decision, the group made their way through the congested walkways toward the large building. There were a lot more people around than Kevin expected. He guessed they’d come to see the Ta’er Monastery, which Kevin heard was a pretty big tourist attraction.


  The monastery itself consisted of more than just one building. Kevin and the others surveyed the area to see many buildings, all built in the same style, albeit, not as grand as the one they were heading toward. Along the way, Kevin was given a tour guide brochure by a young lady who, thank the gods, spoke English.


  “You new here,” she had said. “This tell you about Ta’er Monastery and surrounding area.”


  “Um, thank you.” Kevin smiled at the woman, who smiled back before handing out several more brochures to other people. He and his companions continued on their way, and Kevin unfolded the brochure to see that it was mercifully written in English.


  “So, what’s that thing say?” Iris asked, leaning into him in her effort to read what he was holding.


  “I, too, am curious to know what it says.” Phoebe came up on his other side. She and Iris made eye contact for a moment, and Kevin thought he saw sparks emitting from the pair’s eyes. He ignored them—and the feeling of Polydora’s killing intent—in favor of reading from the brochure.


  “As the religious activity center of both monks and followers of the Yellow Hat Sect (also named Gelugpa Sect, a branch of Tibetan Buddhism), the Ta'er Monastery (Kumbum Monastery) is located in Huangzhong County, Qinghai Province, 25 kilometers (about 16 miles) away from the capital city of Qinghai Province - Xining.”


  “In order to commemorate Tsongkhapa, founder of the Yellow Hat Sect, the Ta'er Monastery was built in 1577 more than 150 years after his death. Now it is considered a sacred place in China.”


  “In the Tibetan language, Ta'er Monastery is called 'gongben,’ which means '10,000 figures of Buddha.’ During its long 400 years of history, it has gradually become a place of interest for its distinct ethnic color and native style. The whole area covers more than 144 thousand square meters with mountains surrounding it. It has 9,300 rooms and 52 halls. The Ta'er Monastery is a group of fine buildings in a combination of both the Han and Tibetan styles of architecture on the mountain slopes. It has lofty temples and halls rising one upon another. The palace buildings, Buddhist halls, sleeping quarters, as well as the courtyards echo each other and thus enhance the beauty of the whole area.”


  “Among so many buildings, the Great Hall of the Golden Roof and the Great Hall of Meditation are the main parts.”


  “As the center core building, the Great Hall of the Golden Roof is in the middle of the monastery. Inside the hall, there is a silver tower built to commemorate Tsongkhapa. In the ark behind the hall, the treasures of the Yellow Hat Sect are stored. They are considered very precious relics of the Ta'er Monastery.”


  “The Great Hall of Meditation is the authoritative institution for the religious organization of the monastery. It is the biggest structure and lies rightly in front of the Great Hall of the Golden Roof.”


  After he finished reading, Kevin folded up the brochure.


  “That was really informative,” Thoe said.


  Kevin paused with the brochure halfway to his pocket. “Would you like to read more of this?”


  “Can I?”


  “Sure.”


  “Thank you!”


  “I’m guessing the place we need to head to is the Great Hall of the Golden Roof,” Iris deduced as Kevin gave the brochure to Thoe.


  “That would be my guess as well,” Kevin agreed.


  “Such an ostentatious-sounding place can only be that large building Euryale pointed out earlier.” Phoebe crossed her arms and nodded several times.


  “Agreed.”


  The group set off. They walked down the walkway toward the Great Hall of Meditation. It greeted them, a magnificent structure made of long and short pillars. Carved upon their surface were beautiful patterns. Colorful felts swathed upon them enhanced the building’s visual appeal. Several embroideries and long narrow flags acted as festive decorations. Hanging from all four walls were lively and unique pictures. According to the brochure he’d read, they told the story of Buddhism and religious life. A pure gold tower stood in the hall, supposedly containing the ashes of Tsongkhapa, a famous teacher of Tibetan Buddhism.


  Iris whistled. “Wow, this is a pretty fancy building for a simple hall.”


  Kevin had to agree. “It is kind of ostentatious. Aren’t Buddhists supposed to believe in humility and all that? This doesn’t really strike me as humble.”


  They walked into the Great Hall of Meditation, which led them into a massive courtyard. As they entered the courtyard, however, something odd happened.


  The world around them seemed to waver. Distortions reminiscent of heat waves appeared before their eyes. Not just their eyes, but everyone’s eyes. It looked like reality itself was being bent by something. Cracks began appearing within the air. Giant splits in the sky, as if an abominable monster was tearing a hole through this universe, like one of the Old Ones was coming to wreak havoc on this world. A sound akin to shattering glass filled the air. Several people covered their ears. Kevin and his companions looked up, and that’s when they saw it.


  “W-what the heck?” he mumbled.


  It hovered in the air, a massive piece of floating landmass. Gigantic barely began to describe the floating island, for that’s all it could be, an enormous island silently hovering in the sky. If Kevin had to describe it, he would have said that it looked like someone had split a mountain in half, inverted it, and then made it float.


  “What… is that?” Phoebe asked in a mixture of awed reverence and fear.


  “That?” Iris took a shaky breath. “That is Saint’s Chariot, the island fortress of the Bodhisattva and home of the Shénshèng Clan.”


  “Why can we see it?” Kevin asked. “Isn’t there supposed to be some kind of barrier that makes it invisible?”


  “There is.” Iris appeared uncertain. “Or at least, there should be. I don’t know what’s happening.”


  “Everyone else can see it, too,” Menippe pointed out.


  Indeed. All the other people present were gawking and pointing at the giant floating island that had suddenly appeared in the sky. Some were also taking pictures.


  That’s not good, he concluded silently. If people actually have proof of yōkai existence… He didn’t want to think about the kind of chaos that would bring.


  “Come on,” Kevin said. “We need to hurry up and find that Shrine Gate. The sooner we get up there, the sooner we can rescue Lilian.”


  Kevin began moving, the others following quickly behind him. His strides took him to the Great Hall of the Golden Roof. Its colorful gates greeted him. They were of differing lengths, and carved into their surfaces were a variety of floral patterns, which were painted with multifarious fresh colors. The surfaces of the walls were covered in green ceramic tiles and embedded with countless pearls, agates, and gems. It made the entire wall sparkle.


  He entered the hall quickly, his feet tapping along the concrete floor. He ignored the many works of art around him, the intricate paintings that decorated the walls. His mind didn’t stray to the simple yet majestic columns that he strode past. Nothing but getting to that Shrine Gate was on his mind.


  It didn’t take long to reach what he suspected was the Shrine Gate. The strange silver tower glowed with an unusual, otherworldly light. Embedded into its surface like fragments of a jigsaw was an incalculable number of jewels. Ten layers of pure white hada wrapped around it like silken gloves, enhancing the grandness of its majestic presence. Situated before the tower, golden and silver lights and old flasks were displayed, along with more than five thousand small golden figures of Buddha surrounding them.


  “So… is this the Shrine Gate?” Iris peered at the tower, which stood several heads and shoulders above them, trying to discern the indiscernible.


  “I… I think so,” Kevin mumbled as he, too, tried to determine what they should do now. “At least, it should be. I can’t imagine the Shrine Gate would be anything else.”


  “If this is the Shrine Gate, then how are we supposed to activate it?” Phoebe asked.


  “Shrine Gates can normally only be activated by the kitsune of a specific clan,” Iris informed the other girl. “For example, the Shrine Gate of the Pnév̱ma Clan can only be activated by members of the Pnév̱ma Clan and a few select allies. If this really is the Shrine Gate to Saint’s Chariot, then only a member of the Shénshèng Clan should be able to activate it.”


  Saying more than simple words could, Phoebe’s frown was a reflection of her innermost thoughts.


  “So you are telling me that we have traveled all this way for nothing?”


  “I didn’t say that.” Iris shook her head. “Just that activating this gate without a member of the Shénshèng Clan being present isn’t possible.”


  While Iris and Phoebe spoke, Kevin walked up to the tower. He studied it, this giant monolith whose opulence seemed more like an expression of arrogance than anything else. He didn’t know much about Buddhism, but this monument of extravagance didn’t really strike him as a humble shrine to honor a man who taught humility to others.


  When he got closer to the tower, a light flared up on Kevin’s chest. Looking down revealed the necklace within his shirt lighting up like a beacon. Reaching into his shirt, he pulled out the gem.


  Light emitted from inside of it, impossibly bright. A plethora of refractions shone with a brilliant luminosity. Kevin had to close his eyes. Loud, feminine shrieks came from behind him, but they sounded muffled, as if they were coming from a great distance. The light soon died down, but spots in his vision kept Kevin from seeing for several more seconds.


  Upon cracking his eyes open, Kevin saw that the tower in front of him had changed. No longer a tower, it had become a torii, or what appeared to be the Chinese equivalent of one. The large entrance stood before him, a towering archway made of some type of silvery substance that he couldn’t identify. It glistened in the light, and he could see images etched into its surface. There, a nine-tailed fox sitting regally on the ground. Over there, a group of humans and yōkai worshiping a nine-tailed fox standing on a cliff above them. Numerous scenes played out along the column-like pillars that supported the ornate lintel.


  In the center of the torii was an image. Its form reflective like the water’s surface, the image shown was of a bamboo forest, and rising above that forest on spires that jutted from the ground like fingers grasping the heavens was a palace of the most beautiful asymmetry he’d ever seen.


  “Uh, so, does anyone know what just happened?” Iris asked. “Because I’m completely lost.”


  “I think…” Kevin gazed at the necklace dangling from his hand. The light had died out. Not even a pale flicker remained. “… I think this necklace that your grandmother gave me somehow opened the Shrine Gate.”


  Iris stared at the necklace, too, as if only now seeing it for the first time.


  “Huh.” She scratched the back of her head, ears twitching. “I guess it’s a good thing you started wearing jewelry, isn’t it?”


  “I don’t wear jewelry.” Kevin glared at her. “I only wore this because Delphine told me to, and I don’t know about you, but I’m not gonna say ‘no’ to someone who can erase me from existence.”


  “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea,” Iris admitted.


  “So, then, now that we are here, do we go in?” Phoebe asked.


  Kevin turned his head to look back at Phoebe. His eyes burned with a fierce determination that would not be deterred.


  “What do you think?”


  He turned back around to face the torii. Without a backward glance, he walked through the portal. This was it. He wouldn’t be stopped here. Come hell or high water, Kevin promised himself that he would rescue Lilian.


  He also made a mental note to look up what the Chinese equivalent for torii was.




  CHAPTER 10


  THE CITADEL OF LIGHT


  Stepping through the portal of a Shrine Gate was a most unusual experience. It had a sort of liquid feel to it that, combined with its strange elasticity, made him feel like he was walking through a sheet of water that had somehow solidified into the consistency of a rubber band. The feeling only lasted for a second, maybe less, and then he was standing on the other end of the portal, gazing at the most unusual of scenes.


  This place… It was a bamboo forest. Towering over him like giant beanstalks were thousands of bamboo trees. Tilting his head to glance up revealed a canopy of leaves, which blocked out much of the sun. He gazed upon the ground once more. The leaves overhead caused the sunlight to cast patterned shadows on the ground.


  “So this is Saint’s Chariot.” Iris walked up to stand by his side. Her eyes, too, were gazing around the forest with something like a mixture of shock and “WTF am I looking at?” It was an expression only she could pull off. “I expected many things from the famed Shénshèng Clan. A bamboo forest was not one of them.”


  “I don’t think any of us expected to see a bamboo forest on Saint’s Chariot.” Phoebe walked past the two in order to better survey their new surroundings. Her blond hair swished as she turned her head left and right. Bright blue eyes were narrowed in concentration, and pouty lips lowered into a stern frown.


  The other yama uba came up to them, each walking past him and Iris to join Phoebe.


  “What do you think?” Iris asked.


  “I think we should get moving.” Kevin strode up to the yama uba, and then glided past them to stand before the only path out of this place that he could see. He then turned around and gazed upon his companions. “Are all of you ready to go?”


  “Hmph.” Iris’s locks of raven-colored hair caught sparse trickles of sunlight as she flicked it over her shoulder. “Do you even need to ask that?” Her predatory gait brought her to him, where she stopped and gave him that sexy smirk that she was so well known for. “You already know that I’m ready for anything. I didn’t come all this way just to let you go off and rescue Lilian on your own.”


  “I believe that all of us are ready, Kevin Swift.” Phoebe’s declaration, made with a completely solemn voice, was accompanied by the nods of her fellow yama uba, even Polydora.


  “Where Lady Phoebe goes, I go,” Polydora said impudently. Kevin didn’t let her words get to him. He’d long ago accepted that she didn’t like him because she was yuri for her leader. He just nodded and went along with it.


  “In that case, let’s get a move on.”


  Kevin turned around, eyes back on the path. Leaves crunched underneath his heels as he began what he hoped was the last stage of their journey.


  Hang on, Lilian. I’m coming.


  ***


  Zhìlì didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed.


  It wasn’t like his situation was horrible. Certainly, there were worse things he could be doing. Still, the idea of being stuck at home, unable to leave, incapable of committing to his favorite pastimes, bothered him. That he was more or less stuck babysitting Lilian Pnév̱ma because his older brother wanted to kill the girl before she could heal Jiāoào was just the icing on the cake.


  “Oh, man,” he said, paraphrasing the phrase he’d learned while in North America. “I really wish Jiāoào would hurry up and get better. All this waiting is killing me. I’m so bored.”


  “Then perhaps you should be doing something productive,” a voice said from the doorway.


  Lifting his head from his hands, Zhìlì stared at his little sister as she stood in front of the door. Behind her, ever the silent sentinel, was her bodyguard, Li. His towering mass stood stock-still, trunk-like arms crossed over his massive chest, the hem of his Shaolin robes caressing the marble tiles. He was a stark contrast to Fan with her cherubic face and white lolita clothing.


  “I am being productive,” Zhìlì said defensively. Fan’s snort told him exactly what she thought of his words.


  “Right. Productive.” Cocking her hip at an angle, she crossed her arms and stared. “Tell me, oh dear brother of mine, does being productive include napping in your chair? Does it include complaining about how bored you are?”


  Zhìlì felt her words were a bit too harsh. “I’m not just sleeping and complaining, you know?”


  “Oh? Then what are you doing?”


  “I was, um, uh…” Zhìlì thought fast. “I was reading reports from my intelligence network in the Americas!”


  A single raised eyebrow told Zhìlì that Fan didn’t believe him.


  “Really?”


  “Yes, really.”


  “Then where is this report?”


  “Um…”


  For reasons that he didn’t quite understand, Zhìlì broke out into a cold sweat as Fan stared him down, waiting impatiently for him to produce the report that he spoke of. For his part, Zhìlì couldn’t understand what he was so afraid of. Why? Why did this three-tailed kitsune, this vixen who was so much weaker than him, inspire this feeling of fear?


  Perhaps it was fortune that led to the door bursting open. Zhìlì probably would have thought so, were it not for the words the person who’d done the bursting in, a young guard with two tails and a bald head, said.


  “Lord Zhìlì! Lady Fan! We have a serious problem on our hands!”


  “Calm down,” Zhìlì said placatingly. “Seriously man, chill out. Now take a deep breath and tell us what happened.”


  The young guard did as instructed, taking several deep breaths, and then he said the words that made Zhìlì feel like someone had just tentacle raped him.


  “Lord Zhìlì, the barrier has been broken. All of the humans down below can see us.”


  A stifling and uneasy silence filled the room. In the face of such a devastatingly horrendous declaration, Zhìlì could only sum up his thoughts with a few choice words.


  “Well, shit. That isn’t good at all.”


  ***


  “I think we’re lost,” Iris said.


  “We’re not lost,” was Kevin’s rebuttal.


  “You sure?”


  “Positive. We haven’t been walking long enough to get lost.”


  “Being lost implies that we knew where we were going at one point,” Phoebe pointed out. “As we have not a clue as to where we are going, the term ‘lost’ does not apply to us anyway.”


  “Thank you for that,” Kevin muttered.


  “You’re welcome,” Phoebe said in a gracious manner. She didn’t seem to realize that he was being sarcastic.


  Walking through the bamboo forest was a surreal experience. That they were on a floating landmass only made it more out of this world.


  The pathway had long since disappeared. Oh, sure, there was a trail, but it didn’t seem to lead anywhere. They had been walking for a long time now and seemed no closer to their destination.


  As they continued to pass brambles of bamboo, the sound of hurried footsteps caught their attention. They were getting closer. The group shared a startled look before, as one, they rushed off the path and into the sea of bamboo trees.


  Kevin peered around the large series of bamboo trees that he and Iris had chosen to hide behind. Rushing through the very spot where they’d been standing mere seconds prior was a group of kitsune, a large group of nearly thirty kitsune, all of whom were wearing orange and yellow Shaolin robes. Their bald heads gleamed brightly even in the sparse lighting that trickled through the canopy. It presented a stark contrast to their fox ears, all of which varied in color as they stood on end.


  “What do you think is going on?” Iris wondered, her voice a mere whisper.


  “It probably has something to do with this place becoming visible to the humans down below,” Kevin whispered back.


  Before Iris could say another word, both of them froze as the feeling of something approaching reached them. Even Kevin, who could not sense yōkai, felt an electric jolt run down his spine.


  A man appeared before them, a kitsune. Unlike the others, this kitsune did not run. He walked, his stroll sedate, almost leisurely, as if he was in no rush to get wherever everyone else was going. His short blond hair swayed as he walked, hovering over a pair of blue eyes that seemed capable of melting steel. The robes that he wore were more trench coat than actual robes, even though they held the same general style as those Shaolin monk robes that the other kitsune wore, if a bit more extravagant. They flared out behind him, billowing like they had a life of their own.


  “Oi! Chao! Wait up, man!”


  A second man walked up to the first, who’d stopped and turned his head to glare at the one who dared to intrude on whatever thoughts were wandering through his head. The other man appeared similar to the first, except his hair was much longer, his posture was more laid back, and he wore really intricate fantasy armor instead of robes. Kevin recognized that man. He had been one of the people who’d attacked him and Lilian back in Greece.


  “What do you want, Zhìlì?” the one known as Chao asked.


  “I just thought I’d walk with you, since we’re going to the same place.” Zhìlì stopped next to Chao and grinned. “You and I hardly ever talk even though we’re brothers. I thought it would be nice if we caught up a bit.”


  “Did you ever think that maybe I don’t want to ‘catch up’ with you?” Chao turned away from Zhìlì and resumed his walk. The one in armor hurried to catch up.


  “Aw, come on. Why are you always hating on me like that, huh?”


  “Because you’re annoying,” Chao started, then stopped. He halted in his tracks, and his head turned to where Kevin and Iris were hiding. The two swiftly ducked behind the bamboo.


  Did he see us?


  A cold sweat broke out on his brow. He tried to still his breathing, but his anxiety made that difficult. He could feel blood pounding in his ears. It was like the roar of a rushing tide, blocking out everything else.


  Fortune favored them when, seconds later, Chao turned his head and began walking again, studiously ignoring his seven-tailed brother.


  “Wha… H-hey! Come on, Chao! Wait up! Chao! Chao!”


  Two sets of footsteps soon receded into the distance. The overwhelming presence of the two insanely strong kitsune disappeared. Kevin’s shoulders sagged in relief. The breath that he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding was released in a single gust.


  “That was way too close,” he muttered.


  “I’ll say.” Iris peered out from around the bamboo trees again. “Meeting two kitsune with that many tails right off the bat doesn’t bode well. I hope that isn’t some kind of omen.”


  Kevin saw how shaken up Iris was. Her skin appeared clammy. Sweat had formed on her face, trickling down her neck and even soaking her shirt. Her hands trembled as they clutched at the bamboo. In fact, most of her body was shaking like a fox kit staring down the muzzle of a wolf.


  “If it is an omen, then I believe it’s a good one,” he assured her.


  “Why is that?”


  “Because…” Kevin looked back at the path that the two kitsune had just disappeared down. “… The Bodhisattva only has four children: Chao, Zhìlì, Fan, and Jiāoào. The rest are branch members, and none of them have that many tails. Those two who just left must be Chao and Zhìlì, the Bodhisattva’s oldest sons. Jiāoào is currently a vegetable, or so I am told, which means that Fan and her bodyguard are quite possibly the only two kitsune of note that we’ll have to really worry about.” He looked back at Iris and gave her a surprisingly feral grin. “I like those odds much better than our previous ones, don’t you?”


  After a moment, Iris returned his grin with one of her own. She held up her hand.


  “Have I ever told you that you’re really sexy when you grin like that?”


  “No.” Kevin reached out and grasped her hand. “But Lilian has, and we need to rescue her.”


  “Right!”


  “Just as soon as we find our way out of this forest.”


  “… Way to kill the mood, Stud.”


  “Sorry.”


  ***


  Kotohime walked through the Ta’er Monastery, doing her best to blend in with the crowd. Considering she refused to wear anything except one of her traditional Japanese kimonos, she stood out like a sore thumb—or a Japanese woman with a fetish for out-of-date Japanese clothes in China.


  “That is quite rude,” Kotohime said with a miniscule frown.


  And no less true. Maybe if you actually wore a disguise…


  “My kimonos are a very important part of my design, which you well know. And besides, I rather like my kimonos. Now, need I remind you about which one of us has the katana?”


  Ah, um, d-did I say you stuck out like a sore thumb? Hahaha! I merely meant you were just so radiantly beautiful that people couldn’t help but notice you!


  “I suppose that is a bit better.”


  Phew.


  “You’re still not off the hook.”


  Eep!


  “Give the author a break, Kotohime.” Walking alongside her, his posture a lazy slouch, Abercio grinned at the yamato nadeshiko. “He makes a fair point, you know? That’s why I suggested several disguises for you to wear before we came here.”


  Kotohime almost sneered. If doing so wouldn’t have ruined her image as a traditional Japanese beauty, she would have.


  “You can’t honestly expect me to wear the clothing you suggested, Abercio-san. I do not know what kind of fox you think I am, but this Kotohime refuses to wear anything so inappropriate.”


  “As opposed to a kimono that shows off your more than ample cleavage?”


  Kotohime stared down at her kimono, a dark red piece that depicted a sakura tree during the sunset. Pink sakura blossoms wove their way across her back, traversing her entire kimono in a spiral that went down her sleeves and dispersed along the hem. Much like all of her other kimonos, this one was quite loose, which meant her jaw-dropping bust was practically popping out of it.


  She looked back at Abercio.


  “If you do not look away from me in ten seconds, I will gut you, Abercio-san,” she said in an almost sincere-sounding voice.


  “Right. I got you.” Abercio looked away. “I wasn’t ogling you or anything of the sort, you know. I was just stating a fact.”


  “Fact or not, you should never speak of such things in the presence of a lady.”


  “Touché.”


  A moment of silence passed between them.


  “Is everyone in place?” asked Kotohime.


  “They are.” Abercio nodded in several directions. Kotohime followed each nod to see one of the many kitsune who’d come with them. There were about fifty in total. They were all incognito, acting like tourists and taking in the sights. Some she recognized by face, but others she’d never met. “They’re simply waiting for the fun to start… and speaking of fun.”


  Kotohime’s gaze was drawn toward the same area as Abercio’s. She felt it just like he did, the powerful emissions of youki that were beginning to saturate the area. She could even tell that the youki in question was celestial in nature.


  “It seems the Shrine Gate has been opened again.”


  “Yeah. Heh, I’ve gotta admit, Mom’s a genius when it comes to concocting a plan like this. She has those two go in first and use a God’s talisman to forcefully open the Shrine Gate after the barrier was abruptly disrupted. The Shénshèng Clan reacts exactly as expected, sending their warrior monks down here to erase everyone’s memory and putting the city in lockdown until it can be repaired. And that’s when we strike.”


  Abercio’s left hand made a fist, which he slammed into the palm of his right. Excitement permeated his being, wafting from his frame like pheromones from a vixen in heat.


  Kitsune were an odd race. Most hated fighting. However, when there was no choice but to fight, they displayed an excitement that only an inu or an oni could match. This was especially true for male kitsune, who looked at every opportunity to battle as a pissing contest to display their manliness.


  Kotohime rolled her eyes.


  Men…


  “By the way…” He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “… Do you know how the barrier was broken in the first place? I mean, the barrier around Saint’s Chariot is supposed to be the strongest barrier in the entire world, a masterpiece of Celestial Kitsune art. I hear that it interweaves two hundred separate illusions into a seamless gradation that masks it so completely not even the most sensitive yōkai can detect it. And that’s not even going into the barrier itself, which can withstand nuclear explosions with ease. How did something like that break so easily?”


  “I… I am not sure,” Kotohime admitted, “but I have a… a hunch, I guess you could call it.”


  “A hunch?”


  “Yes.”


  After a moment of silence, Abercio chortled. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”


  “Of course not. I’m not even sure if my theory is correct anyway.”


  “Well, I suppose that’s fine,” he sighed. “Not like we’ll be able to discuss it all that much right now anyway.”


  “Indeed.”


  Kotohime and Abercio further hid amongst the populace as several dozen monks rushed out of the Great Hall of the Golden Bell. Their orange and yellow Shaolin robes marked them as members of the Shénshèng Clan’s warrior monks, branch members of the clan who acted as guards dedicated to the protection of the main family. They spread out en masse and instantly got to work—weaving complicated illusions, enchanting humans. Their job was to make sure everyone present forgot about what they saw this day, to ensure that no human remembered the giant, floating landmass above them.


  “It looks like they brought out the big guns,” Abercio whispered.


  Kotohime nodded. She saw the two people that her partner spoke of. If the eight and seven tails swishing behind them didn’t let her know who they were, then the power they exuded did.


  “Chao and Zhìlì.”


  “You sure you’re up for this?” Abercio asked. “I know you’re skilled, but those two aren’t the type of people who can be taken down with skill alone.”


  A bone-chilling smile was what Kotohime answered with. “You should not worry so much about me. I can handle Zhìlì-san. You worry about Chao-san.”


  Abercio held her gaze for several seconds… and then he slowly chuckled.


  “As you wish.” He turned his head back around to eye his opponent. “Let’s get this party started then.”


  “Yes.” Kotohime whispered under her breath. “Let’s.”


  ***


  Zhìlì stood back as the warrior monks worked, moving from person to person, erasing their memories, and then moving on. They were pretty efficient, he had to admit. His brother had trained them well.


  Sparing a glance at his elder brother, Zhìlì barely withheld his grimace. He really did love his brother, all of his family in fact, but he could do without the man’s attitude.


  Honestly, couldn’t he just be a little nicer? I mean, we’re family.


  He looked at his older brother again, at the stern frown that Chao wore, that infamous scowl that made him so unapproachable.


  Zhìlì promptly felt a small droplet of sweat trickle down his temple.


  Probably not.


  Before his thoughts could go any further, a massive surge of youki grabbed his attention. He turned his eyes toward the sky, to the massive floating piece of land above them that blocked out the sun.


  Only, Saint’s Chariot was no longer visible.


  “What is this?”


  He watched as something blocked his home from view. His vision became hampered as a coalescence of spirit stuff, protoplasmic matter, formed from the huskless souls of the damned. It gathered above them, starting from some point above their heads and moving down, a white film of youki that spread out like drizzling rain as it splashed against an umbrella. Not long after the spirit energy expanded, it formed a dome, one that encased the entire city.


  “This is…”


  “Spirit Art: World of Ghostly Entrapment Technique.” Chao curled his lips in distaste. “It seems someone was waiting for us in order to spring this trap.”


  “So it does.” Zhìlì observed the dome some more. “There’s a lot of youki packed into that thing. Delphine Pnév̱ma is definitely not here, so this must be a combination technique. I wonder how many kitsune were used to form this?”


  “Fifty-six Spirit Kitsune were used to create this barrier,” Kotohime said as she walked out from behind a pillar.


  “You are…” Zhìlì gazed upon the woman for a few seconds before smiling. “Ah, yes. I remember you. Kotohime, if I am not mistaken. I see you’ve healed from your injuries quite well.”


  “Indeed.” Kotohime’s smile was like the very blade that she wielded. “Thanks to my River Kitsune blood, I do not even have a scar or internal injuries left from your attack on me.” She stopped several meters from him and his brother. “Though I still remember that rather painful injury you left me with quite well. While I am not one to bear a grudge, I was rather upset when I discovered that Lilian had been taken because of my negligence.”


  “So you’re here to reclaim that Pnév̱ma girl and your lost honor, then?” Chao said, eying the woman. He scoffed a second later. “What can a four-tails like yourself do against kitsune of our power, especially alone as you are?”


  “Who said she’s alone?”


  Chao’s eyes barely had time to widen before he was sent flying. Zhìlì watched in shock, his hair billowing about as his eldest brother soared past him like a fighter jet breaking the sound barrier. The eight-tailed kitsune crashed into the wall belonging to one of Ta’er Monastery’s many structures, and then he went straight through it. From where he stood, Zhìlì could see the rising clouds of dust, signifying that his brother had just plowed through multiple buildings. When the smoke cleared around the first wall his brother had broken through, it revealed several other holes that he could follow with his gaze.


  Sixteen buildings. Chao had been blown through exactly sixteen buildings.


  Standing where Chao had once been was a man. Long silvery hair, a Pnév̱ma Clan trademark, hung about his head like a shaggy lion’s mane. Those locks framed a handsome, masculine face from which two emerald orbs sat, their gleaming reminiscent of twin moons that embodied the phantasmagoric night sky. Curling his lips was an arrogant grin. Eight tails swayed back and forth behind him.


  Zhìlì felt like he’d just had a dildo shoved down his throat.


  “Hello,” the man greeted.


  “You…” his lips felt dry, “you are Abercio Pnév̱ma, the Silver Prince of the Netherworld.”


  “And you are Zhìlì Shénshèng, the famed Golden Knight.” Abercio must have sensed his anxiety because he chuckled. “Don’t worry, I’m not your opponent.” He nodded his head toward Kotohime. “She is.”


  “Um, ok… ay…?”


  Abercio tossed a grin at Kotohime. “I leave this one to you, my dear.”


  Kotohime rolled her eyes. “Please just get going already. Your opponent is likely to be getting up by now.”


  “Right. Right. I’ll be off, then.”


  Abercio tossed Kotohime a lazy wave before disappearing. One second the man was standing there, and the next he was gone. Zhìlì had to blink to make sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him.


  The hissing of metal being unsheathed made him turn his head. Kotohime’s katana was in her dominant hand, while her wakizashi was in her off hand. The katana was being held in a standard grip, but she clutched the wakizashi in a reverse grip. With her stance lowered yet relaxed, primed like a ticking time bomb yet calmer than a gently flowing stream, Kotohime looked more than ready to do battle with him.


  “Well,” she started, a smile curving her lips into a delightful U-shape, “shall we get started?”


  Zhìlì stared at the woman for several seconds…


  … Then sighed.


  “Do we really have to fight? I would rather not…”


  “That is too bad.” Kotohime’s eyes hardened to the consistency of diamonds. “Because whether you wish to fight or not, I cannot allow what happened back when you and your family kidnapped Lilian-sama to go unpunished.”


  Zhìlì’s sigh was that of a man resigned to his fate.


  “All right, fine,” he said. “Just don’t complain when I beat you. Man…” He scratched the back of his neck. “This is so not cool. I’d much rather you and I went on a date than do battle.”


  “Sorry, but I don’t date men who kidnap the people I cherish.”


  “… Figures.”


  





  
  




  


  ***


  The Citadel of Light was, perhaps, one of the most awe-inspiring pieces of architecture that Kevin had ever seen. It wasn’t just a palace. In fact, he was almost one hundred percent positive that calling it a palace was doing it an injustice.


  It loomed before them, situated on a raised platform, with a large staircase leading up to it. A massive, sprawling complex of the most extravagant Chinese design. Sweeping roofs held a delicate curvature at their ends, from which a golden nine-tailed kitsune sat. The walls glistened in the light, gems and intricate patterns of inlaid gold sparkling as the sunlight reflected off their near incandescent surfaces. Nine spire-like towers jutted up from within the structure, their pointed tips set to spear the very heavens. Each one glittered as if comprised of freshly polished marble.


  “Oh, um, wow.” Kevin couldn’t keep from muttering in slight awe.


  “Yeah…” Even Iris stared at the structure in awe. “Those nine towers… don’t they look a lot like massive dildos to you?”


  Kevin slowly brought up his hand… and smacked the back of Iris’s head.


  “Owch!”


  “We should get a move on, Kevin Swift, Iris Pnév̱ma.” Phoebe, while also impressed, seemed to be much better at not showing it than him or his mate’s sister. She walked past the two and began making her way across the path leading to the stairs, the other yama uba following suit. Kevin and Iris looked at each other before catching up to Phoebe and the others.


  The stone path leading to the staircase was surprisingly long. Surrounding it was a massive garden unlike anything he’d ever seen. It stretched out for what seemed like miles, only ending where the bamboo forest began. All manner of flora was arrayed before them, some of which he knew by sight but not name, and others that he didn’t recognize at all. They blended together, mixing and melding into a plethoric rainbow of multiple colors, and that was saying nothing about the decor that littered the place.


  His eyes strayed from the massive garden to the golden foxes that lined either side of the path they walked. All of them were sitting in repose, their nine tails fanned out behind them like the feathers of a peacock. Diamonds embedded into their eye sockets glowed with otherworldly light, reminding him of Lilian’s Light Sphere technique.


  “This is kind of creepy, isn’t it?” Menippe didn’t seem to like the many statues and shied away from them, moving closer to Euryale for comfort. “It’s like they’re all staring at us.”


  “It is somewhat disquieting, is it not?” Phoebe nodded in agreement.


  “Creepy is what I would call it,” Polydora muttered.


  “I think they look kind of cool,” Thoe said... and received more stares. “W-what?”


  They soon made it up the stairs and reached the entrance. While not large, the door that led into the Citadel of Light was majestic. Painted a dark red, almost crimson, it gleamed like fresh blood. Gold inlays created intricate patterns, images that seemed to tell some kind of story. Kevin couldn’t be sure, but it appeared to be something about the Bodhisattva, though given that just about everything in this place had the Kyūbi aesthetic going for it, that didn’t mean much.


  Kevin took a deep breath and placed his hand on the door. When nothing happened, he slowly pushed it open, the hinges creaking, a rancorous squealing that sounded far louder than it should have. They walked through the now open doorway, stepping into a large hall that seemed obnoxiously spacious.


  “The inside looks even more grandiose than the outside,” Iris muttered as Kevin shut the door behind them.


  “Did you expect anything less?” he asked.


  Iris shrugged. “Not really.”


  “Let us continue,” Phoebe interrupted them once more.


  As they began moving again, Kevin’s gaze continued to wander, searching for any potential traps this place might have. He honestly didn’t know if a real Chinese palace would have any, but he’d played more than enough games to become wary of places that he’d never been to, especially places that looked like the final level before a boss fight.


  They passed by large red columns. Each one so thick that it would probably take three people just to wrap their arms around it. As they continued walking through the hall, the wall to their left eventually opened up, revealing a section with no roof. It looked like another garden. More flowers were arrayed around the area, and there was even a pond with fish swimming around in the crystal-clear water.


  “Kevin Swift,” Phoebe began when they entered another hallway, “would you pardon me if I asked a question?”


  “Not at all.”


  “Do you even know where your mate is located?”


  “No,” Kevin gave her an honest answer, complete with headshake. “I don’t. How can I when I’ve never been to this place before?”


  His words seemed to annoy Polydora. The look on her face was the kind someone gave to insects. It was like she was looking down her nose at him.


  “So we’re basically just wandering around this place and hoping to get lucky?” Her lips curled in distaste. “I suppose I should have expected this, and yet I still find myself surprised by your lack of planning.”


  “That was mean, Polydora,” Menippe said, only to fall silent when the dark-haired girl sent her a fierce look.


  “Oh, stuff it,” Kevin grumbled irritably. “It’s not like I have a way of magically finding out exactly where Lilian is located through the power of love… or… some… thing…?” Kevin trailed off upon turning a corner.


  Someone else was already in the hallway. The person standing not two feet away, another Shaolin monk who he guessed had been left to guard the palace, stared at him, blinking several times, as if not quite sure what to make of his presence.


  The man opened his mouth, presumably to shout—when it was forced closed by Kevin slamming his palm into the fox-man’s jaw. The sound of clacking teeth echoed through the hall. The kitsune must have also not been using reinforcement because he had a serious glass jaw. Moments after having his jaw forcibly slammed closed, the kitsune was launched off his feet, hitting the floor like a toy thrown by a child having a temper tantrum.


  He did not get back up.


  “While you bring up a good point, I believe your words were out of line, Polydora,” Phoebe said with the same solemnity she spoke with for everything. She didn’t even blink at how Kevin had just dropped a kitsune like a sack of bricks. “It is true that Kevin Swift has clearly not thought enough on how to go about rescuing his mate—”


  “Gee, thanks,” Kevin muttered.


  “—and it is also true that he really should have thought things through more thoroughly.”


  “Does everyone ignore me when they’re mentioning my flaws? Seriously, what the heck?”


  “There, there, Stud.” Iris gave him a condescending pat on the shoulder. “I don’t care about your flaws so long as your dick works properly.”


  Kevin’s right eye began twitching rather violently. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”


  “Huhuhu,” Iris’s chuckle no longer instilled him with a sense of dread, just resignation. “Come on, Stud.” She pressed herself into his side. “You know you enjoy it when I tease you like this.”


  “Aren’t we supposed to be rescuing Lilian? You know, your sister and my mate? Can you not do this here?”


  “I want to rescue Lilian as much as you do, but, and while I hate agreeing with Ms. Needs-to-Get-Laid over there—”


  “Wh-what did you call me?!” Polydora shouted in outrage.


  “She does make a fair point,” Iris continued as if she hadn’t just been interrupted. “We don’t even know where to look. Until we can at least figure out where we’re supposed to go, there isn’t much we can do.”


  Kevin scratched the back of his neck. The vixen made a good point.


  “All right.” He lowered his hand. “I can see your guys’ point.” He paused, taking a moment to collect his thoughts. “So, we need a starting place to begin our search. I think our best bet would be those nine towers we saw. Lilian is probably in one of those.”


  “What makes you think that?” asked an inquisitive Phoebe.


  “Because in shōnen manga, every female captive is held in either a tower or a dungeon.” Kevin adopted a lecture pose, complete with right hand under left elbow and left hand pointed in the air. “I don’t think this place has a dungeon. However, it does have nine towers.”


  … Silence. Several crickets began chirping. A tumbleweed also randomly rolled by, traveling past them at a sedate pace as a soft breeze hit it.


  “Did you get any of that?” Menippe asked Euryale, who shook her head.


  Phoebe’s frown reflected her bafflement to a T. “I’m not sure I understand.”


  “It’s okay.” Kevin dismissed her confusion with a wave of his hand. “You don’t need to worry about the details right now. Just know that Lilian is in one of those towers, so that’s where we’re going.”


  “We should probably travel to the closest tower first,” Iris added.


  Kevin nodded his agreement. “Naturally.”


  Before Phoebe or anyone else could question Kevin and Iris further, another Shaolin monk walked out from one of the many side passages littering the hallway. Unfortunately, he walked out on the side opposite of the hall so none of them could do a thing when he spotted them and suddenly started shouting.


  “INTRUDERS! WE HAVE INTRUDERS! SOUND THE ALARM! SOUND THE—”


  Bang!


  Iris, Phoebe, and the others remained silent as the Shaolin monk kitsune went down, steam rising from his head. They stared for several seconds, and then looked at Kevin, or, more specifically, the gun in his hand, which was pointed at the now unconscious fox-man.


  “What?” Kevin asked.


  “You just shot him,” Iris pointed out.


  “Thank you, Captain Obvious.” Kevin’s voice was so rank with sarcasm that the word sarcasm didn’t really do it justice. “Please, feel free to point out something else. Maybe something that I don’t already know.”


  Iris frowned at him. “Okay, then, how about this? You just shot your gun, and it was really loud. I’m pretty sure everyone in the entire palace heard it.”


  As if her words held prophetic powers, the sound of rushing feet echoed down the hall. The sound of running was followed by shouting.


  “I think I heard something this way!”


  “Do you think it’s intruders?!”


  “Could be!”


  “Let’s check it out!”


  “Oh, hell.” Kevin felt like facepalming. He resisted up until the point where a half dozen kitsune burst into the hallway.


  “There they are! Intruders!”


  “Let’s get them!”


  “I believe it’s time for a tactical withdrawal,” Phoebe suggested.


  “No,” Kevin said.


  Phoebe gave him a startled glance. “Excuse me?”


  “We’re charging right through them!”


  Kevin heard shouting from Phoebe, but he ignored it and charged the group of kitsune. He drew his other gun while he ran and began firing off round after round into the horde of supernatural foxes. His first bullet struck one’s head. His second slammed into a kitsune’s torso. His third went wide when the kitsune moved before he could finish aiming. That one launched two tails at him via the extension technique, which Kevin slid under, using the highly polished marble surface to his advantage. As the tails passed over his head, he unloaded nearly ten youki bullets into them. The kitsune squealed in pain.


  Kevin ignored the loud, squeamish noise emitting from the kitsune’s mouth. He instead skipped back onto his feet upon finishing his slide, and then unloaded another ten bullets into the fox-man at near point-blank range. The Shaolin kitsune was thrown off his feet due to the youki bullets’ force. Kevin likened it to getting shot with multiple sledgehammers. By the time the kitsune hit the ground, he was already unconscious.


  “Extension!”


  Kevin spun around just in time to see another kitsune, one who’d been set to cast an illusion over him, get slammed into a wall by two long, furry, black tails. The other two kitsune that he’d missed were both dealt with before they could cast any illusions or enchantments by the yama uba, who ended up using their weapons as makeshift projectiles. Phoebe slammed her club into one kitsune’s head, and Polydora’s spear penetrated another’s thigh. Thoe appeared before one kitsune like a ghost and sliced into her chest before disappearing again. As that kitsune went down, Menippe came up with her own club and smashed it into his face, dropping him like a pile of lead weights.


  “See that? We took care of them,” Kevin said, nodding several times. “Now let’s go!”


  “W-wait! Kevin Swift! We should proceed with caution!”


  But Kevin didn’t proceed with caution. Prudence and subtlety were only useful with the element of surprise. Theirs was clearly gone, and Kevin no longer had the patience for such methods anyway. Lilian was here, somewhere in this palace, and he was going to find her.


  Wait for me…


  ***


  Kotohime knew this battle would be hard fought. She was going up against a seven-tailed kitsune, while she only had four.


  Power differences amongst kitsune were unusual bordering on the ridiculous. Every hundred years, kitsune gained another tail, and with it, their power increased dramatically. It didn’t double. It was squared. A kitsune with three tails would have three more times the power that a kitsune with two tails had. At four tails, they had four times more power, and so on. By the time kitsune reached their eighth tail, their powers could only be matched by a few creatures within the yōkai world.


  Zhìlì, as a seven-tails, had so much more power than her that it was like comparing an ant to a Tyrannosaurus rex. A four-tails going up against someone with three tails more than them was unheard of. No, it was suicide.


  But just because he was far more powerful than her didn’t mean she was going to give up. Ever since her and Kiara’s humiliating defeat at the hands of Luna, she’d been re-evaluating her own abilities and had determined that she needed to get stronger. Since she couldn’t increase her power, she had begun training and cultivating her swordsmanship in secret.


  She had used Kevin-sama’s own fighting style as a base.


  Kevin-sama had created a style that, while not perfected, allowed him to fight on par with yōkai, even though yōkai in general were far more powerful than any single human. His entire style centered around presenting openings during battles, and then countering when those openings were attacked.


  All yōkai had the predatory instinct, the need to strike at their prey’s weakest spot. By giving them a hole to strike, Kevin could not predict, but could actually control where they struck, thereby allowing him to counter his enemy’s attacks. Having sparred with him several times before, she knew that, given a little more time, it could become a most effective method of combating even more powerful yōkai.


  She had realized the benefit in trying to incorporate Kevin’s philosophy into her own style of fighting. She couldn’t mimic what he did, as her body was hardwired differently. However, she could use the philosophy behind his style to enhance her own, that being: “If you cannot defeat your enemy in a battle of power, then create an opening that allows you to turn your enemy’s power back on them.”


  Kotohime felt they were wise words.


  Even if Kevin had based those words on a shōnen manga he’d read.


  From what she had gathered of Zhìlì from their previous battle, he was one of those jack-of-all-trades type of kitsune. He was good at everything, but he hadn’t mastered any kitsune art. That being said, he was still a seven-tails, so it didn’t really matter how good or bad he was. He was still more powerful than her.


  Knowing that she couldn’t allow Zhìlì the first attack, Kotohime blitzed toward him. Her katana sliced through the air, singing a song of death. She was not surprised when Zhìlì created a Chinese falchion from his youki. The bright white and yellow blade hissed as it met steel. Kotohime reinforced her katana using water-natured youki to keep the celestial energy from slicing straight through it. She then brought her wakizashi to bear. The weapon slid out from behind her. Held in a reverse grip, the blade quickly sought Zhìlì’s throat.


  “Woah!”


  Zhìlì bent his torso backward. The blade soared through the open space his throat had been, whistling as it cut straight through the air. Trace amounts of blood flickered through the space as Kotohime used her water youki to extend her blade’s reach. She didn’t manage to do much damage, but her attack did draw a thin line of blood from Zhìlì.


  “Damn, girl,” Zhìlì started to mutter as he wiped the blood from his cheek. “You’re seriously trying to—”


  He was cut off when Kotohime sought to severe his head from his shoulders. Only quick reflexes and several centuries of training allowed him to avoid being beheaded.


  “Dammit! Let me finish when I’m talking!”


  Kotohime’s response was to try gutting him like a fish.


  “Tch!”


  While avoiding her powerful swings, Zhìlì used the extension technique to lengthen his tails and attack her from behind. He blinked when his tails went straight through Kotohime with a splash of water.


  “Did I really just get fooled by an illusion—crap!”


  Kotohime clicked her tongue when Zhìlì danced around her thrust wakizashi, though he was not fast enough to avoid it completely. Armor sparked as her blade scraped against the surface. He stumbled back several steps before regaining his balance.


  “How did you do that—?”


  Zhìlì’s words were once more cut off when Kotohime attacked again.


  ***


  Chao lay on his back, staring up at a decorative ceiling with several paintings of Buddha, as a feeling of the utmost irritation settled into his stomach like a pit of vipers.


  Someone had just attacked him. Him! Whoever had done it clearly didn’t realize who they were dealing with, and if they did, they were stupid. Who in their right mind would attack an eight-tails like him?


  “My, oh my,” a mocking voice chuckled. “Now that’s an interesting position to see you in. The Prince of Light, Chao Shénshèng, lying on his back. You look like you’re about ready to take it up the ass.” More chortling followed. Chao felt his blood begin to run hot. “Didn’t know you were that kind of fox.”


  Sitting up, stone fragments falling from his robes and hair, Chao glared at the man who stood before him—an eight-tailed kitsune much like himself.


  He stood up and dusted himself off. There were no injuries on his person, not that he had expected any, but still…


  A frown lit his face as he focused on the man before him. “I do not know who you are, and frankly, I do not care.”


  “Now that’s not very nice,” Abercio said, still chuckling. “I came all this way just to see you.”


  Chao scoffed. “I do not see why I should care about the identity of a dead man.”


  “Oh, but you should.” Abercio’s face lit up in a grin. Chao gritted his teeth at the arrogance in that smile. “After all, I’m the one who’s going to be kicking your ass today.”


  “Is that so?” With the scowl on his face deepening, Chao loosened up his shoulders and shifted into a horse stance, feet spread shoulder width apart, knees bent, fists tucked into his sides. “Come on, then. Let’s see if you can, as you say, kick my ass.”


  Abercio’s lips, already peeled back into a feral grin, seemed to split his face in half as the smile widened.


  “Gladly.”


  ***


  Lilian looked up from the floor upon hearing several explosions that rocked the tower she was in.


  “What the hell was that?!” Fan also stood up from where she was tending to Jiāoào’s prone body, her eyes bulging in shock as she twisted her head about. “What the hell is going on?!”


  “It sounds like multiple explosions coming from below,” Li answered, uncrossing his arms.


  Fan’s eyes flashed dangerously as she locked onto him. “I know that,” she spat. “I meant why are there explosions happening in our home?!”


  Li nodded as if he’d already suspected that was what she was really asking. Lilian wondered if this was his way of teasing his mistress.


  “If I had to guess, I would say that someone has managed to infiltrate the Citadel of Light and is now in combat with the token force that was left behind after Lord Chao and Lord Zhìlì left for the human city down below.”


  “Impossible.” Fan adamantly shook her head in denial. “There’s no way someone could have infiltrated our home without at least Chao or Zhìlì noticing.”


  “Do not be so sure, Lady Fan,” Li admonished her lightly. “While both of them are, indeed, powerful kitsune, they are not perfect. It is possible for relatively weak yōkai to slip past them, especially when there are so many kitsune present here to muddle youki emissions. Also, it is perfectly possible for a human to have slipped in completely unnoticed, as they have no youki to emit, and therefore their presence will have been completely smothered by that of so many yōkai.”


  Lilian perked up at the mention of a human. Could it be…?


  “A human…” Fan’s eyes slowly widened as she caught on to what he was saying. “Surely, you don’t mean—!!”


  “I do.” Li nodded with unusual solemnity. Then again, most actions he committed were solemn, so it wasn’t that odd. “I believe that Lilian Pnév̱ma’s mate has come to rescue her.”


  Kevin!


  Lilian felt her heart swell with joy and hope. She had always known that he wouldn’t let her remain a captive. Still, knowing that her mate was coming and actually hearing that her mate might be here right now were two completely different things.


  I have to get out of here and meet up with Kevin!


  More explosions rocked the tower. The sounds were coming closer. Gunfire had also joined the explosions. Lilian stood up and peered out of the window just in time to watch as black flames slammed into a nearby pillar, blowing chunks out of it and sending an unfortunate kitsune who’d been near it flying.


  “I sense the presence of a Void Kitsune,” Li declared suddenly. Lilian turned away from the window to look at him.


  “A Void Kitsune?” Fan blinked several times before her face slowly morphed into a scowl. “It must be this girl’s sister.”


  “This girl has a name, you know,” Lilian grumbled. “You should think about using it.”


  Fan ignored her. “Li, go down and deal with these intruders.”


  His gaze flickered over to Lilian, then back to Fan. “Are you sure that’s wise?”


  Fan’s eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Are you suggesting that a two-tails can defeat me?”


  “Not in a battle of power,” Li answered. “However, Lilian Pnév̱ma has proven to be a troublesome young woman. I do not think it wise to leave you alone in a room with her, where you cannot bring your full might to bear.”


  After taking nearly a full five seconds to digest Li’s words, Fan scoffed, as if the very notion that Lilian could defeat her even under less than adequate conditions was preposterous.


  “Your concern is duly noted. Now, I want you to go down there and deal with whoever those intruders are. This is an order from your mistress.”


  Li closed his eyes. Lilian observed the older kitsune, who seemed to be resigning himself. He must have sensed her eyes on him, however, as they opened seconds later and sought her out. She looked away, pretending she hadn’t been watching him. More explosions rang out. More gunfire echoed from below. Shouts of pain and screams of terror became intermixed with the reverberations of combat.


  “Very well, Lady Fan,” Li said at last. “If that is your order, then I shall, of course, head off to intercept the intruders. I would like to note, however, that I do so under protest. Protecting you is my life’s duty. For me to not be by your side during this time is something that I do not approve of.”


  “Your protestation has been duly noted.” Fan waved him off. “If you are quite finished arguing with me, then see to those intruders. Once you’ve taken care of them, it won’t matter if this girl tries to escape anyways.”


  “Again with calling me girl. You’re totally doing that to piss me off, aren’t you?”


  “As you wish.”


  With one last bow, Li left the room. Lilian watched him go, then turned her attention to Fan, whom she noticed had locked eyes onto her.


  “Don’t think of trying anything,” Fan warned. “If you make even one wrong move, then orders from Father or not, I won’t hesitate to kill you.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Lilian replied easily enough. Of course, the term “one wrong move” only applied to when someone was caught. She would bide her time, waiting for Fan to drop her guard. It shouldn’t be too long, as Jiāoào was there to distract the three-tailed kitsune. She just needed to be patient.


  Just wait. Once you take your eyes off me, I’ll show you why Li’s desire to stay was well founded.


  Lilian leaned against the wall and looked outside. She could actually see Kevin and Iris now. They were darting between the pillars as they fought off several kitsune with anywhere from two to three tails. Kevin had closed his eyes, which she found odd, but most of her attention was on the five women decked in skimpy and torn outfits.


  Who are they?


  She frowned, but dismissed them. Whoever they were, if they wanted to join Kevin’s harem, then they would need her approval first.




  CHAPTER 11


  RESCUE OPERATION GONE SOUTH


  Zhìlì knew he was in trouble several seconds after their battle had begun. If it was simply a matter of power, then Zhìlì knew that victory would have already been attained. The problem was that power mattered little in this battle. What good was having overwhelming power when he couldn’t even bring it to bear?


  The first of his many problems was their location. They were in the middle of a public location with hundreds of people. While most kitsune didn’t care about human lives, and indeed, even his own clan cared little for the ape species, they did believe in showing compassion to lesser beings. It was their duty as a family whose origins were divine in nature.


  Zhìlì took this compassion one step further. While his father, brothers, and sister cared little for humans beyond the necessary, he loved humanity. He loved their culture, their diversity, and, most importantly, he loved their women. He didn’t want to harm any humans, which meant all of his more powerful attacks were out of the question.


  Illusions were also out of the question. While he could cast some pretty powerful ones, Kotohime wasn’t giving him the chance to do so. She was all over him. Her blades flashed out at speeds that he could only match thanks to his reinforcement, but he was still being put on the ropes. He just didn’t have enough time to weave anything more complicated than simple stuff, and Kotohime could dispel those easily.


  However, Kotohime seemed to have mastered using basic illusions and river techniques to the point where he couldn’t tell when she was using them. Sometimes he’d attack her, only for the person he attacked to actually be a water clone. There were numerous times where she would use water-based illusions to bend the light around her, making it look like she was in one place, when in fact, she was standing just slightly to the left. These illusions were so small and unnoticeable that he was easily led astray.


  His last problem was fundamentally simple, yet at the same time mind-boggling. Kotohime was better than him. As a fighter, as a warrior, her skills were superior to his in every way. She moved her blades with a fluid elegance, constantly seeking to penetrate his hastily made defense. They struck at him with speeds that his eyes could scarcely keep up with. Every attack was designed to maim or kill, and the constant, never-ending combinations she attacked him with left him completely unable to counterattack.


  It was completely unlike their one-sided battle in Greece.


  Kotohime came in with a quick thrust of her katana at his chest. He raised his falchion to block the attack, but hers was merely a feint. She used her wakizashi, hidden within the shadow of her katana, to suddenly penetrate his guard and nearly impale him through the stomach. He avoided it by disengaging and hopping backwards, but Kotohime seemed to have expected this, as her wakizashi suddenly extended in length, the blue tint of the blade letting him know how she was doing it.


  She’s using her youki to extend the length of her sword!


  He tried to escape from the watery blade, but it followed him everywhere, seemingly homing in on his location like a tracking dog. It stuck with him no matter what he did. His back eventually pressed against a wall when the blade cornered him, and he realized that this was Kotohime’s intent all along. The tip of the watery youki blade stabbed right into his chest—and then he disappeared.


  If she was surprised, Kotohime did not let it show on her face. She was already moving, katana coming up in a slash that sent a crescent blade of water flying out of it.


  “Ikken Hisatsu. Hien. River Art: Crescent Wave.”


  The deadly sharp crescent of water sliced straight through the wall that Zhìlì had used to hide behind, forcing him to abandon his position, leaping into the air. Kotohime accurately predicted where he would land. She was there to meet him, her wakizashi leading the attack this time.


  Zhìlì raised his blade in time to defend himself, but he was surprised when Kotohime swung her katana in an overhand slash. He gritted his teeth and moved back just in time to avoid being sliced in twain. He was not quick enough to avoid injury, however. His left hand went to his right shoulder, feeling the warm blood that leaked from the deep wound. Kotohime’s sword had sliced right through his armor as if it wasn’t even there.


  “That’s some talent you have there,” he said in a conversational tone. “Creating a blade of water to extend the length of your attacks and then hardening it with your youki. I bet you could probably cut through diamonds like that.”


  “I can,” Kotohime stated simply. “Now prepare yourself, for am I not finished with you yet.”


  Zhìlì backpedaled quickly as Kotohime surged forward like a tidal wave. Acting as if his life depended on it—namely because it did depend on it—he channeled youki into two of his tails and quickly activated the illusion that he’d been carefully cultivating for the past few minutes of combat.


  “Celestial Art: Zhuge Liang’s Hidden Fang.”


  Kotohime’s charge suddenly halted. She stared down at her chest, at the ethereal sword sticking out of it. She blinked several times, as if she was not quite sure what to make of the blade tip poking out from between her cleavage. Her eyes then turned up, seeking him out. He offered her an apologetic smile.


  “I’m sure you remember this attack,” he said. “It is the same one that I used on you the last time we met. I am sorry for using it on you again, but it’s the most surefire way to keep you from trying to kill me.” He looked up at the sky, toward the barrier that blocked his view of Saint’s Chariot. “I suppose I should deal with that next.”


  He was just about to begin moving when his instincts screamed at him. Loud alarms blared in his head, and it was only thanks to his superb reflexes that he managed to avoid death by katana.


  “You should never take your eyes off your opponent,” Kotohime said as she charged at him again.


  “What the…?” Zhìlì’s gaping face was nearly cut in half when Kotohime swung her katana in a diagonal slash. He leaned away from the incoming blade, but still received a cut that went across his forehead. “How did you get out of my illusion? A four-tails doesn’t have enough youki to break out of an illusion that requires at least six tails to cast!”


  “Very true.” Even as she spoke, Kotohime didn’t relent in her attacks, not even for a second. Zhìlì was forced to continue dodging, lest he find himself disemboweled by her precise strokes. “And had you actually cast that illusion on me, it would have indeed been problematic.”


  “Had I actually…?” It took Zhìlì a second to figure out what she meant. He dodged left. Several strands of his hair fluttered to the ground as they were cut. When he finally did realize what she was saying, he almost felt like smacking himself. “You switched yourself out with a water clone while I wasn’t looking.”


  “That is correct.”


  Kotohime spun around. Her wakizashi slammed against his falchion, pushing it away and leaving him wide open, which allowed her to slip her katana through his guard. He tried evading the piercing attack, but Kotohime must have predicted what he would do. Her blade suddenly changed directions, and he felt a sharp pain in his shoulder.


  Looking down revealed Kotohime’s katana had impaled him all the way to the hilt. Blood dripped down from the wound, staining his shirt, the liquid expanding like a puddle of rain during a storm. After staring at the wound for nearly a full second, he looked up, gazing into Kotohime’s stone-cold eyes.


  “Your first mistake was leaving me alive back when we first fought,” Kotohime informed him. “Thanks to that, I was able to discover what sort of fighter you were and devise a method to defeat you.” The blade was twisted. Nerve endings flared like a thousand stars going nova. Zhìlì barely withheld a gasp of pain. “Your second mistake was kidnapping Lilian-sama.”


  “And…” Zhìlì found his breath leaving him, making it hard to talk. “… What was… my third mistake?”


  “Underestimating me.” Kotohime’s expression remained harder than diamonds. “As the human saying goes, three strikes and you’re out. This is your third strike.”


  The blade was yanked free from his shoulder. Carnelian fluids sprayed from the now open wound, splattering against the ground. He fell onto his knees, his hand going to the injury, feeling the warm liquid gushing from it. Grimacing, he tilted his head up to see Kotohime flick her blade clean.


  “This is the end, Zhìlì-san.” Kotohime’s declaration was said with the utmost confidence.


  “You’re right,” Zhìlì agreed. “This is the end. It seems I can no longer afford to hold back.”


  “What?”


  Kotohime had just enough time to widen her eyes before the entire world lit up with the incandescent brilliance of a sun.


  “Celestial Art: Unbreakable Oath of the Bodhisattva’s Covenant.”


  A circle appeared beneath Kotohime’s face. At the same time, a massive surge of energy exploded from Zhìlì.


  Rather than be daunted by whatever was happening, Kotohime leapt into the air. Zhìlì didn’t know what she was doing, but the woman soon began spinning her blades in front of her, which created several thin layers of youki. His attack exploded seconds later. A massive beam of energy shot from the circle and into the sky. Kotohime was engulfed.


  Or so he thought.


  “Kitsune Art: Transient Counterforce. Nii.”


  Instead of Kotohime being consumed by his attack, it was his attack that began dispersing, breaking apart as it met the strange barrier, which looked like four layers of youki. His attack disappeared after running out of energy. Kotohime landed back on the ground, none the worse for wear.


  “H-how did you defeat my technique?” asked a stunned Zhìlì.


  “It called Transient Counterforce and it is a technique that I created centuries ago for the express purpose of defeating techniques stronger than myself.” Kotohime raised a hand and hid her smile behind the sleeve of her kimono. “I believe you will find that it will take far more than such a simple technique to defeat me.”


  ***


  Chao, Abercio soon found out, fought a lot like he did—except with celestial attacks instead of ghost techniques.


  Ducking under a fierce thrust from the baton in Chao’s left hand, Abercio’s muscles tensed as he slammed his own baton into it.


  “Coil.”


  Like a writhing snake, his baton became flaccid. It warped around the other baton like a constricting anaconda. Abercio then yanked Chao toward him and thrust out the baton in his right hand, ready to break his enemy’s nose.


  It was not to be. Chao brought up the baton in his right hand and knocked the attack wide. He came in with a brutal headbutt that knocked Abercio for a loop. Stumbling back, blinking the spots from his eyes, Abercio was unable to stop Chao from unleashing his next technique.


  “Celestial Art: Prismatic Refractions Dance Upon the Surface of an Illusory World.”


  The world suddenly became blinding with a plethora of multi-colored lights. Thousands of different colors and shades and tints assaulted Abercio’s senses, leaving him unable to do anything as Chao slammed a baton into his face like an all-star batter hitting a home run. So much force was put behind the attack that, much like what happened to Chao a few minutes prior, Abercio was sent soaring.


  His body left the ground, flew back, and smashed through several buildings. Even though he was using reinforcement, pain exploded in his back. His head rung each time it slammed into, then broke through, solid brick. Cuts and nicks appeared along his skin as some of the fragments that broke off the walls when he blew them to pieces cut into him.


  Gritting his teeth in concentration, Abercio used the extension technique. Four of his eight tails extended to incredible lengths. They speared the ground like stakes, digging in deep and halting his backward momentum with a jerk.


  Just as his feet touched solid ground, Chao burst forth from the wreckage that Abercio had made. No longer wearing just the robes of a priest, ancient armor similar to those worn by troops in the late Han Dynasty adorned his frame. He came in hot. No doubt Chao wanted to end this fight soon.


  Rather than be startled by the sudden speed Chao displayed, Abercio used his special brand of reinforcement to meet the attack head on.


  “Spirit Art: Armored Spirits, Wavering Souls.”


  His form became encased in ethereal white armor. Unlike the bronze amour of a Spartan, this gleamed with the white luminosity of several thousand souls. Faces writhed within the breastplate, flickering in and out of existence like the phantasms they were. Gauntlets and greaves of the same white protoplasmic matter offered his arms and legs not only protection from harm, but increased agility and strength.


  The two met in the center. Their batons collided, generating a massive shock wave that caused the earth around them to crater. Cracks split the road. Columns and walls crumbled as they were struck by the incredible force.


  Abercio spun around, bringing up the baton in his left hand, created through the use of Soul Forging, and swung it with all his might. It was met with an equally fierce resistance from a baton made from the divine energy of a Celestial Kitsune. The two weapons clashed. An explosion of discharged energy sent both weapons blasting away from each other.


  Not one to let himself be finished with a single attack, Abercio spun again, counterclockwise this time. He came in with an attack from the baton in his right hand, which was met by Chao’s baton once more. His other hand then came up and blocked the jab that Chao tried slipping into his defense, the repulsing force from which sent both him and his foe skidding along the ground.


  “Heh.” Abercio wore a fierce grin as he eyed Chao. “Who would have thought I’d find another person who fought with a style so similar to my own. And to think, it’s the infamous Prince of Light. An interesting twist of fate, wouldn’t you say?”


  “The only thing interesting about this is determining how long it shall take for me to kill you,” Chao said.


  Abercio released a gusty breath. “Ha… you might use the same weapons as I do, but you’re battle banter could use some serious work.”


  Chao didn’t respond with words. He merely attacked again.


  ***


  There were a lot more kitsune guarding this place than Kevin had first realized.


  He and his friends were, in essence, pinned down because the number of kitsune guarding the corridors had increased dramatically. No, pinned down wasn’t the appropriate word. They were trapped. Hemmed in. They were like those foxes that had been cornered by British hunters on horseback.


  Already Kevin had been placed under sixteen different illusions. Only his strong will and a lot of self-inflicted pain had allowed him to throw them off, to fight through them. Iris helped some, but she was too busy weaving counter illusions to break him out of their enemies’ illusions. Unfortunately, she was only a two-tails and lacked the power to truly contend with some of the other kitsune. There were at least five three-tailed kitsune within this group.


  Kevin’s vision became distorted again. Colors became desaturated. Shades suddenly inverted. Black became white and white became gray.


  Knowing what this meant, Kevin closed his eyes and decided not to rely on them. He pointed his guns and began firing. With so many targets available, there was no need to aim. Every shot fired would hit something. His only concern was inadvertently hitting his allies.


  Screams echoed around him. Some were probably from his bullets striking targets, but a few were definitely because they were in combat with either Iris or one of the yama uba.


  A sound to his left made him tense. Footsteps. Heavy. Male. Not one of his allies, then. Kevin spun, his silver gun already extending. He felt the gun smack against something hard, heard a grunt of pain, then squeezed the trigger. The bang! of gunfire superseded that of the pained scream when whoever tried hitting him from behind was shot in the face. He heard a body hitting the floor seconds later, then felt a presence in the back of his mind, like the lingering taint of regret, disappear.


  Kevin opened his eyes to see that his vision was restored, which meant that the kitsune who had tried to attack him up close was the one who’d cast the illusion. Illusions only lasted so long as their caster was conscious.


  Unfortunately, the moment he opened his eyes, his vision was blocked by a bushy brown tail set to skewer him through the head!


  Eyes widening, Kevin reacted on instinct, dropping to the floor and letting the tail soar over him. He fired at the tail, a single bullet that struck it hard. A squeal erupted from somewhere in front of him, and Kevin aimed his other gun at the source of the noise, firing off two more rounds and listening to the sound of someone getting blasted off their feet.


  He stood back up to see what he’d expected to see. He and his allies were, indeed, surrounded.


  Iris was managing to keep a small group of three at bay with judicious use of illusions, extension, and void fire, which the Celestial Kitsune seemed incredibly wary of. However, fighting three-on-one was clearly taxing her. It didn’t help that she was unable to land a decisive blow on any of her opponents, as they always covered each other; dispelling illusions, canceling out her void fire with their celestial techniques before they became a problem, and keeping her harried with their own illusions. She was clearly on the ropes.


  Phoebe, Polydora, Menippe, Thoe, and Euryale were keeping their enemies from getting close by working as a team. They used a combination of hit and run tactics. With two people attacking and the other two defending, they proved themselves incredibly adept at fighting off multiple enemies at once. While they bore the brunt of the assault, Thoe slipped between the enemies and attacked using stealth. Yet even they were able to do nothing but keep their foes from simply overwhelming them. Among those fighting, the five yama uba were facing off against nearly a dozen enemies.


  “Extension.”


  Kevin ducked under the tail that came for him. At the same time, loud ringing pierced his eardrums like the shrill cries of a mandrake. A sound-based illusion. He ignored the blood pouring down his ears as his eardrums were damaged, instead raising his gun at the kitsune who hid behind two other kitsune who were charging at him from the front. The silver gun in his hand flashed once. The kitsune in front threw up a shield of some kind, a shimmering golden barrier of celestial energy that protected them, but they weren’t his target. His bullet zoomed past the shield and struck the one in the back. As that kitsune crumbled to the ground like so many others, his hearing returned.


  “Celestial Art: Flare!”


  The two kitsune who’d been rushing him attacked in unison. Kevin needed to close his eyes as bright, white light erupted from their tails. Having sparred alongside Lilian several times, he already knew that they planned on blinding him. It was a common tactic.


  He relied on his ears again instead of his eyes, thanking the gods that Kiara had the foresight to train him in how to fight blind. He might still suck at it—blind fighting, that is—but he could at least get a general idea of where the two kitsune were based on what he’d seen before closing his eyes, and what he heard right now. He brought his guns to bear once more and fired off a dozen rounds, six from each gun. Two shouts of pain alerted him to the two kitsune going down. Most unfortunately, that did not end his problems as there were several more supernal foxes coming in to take their place.


  “We need to think up something, and quickly,” Iris said as she and Kevin found their backs pressed together. Phoebe, Polydora, Menippe, Thoe, and Euryale tried keeping the vast majority of opponents away while she and Kevin traded volleys from a distance, Kevin with his guns and Iris with judicious use of Kitsune-bi, void fire, and several well-placed illusions.


  “I might have an idea,” Kevin informed her, firing off several more rounds. Each one hit a kitsune, and each kitsune went down as they were struck by black bullets of the Void. He knew those kitsune wouldn’t be getting back up. The Void would consume them. It made him feel incredibly guilty to know that he was taking more lives, but he shoved that aside. He could release his sorrow and guilt later, when Lilian was back with him.


  “Yeah? Let’s hear it, then!”


  “All right. Phoebe, Polydora, Menippe, Thoe, Eruayle! I need you five to form a spear point! Choose a direction and take down everyone in your way! Iris and I will provide long-range support!”


  The yama uba didn’t respond to him with words. Like the trained warriors they were, the five females formed the tip of a spear formation, with Phoebe at its head, and charged straight through the kitsune they were fighting. In the lead, Phoebe’s club was a blur of motion. She didn’t rely on her sight, which he knew had been adversely affected by an illusion of some kind. Yet she still somehow managed to smash several kitsunes’ faces in with well-placed hits.


  Polydora and Menippe took up guarding her from either side, while Thoe remained in the vanguard. Any kitsune who tried using extension to reach her was defeated with either an accurate piercing of Polydora’s spear, bashed into a ground beef with Menippe’s club, or received a kunai to the chest via Thoe. And behind the four, acting like a literal whirlwind of activity, Euryale used her bare fists to thrash anything that tried sneaking in from their blind spots, her yama uba ability to sense danger serving her well.


  Kevin hung behind them, his guns blazing. A quick check of his guns’ power levels revealed that he was about halfway through each cartridge. He had four full cartridges left. However, changing cartridges in the middle of intense combat was tricky business. At the moment, he didn’t trust himself with loading ammo in mid-combat. He would have to be careful.


  His eyes strayed to the side corridors as they ran. This place branched off into many hallways, which was how he and the others had found themselves surrounded in the first place. Sharp blue eyes counted the number of corridors, watching as kitsune dressed in the robes of Shaolin monks, with bald heads that looked really out of place with their furry ears, poured out of them. He waited until they had passed the vast majority of interconnected corridors before initiating his on-the-fly plan.


  “Iris!” Kevin’s voice blared loudly over the din of battle and the roaring of his twin handguns. “Destroy the roof with your void fire!”


  It was a testament to her trust in him that Iris didn’t question his command. Void fire burst to life on the tips of her tails, hovering over them like incandescent black holes. The flames grew in size, growing from a small, flickering fire to a raging inferno before being compressed into tiny balls.


  “Void Art: Void Shot.”


  The two balls of void fire blasted the ceiling apart like it was made of Legos. They detonated with the destructive force of C4, blowing chunks out of the ceiling and causing the entire thing to crumble like a house of cards.


  Kevin grabbed Iris and pulled her behind him just in time to avoid having the roof collapse on top of her. Several of the kitsune chasing them weren’t so lucky, and Kevin grimaced when a number of them were crushed underneath the falling debris, which flickered black as the void fire slowly consumed it.


  “Come on.” Kevin shoved his feelings to the side and began running down the hall. “Let’s head to the nearest tower.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” a voice said before they could get too far.


  Kevin, Iris, Phoebe, and the others skidded to a halt as someone appeared in front of them. Towering over them like Goliath, he stood before the group, arms held loosely at his sides, stance relaxed. He wore garb similar to the Shaolin monks they’d been fighting, but a little more ostentatious, with shoulder pads, gauntlets, and greaves acting as both protection and decoration. His dark hair and eyes contrasted with his pale skin. Five tails writhed behind him.


  The five-tailed kitsune stared at him with an incomprehensible expression.


  “You are Kevin Swift, if I am not mistaken. I see that you have recovered from your wounds quite admirably. I am glad to see that, for I take no pleasure in killing.”


  “You…” Kevin frowned at the man. “Who are you, exactly?”


  “My name is Li,” the kitsune introduced himself. “I am Lady Fan’s bodyguard and one of the people who brought your mate here.” Kevin clenched his hands into fists. “I know why you are here; I know that you seek to rescue Lilian Pnév̱ma. However, I cannot allow her to escape with you. I would like to ask that you leave peacefully.”


  “Leave?” The whispered word sounded surprisingly harsh to Kevin’s ears. His knuckles turned white from the force with which he clenched his hands. “You want me to leave? After coming all this way, after fighting through numerous horrors, you think I am going to leave?”


  “That is, indeed, what I am hoping for.”


  Lips peeled back to reveal gritted teeth. Kevin glared at the kitsune standing in his way.


  “Lilian is my mate,” Kevin said quietly, almost too quietly to be heard. “I may be human, and I may not know exactly what it means to be a kitsune’s mate, but there’s one thing that I do know. I love Lilian. I love her, and if you think for one second that I’m just going to walk away, that I’m going to leave after traveling all this way to rescue her, then you have got more than a few screws loose, pal.”


  “I see.” The kitsune known as Li sighed, shoulders slumping. He seemed resigned. “I do understand your feelings. Very well then. I shall not try and convince you to leave anymore.”


  Kevin tensed when the atmosphere suddenly shifted, becoming charged with what felt like an electric current. The skin on the back of his neck prickled unpleasantly as Li’s body posture changed. It was barely noticeable, but the relaxing of Li’s shoulders and slightly wider stance could not be mistaken for anything but someone preparing for combat.


  “I hope you will forgive me,” Li said, “but I cannot allow you to pass. Know that killing you will not bring me any pleasure. I only do this because you have left me with no other recourse.”


  ***


  Lilian had a plan to escape.


  It was a relatively simple plan, but she knew that sometimes the simple plans worked the best.


  She hadn’t moved from her spot since Li vanished. Still leaning against the wall, Lilian watched as Fan tended to her brother, fussing over him like the overly affectionate siscon that she was.


  Is it wrong that she reminds me a lot of my own sister?


  “What are you staring at?” Fan asked, scowling at her. Lilian resisted the urge to snap at the woman.


  “Nothing, really. I just thought I saw Jiāoào moving is all.”


  “What?! Really?!”


  Fan immediately turned her attention back to Jiāoào, eager to see the young man actually move, something that he hadn’t done without help after becoming like this. She leaned in close, invading what most people would have considered their personal space, her eyes shining as she watched and waited for the sign that Jiāoào was recovering.


  Nothing happened.


  Several seconds passed.


  Nothing happened.


  Fan only realized she’d been fooled a full five seconds after Lilian’s words, and by then, it was too late.


  “Extension.”


  The three-tailed kitsune turned her head just in time to receive two youki-enhanced tails to the face. Because she’d not been using enhancement to reinforce her own body, or even had a chance to use enhancement techniques at all, it hurt. A lot.


  With a sound similar to a cannon going off, Fan’s body left the bed, flying through the air, flipping end over end. She hit the floor on the opposite side of the bed, rolled several times, and then came to a stop after smacking against the wall.


  Lilian waited a few moments for the woman to get up. When Fan remained still, she declared the three-tails unconscious and walked toward the only exit in the tower.


  “All right!” Lilian declared as she left the room and started the long walk down the stairs. “It’s time to go meet up with my beloved and Iris… and those five other women, too, I suppose.”


  The sound of Lilian’s voice trailed off as she left the room. In the silence that soon permeated the lavish interior, no one heard the croaking voice that spoke up from the bed.


  “Li… li… an…”


  ***


  “Achoo!”


  Iris and Kevin sneezed at the same time. They were then forced to throw themselves to the floor when Li appeared in front of them, his body moving so fast it seemed as if he had teleported.


  Kevin rolled along the ground, skipping back to his feet. Li went after him, having either determined that he was the biggest threat among them or because he wanted to take out the weakest link first. Kevin didn’t know. He supposed it didn’t matter. What did matter was proving to this fox that he wasn’t some weakling who would go down so easily.


  Li moved faster than any opponent Kevin had ever faced. His punches didn’t just come in quicker than the human eye could track. It was almost like his fists were instantly teleporting themselves directly into Kevin’s gut. Before leaving on his mission, Kotohime had informed him of how this man’s power worked, just in case they had to fight him.


  According to what he’d learned, Li had the ability to change his body’s composition into celestial youki, which was what allowed him to move at near-light speeds. Kevin likened his powers to Borsalino’s—a character from an anime he and Lilian enjoyed watching called One Piece—ability to reconstruct his body from energy particles and move at the speed of light. The difference lay not in the mechanics, but in the origins. Borsalino’s powers came from eating a Devil Fruit, while Li’s abilities were the natural result of his celestial affinity. Although seemingly making him invulnerable, Li’s power had several weaknesses.


  His ability did not protect him against void or celestial powers. As the polar opposite of celestial energy, the Void could not be defended against by a Celestial Kitsune, unless they met the void attack with an attack equal or greater in power. Since Li’s ability was a passive power, its very nature was not conducive to attacking.


  Celestial techniques also worked against him. This was because of the very nature of yōkai powers. Affinities of the same nature always had the power to cancel each other out. It had something to do with how, because they were of the same nature, the same affinities didn’t work on each other the way they would on another affinity.


  There were other weaknesses, like how if you could damage him too quickly for his reconstruction ability to work, you could injure him. However, Kevin didn’t have the ability to move faster than light, nor did he have Kotohime’s ability to attack from several hundred directions seemingly at once. He was just a normal human.


  That didn’t mean he didn’t have a plan.


  Having already predicted that Li would attack him from his blind spot, Kevin spun around and aimed his gun, firing off a single round at almost the same time his enemy appeared to attack. True to form, Li did not move from his spot—no doubt he expected the attack to phase right through him. It was too bad for him that this bullet was made of void youki.


  Pained and surprised hissing was Li’s response when, instead of going through him like a normal projectile would, the attack slammed into his chest and lit his clothing ablaze with black fire. He put the void flames out by overpowering it with his celestial youki, but by then, Phoebe and Polydora had closed the distance. Most unfortunately, they did not have the ability to attack him, as all of their damage was physical in nature, and they lacked Kotohime’s immense speed. Phoebe’s club went right through him, same as Polydora’s spear. Both then became victims of Li’s fists, which sent them flying straight into a wall.


  “Phoebe! Polydora!”


  Kevin watched horrified when the wall around them cracked from their bodies’ impacting against it. They hit the ground with a sickening crunch and didn’t get back up.


  “You should never take your eyes off your opponent,” Li said from behind him.


  Instinct alone saved Kevin. Even while his mind and eyes were trained on the scene of his companions’ broken bodies on the ground, his body reacted the way it had been trained.


  Torso bending to the left, then twisting in the opposite direction, he avoided the fist that almost broke his spinal column. At the exact same time, he lifted his right hand, the barrel of the silver gun pointing at the arm that attacked him, his finger squeezing the trigger. Li’s arm jerked back as a bright flash emitted from the barrel. The shot missed, instead striking the ceiling and leaving a black burn mark.


  Having learned through experience, Kevin knew better than to remain still after his failed counter. He was already twisting away from Li, whose fist blurred through the spot where his head had been. Kevin raised the black gun in his left hand and fired off a round of dark energy, which Li avoided entirely by disappearing, his ability to move at near-light speeds coming into play.


  “Void Art: Void Fire.”


  Iris tried to offer support by blasting Li with void fire, but his speed made hitting the five-tails impossible. He simply moved too quickly for Iris to get a lock on him, and his reaction time easily trumped hers.


  “Ugh, this is like trying to fight the freaking Raikage when he’s using his lightning armor,” Kevin complained to himself.


  “I do not know who this Raikage that you speak of is, but my abilities make fighting against me a hopeless endeavor, especially for a human, a two-tails, and a group of yama uba.”


  “Are you telling me to give up?” Kevin asked through narrowed eyes.


  “No.” Li shook his head. “I know that you will not give up, no matter what I say or how logical my words are. I have seen your kind before. Even if it is a hopeless battle, you will continue to fight. Nothing I say will change your mind.”


  While Li was talking, Menippe and Euryale tried attacking him from behind. Euryale launched a powerful straight, while Menippe’s club descended upon Li’s head. Kevin was not surprised when both fist and club went straight through Li’s body like he wasn’t even there.


  “Like I said…” Li’s left arm smashed into Menippe and sent her flying. “It’s useless to attack me physically.” His right fist caught Euryale in the chest, and she was blasted backwards with more force than if she’d been shot from a Gundam launchpad.


  Thoe appeared above him. Li spun and tried to attack her, but then she replaced herself with... a log? Yes, that was a log. She replaced herself with a log, appeared in front of him, and stabbed him with a kunai.


  The kunai went right through him.


  Thoe was sent flying.


  Kevin, already knowing better than to look at Menippe’s, Thoe's, and Euryale’s broken bodies, raised his guns and fired off several rounds. He tried tracking Li as the fox moved, but that was even more impossible than trying to keep track of a lizard rushing through the desert. His eyes simply weren’t capable of moving at that speed. Even when not relying on his eyes, he couldn’t track Li. Only his knowledge, his ability to control the flow of battle through body language, allowed him to avoid having his insides turned into his outsides.


  The massive fist that swung at him was dodged when Kevin, having presented a vulnerable flank to Li, reacted accordingly. Moving to the left, he aimed the gun in his right hand at the extended arm and pulled the trigger. The youki bullet hit. Li grunted in pain before flickering away in time to avoid the next gunshot. The void fire from his black gun exploded against the wall before dispersing, as the projectile didn’t have enough youki to last for more than a few seconds.


  “Void Art: Rising Darkness.”


  The ground was suddenly consumed by void fire—or so it appeared to Li, being nothing but an illusion that only he could see. At least, that was Kevin’s hope. It was a hope that would be dashed when Li didn’t respond like Kevin wished—that being leaping into the air to avoid the flames, where he would be vulnerable—and instead unleashed a massive burst of celestial energy that, if Kevin understood right, dispelled the technique before he could truly become trapped in it.


  “Those illusions are going to become bothersome if I allow you to keep casting them.”


  As if it happened in slow motion, Kevin watched in mute horror as Li appeared behind Iris and swatted her away like a fly. As she went flying toward a column, his instincts kicked into high gear. A massive surge of adrenaline gave him the speed necessary to move in the path of her flight. The airborne vixen slammed into his chest instead of hard marble, knocking him to the ground and also depriving his lungs of oxygen.


  “I-Iris…” Kevin wheezed. He wanted to curl into a ball, but the vixen on his chest prevented that. “Are you… are you okay?”


  “I’ll live,” came the painful admittance. “I managed to reinforce my body before he hit me, so I guess that means I’m pretty lucky.” She raised her face to stare into his eyes. “Thanks for catching me. I didn’t want to test my talent at reinforcement against solid marble.”


  “No problem.”


  “I apologize for attacking you two while you’re down.” Kevin’s eyes bulged when Li suddenly appeared before them like a phantom. “While I would normally not do something so dishonorable, you have proven yourselves to be difficult opponents. Know that I only do this because it is my duty and not because I hold any malignant intentions toward either of you.”


  Kevin had watched many anime where the main character, upon having their death staring them in the face, saw everything happening in slow motion. He also knew that animators did this to make these moments seem more suspenseful. Knowing this, he’d never subscribed to the belief that it could ever happen in real life.


  It was funny how life worked out sometimes.


  For some reason, despite the fist moving at speeds he shouldn’t be able to see, Kevin could see it coming toward him. He could see it slowly moving closer, could see it curving slightly away from him, could see it—


  —wait.


  What?


  Kevin had just enough time to understand what was happening before the fist created a large hole mere inches from his head. Acting on sheer instinct, he hooked one of his feet behind Li’s left knee and yanked. The kitsune, unprepared for such an action, was unable to reactivate his light ability in time and fell onto his knees… and then received a kick to the testicles. The cross-eyed look on Li’s face was almost comical.


  “Extension. Celestial Art: Light Sphere!”


  The shout came seconds before two bushy red tails shot into view. White orbs hovering over the tails’ tips slammed into Li’s face. He closed his eyes as a bright flash emitted from them. He winced when the occurring detonation nearly blew up his eardrums.


  A loud yell of pain was somehow heard over the explosions. The light behind his eyelids died down, and Kevin opened his eyes to see Li’s body embedded into a wall, cracks spreading from the center of impact.


  “Beloved!” a voice shouted out. It was a voice he’d not heard in days. A voice that he’d come to cherish above everyone else’s. A voice belonging to a girl who’d smashed her way into his heart with the subtlety of a cat girl showing up at a Star Trek convention.


  Kevin’s heart leapt into his throat. He and Iris scrambled to their feet. They sought out the source of this voice, heads swiveling, wide eyes locking onto their target.


  “Lilian…”


  She looked no different now than she had the last time they met. Her green off-the-shoulder shirt displayed her perfectly flat tummy and impressive cleavage, and the tight jean shorts she wore showed off legs that put supermodels to shame. Her beauty, however, was secondary to everything else.


  She ran toward them, her vibrant locks of red hair whipping behind her like fiery threads of silk. Bright green eyes shone like emeralds, glimmering with incredible luster, beckoning him forward with the depth of the emotion displayed within them. Lips curved into the most delighted, excited smile to have ever been conceived drew him toward her.


  Kevin didn’t know when he began running. His legs moved with a mind of their own. He only knew that seconds after her appearance, Lilian was in his arms.


  His hands were on her waist before he could tell them where to go. He caressed warm, smooth skin that put the softest of silks to shame. Her intoxicating scent invaded him, filling his mind with so many thoughts and emotions that he didn’t know what to do with them all. However, there was one emotion, one desire, that soared above all the others.


  I want to kiss her.


  It was hard to tell who initiated their kiss. Kevin would later believe it was him, but it could have just as easily been Lilian. He pulled her closer, feeling the delightful nakedness of her trim waist. Hands, soft and delicate and feminine, made a mess of his hair, while at the same time pulling his head down, keeping his lips pinned to hers.


  He was not surprised when a tongue probed his mouth. Nor was he surprised when his own came out to meet it. The kiss deepened. Kevin allowed himself to get swept away by the feel of her lips, the touch of her body against his, and the sweet, sweet relief that came from finally seeing the girl he’d fallen in love with safe and sound.


  Several feet away from the kissing couple, Phoebe limped her way over to Iris. She had woken up just a few minutes ago, and she had watched the reunion between Kevin and Lilian. As she stood by Iris, whose eyes refused to leave the couple making out, the other girls woke up, too, and they all moved to join her.


  “I find myself having very mixed feelings about this,” Phoebe confessed to the raven-haired vixen. “I am glad that Kevin Swift has been reunited with his mate, truly, but at the same time, I cannot help but feel like this will make convincing him to have children with me much harder.”


  Shrrrkchuhk!


  Everyone except Iris blinked.


  “I am seriously beginning to wonder what that noise is.” Phoebe’s gaze wandered the area. “It is almost as if whatever is making that noise decided to follow us.”


  “I know what you mean,” Menippe added. “It’s kind of creepy.”


  “I think it's cute,” Thoe determined. She huffed when her fellow yama uba stared at her.


  Iris ignored the sound. She didn’t care about some strange noise. Instead, she gave Phoebe what had to be the first sympathetic expression she’d ever given someone whose name wasn’t Lilian.


  “I know how you feel.” She looked back at Kevin and Lilian, her fists clenched in impotence. “Dammit! Why is the stud the only one who gets to kiss my Lily-pad? I should be allowed to kiss her too! At the very least, they should let me join them!”


  Silence reigned. Several crows began cawing, which was unusual as there weren’t any crows present.


  “You are a most unusual young woman,” Phoebe said the words that all of her fellow yama uba—sans Polydora—were thinking.


  “Hpmh.” Iris scoffed. “You don’t have to tell me something that I already know.”


  




  
  




  


  “Kevin,” Lilian gasped after they pulled apart.


  “Lilian,” he breathed, nuzzling his nose against the crook of her neck. Tears that refused to fall pricked at his eyes. “I missed you so much. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.”


  “I think I can imagine.” Lilian’s tone, while slightly mirthful, was filled with the same longing that Kevin knew he was feeling. Her hands found his back. Fingers gripped his shirt fiercely as if afraid he might disappear. “Every day I’ve been stuck here has sucked. Nights were unbearable. Not getting to see you, not being able to hold you, it felt like a part of me had been taken away. There was this hole in my heart where you should have been but weren’t.”


  “I’m sorry.” Kevin could do nothing but apologize. “This whole situation is my fault. I wasn’t strong enough to protect you.”


  “No.” Lilian shook her head. “No, it isn’t. You can’t blame yourself for this. We both know how this works. The main character is always the underdog. Always. It was only natural that we would eventually be faced with such overwhelming opposition, and that they would try to capture me. It just means we need to get stronger, so that the next time someone comes after us, we’ll be ready.”


  “I guess that means we’ll have a training arc sometime soon.” Kevin chuckled as a thought occurred to him. “Hopefully, the next time someone comes after us, you won’t pull a Lucy Heartfilia again.”


  “G-gu!” Lilian would have doubled over as if punched in the stomach were it not for him holding her close. “W-what a horrible thing to say. I am not like Lucy Heartfilia. If anything, I’m like Erza Scarlet.”


  “Erza Scarlet doesn’t get kidnapped,” Kevin teased.


  “Urk!”


  “Although…” Kevin turned his eyes toward the ceiling in mock thought. “I do believe I remember this one time she was captured by Jellal… and I think she was also captured by Tartaros…”


  “Ho?” Lilian’s green eyes held a glimmer of amusement. “Do you plan on capturing me?”


  Smiling, Kevin raised his right hand and placed it against Lilian’s cheek. “What are you talking about? I’ve already captured you.”


  Closing her eyes, Lilian leaned into his hand and kissed his palm.


  “True. I was captured by you years ago.”


  “What are they are talking about?” Phoebe asked Iris.


  “They’re talking about two characters from one of those anime they love watching,” Iris explained. “I don’t know which one, though. I usually spent more time watching Lilian than I did whatever was on TV.”


  At the sound of her voice, Lilian shifted her eyes slightly to look at Iris. It was only for a moment, but when they locked eyes, Lilian gave Iris a smile that seemed to say, “thank you.”


  Iris could do nothing but smile back.


  Phoebe ignored the part about how Iris watched her sister. “I do not know what this anime that you speak of is, but it must be something truly impressive if a man of Kevin Swift’s integrity and strength enjoys it.”


  Iris stopped staring at Lilian to stare at Phoebe. A moment passed, then two. Finally, Iris turned back to Lilian and Kevin.


  “Uh huh. Sure, let’s go with that.”


  “I…” Lilian’s eyes widened when the choked words came out of his mouth. Kevin looked about ready to start crying. “I’m so glad… you’re safe.”


  Before Lilian could open her mouth, a voice spoke up. “You are supposed to be in the tower with Lady Fan and Lord Jiāoào.”


  Lilian and Kevin looked over as Li pulled himself out the indent he had made in the wall. They both noticed how the indent conformed to his body perfectly.


  “Fan is taking a nap,” Lilian declared proudly. “I hit her really hard.”


  Li twitched.


  “So I see.” He sighed, once more giving off the feeling of someone who was resigned. “This is why I told her not to send me away.” He pressed a giant hand to his face and muttered under his breath. “Honestly, I know that Lady Fan is talented, but sometimes I fear she thinks too much of herself.” He shook himself out of whatever daze he was in, then, and penetrated them all with a stare. “It seems I have no other choice. You have all proven to be difficult opponents. While I do not enjoy harming people, I can no longer afford to hold back. Forgive me for the pain you are about to suffer. Know that I—”


  “Do not do this out of malignant intent,” Kevin started.


  “I only do this because my duty commands me,” Lilian finished, her tone mockingly deep like Li’s. “We already know what you’re going to say. It’s the same spiel you give every time something happens that you didn’t expect.”


  Li frowned. “It is a part of my—”


  “Character concept,” Kevin interrupted. “We know. We also don’t care. I’ve already heard this four or five times within the past hour. I don’t want to hear it again.”


  “Very well then.” Li took a deep breath, and then shifted into a wider stance. His feet slid across the ground. Knees bent at forty-five-degree angles. Hands clenched into fists came up to present a very unorthodox guard. “Since you do not want to hear my ‘spiel,’ as you call it, let us get down to business. I will try to make your deaths as painless as possible.”


  “Celestial Arts: Divine Embodiment of Transcendental Law.”


  ***


  Kotohime and Zhìlì felt the massive surge of youki seconds before the earth began to shake. The intense bursts of localized wind that followed soon after forced the two to close their eyes and raise their hands to their faces. Walls broke apart like they were made of graham crackers. The ground split. Cracks spread along the surface like the malignant webs of a black widow before widening. Several buildings became victims to these chasms. They crumbled to the ground as their foundations were annihilated in the blink of an eye.


  “Dammit!” Zhìlì cursed as he opened his eyes a crack, peering into the intense maelstrom of wind. “That’s definitely Chao’s youki! What is he doing?! He’s out of control!”


  “Abercio-san, too.” Kotohime’s sigh was lost in the powerful winds.


  “If this keeps up, the Ta’er Monastery won’t last! And there are innocent people still here!”


  Indeed, Zhìlì spoke the truth. Kotohime could see them, the many humans who’d been caught by the fierce hurricane winds, by the destruction happening to the temple. Several were huddled under buildings that had already collapsed, but a few were also being flung through the air.


  Deciding to help out, Kotohime extended her four tails, latching onto several humans that flew past her. Zhìlì followed her example, his own tails, all seven of them, shot out from behind his back, quickly grabbing onto several flying humans and reeling them in.


  The two eyed each other, seconds ticking by before, as one, they nodded, coming to an understanding. Now was not the time to fight. They needed, more than anything, to help the people who’d been caught up in their battle.


  In silence, the two started working together, helping the humans that had become unwittingly caught in the middle of a clash between kitsune.


  ***


  Li no longer held the appearance of a person. While his general shape still looked anthropomorphic, his entire body had become fundamentally different. Lit up like a miniature sun, Li’s body was comprised entirely of celestial energy. His entire body, including his clothes, had become a whitish-yellow color. Golden vapor-like trails of youki wafted off his body similar to how the sun had vapor shooting from its surface due to how it underwent constant nuclear combustion.


  This cannot be anything good.


  A trickle of sweat ran down Kevin’s scalp. His heart rate accelerating until it was pounding against his chest. His breathing growing heavy as his body became red hot.


  “We are so screwed,” Iris muttered.


  “Don’t steal my lines,” Kevin said.


  “This isn’t good.” Lilian gnawed at her lower lip. “If he’s turning his entire body completely into celestial youki like this, I don’t know if my techniques will have any effect on him.”


  “We might wanna consider making a tactical withdrawal.”


  “Only cowards retreat,” Polydora declared in response to Kevin’s words, twirling her spear. “Let me show you how a real warrior acts when in the face of danger.”


  “What?” Kevin froze in shock. “Wait, Polydora—”


  The spear began twirling faster and suddenly Polydora shot off like a gun, her linear path taking her straight toward Li. She traversed the distance within a few seconds, already thrusting her spear forward. It impaled Li through the chest, sinking in like his entire body was made of soft ice cream.


  Polydora stared at her spear with an expression of befuddlement when nothing seemed to happen. Shouldn’t he be falling to the ground by now? She’d just pierced his heart!


  “What the—”


  A golden fist slammed into her with the force of a wrecking ball, lifting Polydora into the air with sickening ease. The yama uba collided against a nearby support pillar, cracking it, before she tumbled to the floor in a jumble of loose limbs, her chest smoking, and her shirt burnt beyond recognition.


  “POLYDORA!” Phoebe’s dismayed and shocked cry echoed around them. Her cry, however, had the unfortunate consequence of gaining Li’s attention.


  Even though he didn’t have eyes, it was easy to recognize that he was staring at her. Before Phoebe had time to blink, he was in front of her, fist raised to hit her with the full might of his new form.


  “Celestian Art: Binding!” Lilian shouted.


  His raised fist shook with effort, as if he was struggling to bring it down on her, but several golden chains had wrapped around his arm, keeping it pinned.


  “Phoebe!” Kevin’s call made Phoebe look at him. He stood somewhat behind and to Li’s left, his expression urgent. “Come on! Grab Polydora and follow us!”


  Phoebe couldn’t do anything other than what he asked. As she ran over to her fallen friend, Li turned his head to look at him. Kevin realized two seconds too late that he’d become the center of this monster’s attention.


  “Oh, crap.”


  Li vanished. There was no displacement of air. The ground didn’t crack to signify his speed. He just disappeared. One second he was there, and the next he wasn’t.


  “Celestial Art: Light Displacement!”


  Kevin blinked as a soft breeze flew past him. He turned his head when the sound of something crashing, of something crumbling apart, echoed behind him. Staring at the massive hole that had been made in the wall, Kevin only had a few seconds to wonder about what could have caused it before a hand grabbed his and started pulling him away.


  “Come on, Beloved.” Lilian began running, and she took him with her. Iris, too, ran by their side. The other yama uba, Mennipe and Euryale, joined them, as did Phoebe once she’d secured Polydora against her back.


  “What just happened?” Kevin asked.


  “I used an illusion to fool him,” Lilian said. “He thought he was hitting you, but it was just a trick of the light.”


  “He’s coming after us!” Iris shouted.


  Indeed, the wall to their right exploded and a bright light shone from within before it flickered out of existence. Lilian spun around, her tails a rictus of furious activity. Another flicker. Li suddenly appeared behind Kevin, his head tilting about, looking left and right. Kevin imagined Li would be blinking if he still had eyes to blink.


  “Iris!”


  “On it!”


  One of Iris’s long tails extended, the void fire hovering above the tip absorbing all of the light around it. It struck Li in the chest, and for the first time since this new form was unveiled, Li howled like a wounded beast.


  The fire was snuffed out quickly, but in the second before dissipating, Kevin saw something interesting.


  “Mou,” Lilian moaned as she looked at her sister, “you’re supposed to say the name of your attack before launching it.”


  Iris gave her a deadpanned stare. “Why would I give my opponent the opportunity to know what my attack is before I hit him with it?”


  “Because it’s cool.” Lilian’s eyes sparkled.


  Iris’s facial muscles twitched. “Whatever… nerd.”


  “I heard that.”


  “No, you didn’t.”


  “Of course, I didn’t.” Lilian rolled her eyes.


  “Now’s not the time for this!” Phoebe decided to embrace her role as the tsukkomi for the sisters’ antics.


  ***


  Chao was proving to be a most formidable opponent—not that Abercio expected any less. Still, before entering this fight, he had sort of been expecting to steamroll over the other eight-tails, legends told of Chao’s prowess on the battlefield aside.


  I should have known better.


  Abercio stood on a raised platform, one of the many pieces of earth that had become upheaved during their fight. Their battleground had become littered with many such shattered remnants, earth and stone and brick, all of which jutted from the ground like the broken spires of a long-lost civilization.


  His opponent stood down below, glaring up at him with the same scowl he’d been wearing since the start of their battle.


  “Spirit Art: Sarcophagus of a Bleak Eternity.”


  A prism of spirit matter coalesced around Chao. The energy then solidified, encasing him in a coffin of the purest obsidian, a black sarcophagus so dark it seemed to absorb all light.


  “Celestial Art: Decimation of the World’s Balance.”


  The sarcophagus was destroyed by a blazing ball of golden energy. Abercio actually saw the coffin evaporating as the celestial youki dissolved it like clothing when it was dunked into a pool of acid.


  Chao shot out from the ball of light, which dispersed in a haze of brilliance. The Celestial Kitsune’s flight took him straight to Abercio, who quickly raised his right hand to block the incoming attack.


  The shock wave released from their clashing batons caused more destruction to spread. The ground underneath their feet crumbled, forcing the two to disengage. Both leapt back, landing on another spire of destroyed ground. They only remained there for a second, however, and after that second passed, they leapt at each other to clash again.


  Chao’s baton slammed into Abercio… and then went straight through him. The figure that he’d clashed against burst into multiple wisps of white vapor, which soon gathered around Chao like unholy will-o-wisps. Without warning, the ghostly forms latched onto Chao, whose grunt of pain was followed by him struggling.


  He fell harshly to the ground, his body jarring from the impact. The vaporous wisps of what could only be ghostly energy began sinking into his skin, which only seemed to increase his pain and desire to break free. Jerks and muscles spasms soon rocked his body as he strained against the agonizing foreign energy coursing through him.


  “Spirit Art: Ghostly Vapors Dance in the Netherworld,” the intonation was spoken with a solemnity that was ruined by the amusement seeping out of the voice.


  Abercio walked out from his hiding place behind a decimated wall, stopping in front of Chao and grinning down at his fellow eight-tails in amusement.


  “I’m sure you’ve figured out what’s happening by now. Those muscle spasms you’re undergoing are from your body shutting down. Every wisp that touches you will pull you closer to the Underworld. I’d give it a few more minutes before you’re dead.”


  “You think so, huh?”


  “Celestial Art: Celestial Dispel.”


  Light erupted from Chao’s body, a sudden golden flash that nearly blinded Abercio. The light then spread out to form a giant sphere of energy that exploded, washing over him and everything else. Abercio had to quickly put up a barrier to keep himself from being struck by the massive wave of celestial youki.


  “Aegis!”


  A hemispherical dome sprang to existence in front of him. Similar to Camellia’s Aegis of the Soul, the barrier that protected Abercio from the debilitating effects of foreign youki was a silvery, ephemeral existence. Ghostly figures danced along its surface. Damned souls writhed within its reflective properties. It shielded his body from the burst of youki that swept through the battlefield like a flash flood.


  The youki soon blew past them. Abercio’s vision cleared to reveal Chao standing before him, his left arm extended, not quite touching the glowing white Dharma Wheel—the Wheel of Buddhist Law that symbolizes the endless cycle of death and rebirth—that hovered just beyond his fingertips.


  “That doesn’t look like it can mean anything good,” Abercio muttered.


  “Celestial Art: Endless Cycle Celestial Canon.”


  A pillar of golden celestial energy washed over Abercio, swallowing him and everything in its path in a deadly embrace of luminescence.


  ***


  “G-guh!”


  Kotohime, along with everyone else, fell to her knees as the deafening sonic impact of celestial energy struck the wall of the Temple of Meditation, abruptly displacing the air with a ferocity she had never seen.


  Her hands automatically went to her ears, covering them as the indescribable howl of what almost sounded like some kind of divine beast blasted into her without purpose. Warm liquid trickled between her fingers and ran down her face in a steady stream, the only sign of her ruptured eardrums.


  Being a River Kitsune, Kotohime was quick to channel her healing powers to her ears. The others weren’t so lucky. All of the humans present writhed on the ground, their hands covering bloody ears that drizzled carmine like a hose that hadn’t been fully turned off. Blood pooled underneath them, creating an ever-expanding puddle. Some of the humans had already gone still, having literally bled to death out of their ears, their corpses staring sightlessly at nothing.


  “D-dammit!” Zhìlì hissed in pain as he covered his ears with his tails. Even so, red fluid still leaked from them, creating a trail down his face before dripping off his chin. “What does that idiot think he’s doing?! Using a technique that powerful around a bunch of humans is insane!”


  I don’t think your brother is thinking.


  Kotohime’s legs trembled as she stood up. While her ears had mostly healed, her sense of balance was still being adversely affected. It would take a few minutes before her body healed entirely.


  “We need to stop them.” She pierced her opponent with a serious gaze. “We cannot allow their battle to continue any longer. If we do, more people are going to die.”


  Zhìlì stumbled forward as he tried to stand. Unlike her, he did not have River Kitsune blood. While his divine powers protected him adequately, he still suffered from having burst eardrums more readily than her. However, like a champ, he caught himself and stood to his full height.


  “You’re right.” He nodded at her. “We can’t let this go on. I’m not too keen on letting a bunch of innocent people die because they got caught up in a battle they should have never been present for in the first place.”


  “Then let’s go.”


  Allies of circumstance, Kotohime and Zhìlì rushed toward the sight of the battle taking place between Abercio and Chao.


  ***


  It was a scene of utter destruction, like something out a post-apocalyptic video game, where mankind destroyed the planet’s surface with nuclear warheads and only ruins remained.


  Abercio was in the center of this destruction. The large crater that he lay in was a lot like a meteor crater, only not quite as large. Strewn around the crater’s interior was debris and rubble, some of which covered him. Above him, the almost cheerful-looking blue sky presented a startling contrast to his current predicament.


  “Ow…” He sat up, rubble and dust falling from his body. He shook his head several times, more dust flaking from his hair. “Ugh, that was some technique. I can’t believe he actually used something like that on me. Even I’m not crazy enough to do that in a place like this.”


  He stood up and began dusting himself off, after which, he glanced around at the crater that he was in. It wasn’t quite what he would call massive. He judged its diameter to be maybe ten or so meters, and its depth to be around five.


  Still, massive or not, the destruction wrought by Chao’s cannon technique was impressive. Outside of the crater was a desolate wasteland. Walls had crumbled to the ground. Buildings that once stood tall were now piles of rubble. The very earth itself had chasms running through it. And where the cannon had been shot was a trench that was easily fifteen meters across.


  Abercio whistled. “Whew! That is some major destruction. It kinda of reminds me of my own Heptagram Spirit Cannon—only not quite as cool.”


  “Abercio-san!!”


  A delightful sound reached his ears, a lyrical voice that sounded like tinkling wind chimes.


  He spun around, his face lit with what he hoped was a suave smile.


  She came toward him. Long raven locks of hair trailed behind her head, shiny, lustrous. Her porcelain face and delicate features inflamed his soul, and her bust, which shuddered as she leapt down to his level, sent his libido into overdrive. He saw all this as she descended into the crater—


  —and then he saw the person she was with.


  His smile dropped.


  “Why is that man with you?” he asked in a dead tone. Kotohime, to her credit, did not seem bothered by the surprising harshness in his voice.


  “We have decided to temporarily team up in order to protect the innocent humans that became caught up in yours and Chao-san’s battle, Abercio-san,” Kotohime answered in a placid, if reproachful manner.


  “Temporarily teamed up? With this useless fox?”


  ”Oi!”


  “Weren’t you going to pay him back for hurting you? For kidnapping your charge? I thought that was the whole reason you wanted to battle him in the first place.”


  “It was, but the safety of innocent people takes precedence over my petty revenge.”


  Abercio clicked his tongue, clearly annoyed. “You are far too kind, Kotohime.”


  Kotohime’s half-smile told Abercio that she thought of his words as a compliment, rather than the mild chastisement they were intended to be.


  “Perhaps.”


  “Where’s Chao?” Zhìlì asked, having finally had enough of being ignored.


  “Hell if I know,” Abercio grunted, obstinately refusing to look at Zhìlì. The only reason he didn’t attack the other kitsune was because of Kotohime. “I just got blasted to the Netherworld by that cannon attack of his.”


  “Endless Cycle Celestial Cannon.” Zhìlì eyed the destruction surrounding them. “It’s one of Chao’s most powerful techniques. It also requires at least eight tails to use. Him and Father are the only two kitsune in the entire world who can use it.”


  Abercio scoffed. “This is that idiot’s most powerful attack? How pathetic. My most powerful attack does at least six times more damage than his did.”


  Zhìlì rolled his eyes. His slouched posture really pissed Abercio off.


  “My brother toned down his attack. It usually has enough punch to destroy entire mountains.”


  A glimmer of malicious mischief appeared in Abercio’s eyes. “So your brother’s a weakling who can’t fight at full power while in a crowded area, huh?” He chuckled. “Good to know.”


  Finally growing irritated with the arrogant kitsune, Zhìlì’s lips peeled back to reveal sharp canines.


  “Chao could care less about humans. I suspect the only reason he didn’t use his full power on you is because doing so would mean all of his men, the elite guards of our clan, would have been caught within the attack and subsequently annihilated.” Blue eyes sharpened to a razor’s point as they stared into Abercio’s own. “While I do not like my brother’s attitude toward human life, he is still my brother, and I won’t have you insult him like that.”


  “Heh…” Abercio’s mocking laughter made Zhìlì twitch. “You won’t have me insult your brother? What can you do? Fight me? Beat me to a pulp?” A scoff. “Please, you’re just a seven-tails.”


  “The amount of tails one has doesn’t always equate to their talent at fighting.” Zhìlì glanced at Kotohime, who was busy frowning as she stared at the sky. “I’ve learned that lesson quite recently.”


  Abercio saw where he was looking and growled in a possessive manner. “Stop looking at her, celestial brat!”


  Zhìlì returned Abercio’s glare with one of his own. “What’ll you do if I don’t?”


  “I’ll shove my foot off in your ass! That’s what I’ll do!”


  Sparks started flying between the two. Hard looks turned into vicious glares. The very air itself became super-charged with tension so thick it could probably suffocate a normal person.


  Thwak! Thwak!


  “Owch!”


  “Fuck!”


  Two sets of eyes were directed toward Kotohime, who had stopped staring at the sky and was now looking at them. Hands on her hips, lips curled downward into a frown of stern disapproval, she looked between the two with the expression an exasperated mother might give her child after discovering he got into a fight.


  “Now is not the time for this,” she said, and the tone in her voice made it clear that this was not up for discussion. “We have a problem.”


  Zhìlì rubbed the large bump that had risen out of his hair where Kotohime smacked him with the sheath of her katana.


  “What kind of problem?”


  “The barrier that we set up is gone,” Kotohime stated simply.


  It took the two other kitsune a second to understand the implications. When they finally managed to comprehend what that meant, two sets of eyes widened.


  “Oh, crap! Chao is heading back to the Citadel of Light!”


  “That was my thought exactly.” Staring at Abercio, Kotohime silently tried to communicate her intent. Fortunately for her, Abercio, arrogant though he was, was not lacking in intelligence. He understood what she was trying to say.


  “We need to get up there,” he agreed.


  “The Shrine Gate has likely been destroyed.” Zhìlì observed his surroundings once more, then grimaced. “No, it has definitely been destroyed. Unless either of you can fly, getting up there is going to be problematic.” A sigh. “Which is why I’m going to help you get up there myself.”


  “Why?” Kotohime’s honest inquiry made Zhìlì shrug.


  “Because Chao has been a, well, he’s been causing some problems recently, ever since that Pnév̱ma girl showed up, in fact.”


  Kotohime’s narrowed eyes became more pointed than her katana. “You mean Lilian-sama?”


  Zhìlì nodded. “Yeah, her. Anyway, Chao wants her dead because father thinks she can heal my younger brother. I think Chao’s belief is that if Lilian dies and Jiāoào never recovers, Lord Inari will have no choice but to name him the next Bodhisattva.”


  “So your older brother is a spoiled brat who got upset because someone took away what he believes is his rightful title?” Abercio tiredly rubbed his face. “That’s just great.”


  ***


  Kevin understood the difference in power between kitsune; how a kitsune with four tails was obscenely stronger than a kitsune with three, or how a kitsune with six tails could take on four or five four-tailed kitsune with little problem. It was the way of yōkai powers. The powers levels they displayed were almost shōnen-esque in just how ludicrous they could become. He had this fact drilled into his head by Kotohime in preparation for moments like now.


  Hearing about it and actually having those power levels being used to fight against him were two completely different things.


  The first thing that Kevin had learned about Li’s new power was that the five-tails had become faster. Way faster. Kevin was no longer able to keep up with him. Even his ability to control where Li would attack next didn’t help. Li was simply too fast, and only Lilian and Iris’s constant use of illusions to fool their foe’s senses had allowed him and the others to avoid certain death.


  Having avoided a most gruesome end or not, they still had a problem. They had managed to escape from Li’s sight thanks to Lilian’s illusions and Iris’s void fire, which affected Li even more now, but that wouldn’t last forever. Eventually, he would find them, unless they managed to escape from the Citadel of Light before then.


  Unfortunately, they were lost. Having run without purpose, without direction, they no longer knew where they were, or where the exit was, for that matter.


  “Ha… ha… ha… do you think we lost him?” Iris asked, huffing and puffing. Out of all the people there, she was in the worst shape. Not even reinforcement could help her lack of stamina.


  “I think we’re all right for now,” Lilian determined, anxiety written all over her face. “We should be, at least. I don’t think Li followed us. If he had, we would have already been under attack. It’ll probably take him a few minutes, maybe even as much as fifteen, before he’ll find us again.”


  Kevin tried not to let the worry lacing her tone bother him. He turned to Phoebe, who had an unconscious and bleeding Polydora slung over her shoulder.


  “How is she?”


  “She’s alive,” Phoebe grunted, “which is something I am thankful for.”


  After escaping from Li and running like a, well, like a five-tailed kitsune was out to cause them grievous bodily harm, the group had secreted themselves away in one of the many rooms inside the palace. The office they found themselves in held a lounge-like appearance, with couches and several glass tables of opulent design arrayed around the room. A desk sat all the way in the back.


  “Lay her down on that couch over there,” Kevin directed before turning his head to look at the girl next to him. “Lilian—”


  “Way ahead of you, Beloved.”


  “Heh.” Kevin grinned. “That’s my mate.”


  Phoebe let Polydora rest on the leather sofa, and Lilian quickly got to work. Her tails glowed brightly, the red fur becoming invisible as golden energy encased them. She brought them over Polydora’s unconscious figure, specifically her chest, and used her celestial powers to begin healing the young woman.


  Kevin watched for a moment as Polydora’s wounds, insidious burns that reminded him of boils (hideous, bubbling protrusions that marred her skin), healed before his eyes. It was a slow-going process, but little by little, the ugly burns disappeared.


  “We won’t be able to stay here for much longer.” Kevin turned from the sight of his mate healing Polydora to address everyone else. “It’s only a matter of time before Li finds us. We need to come up with a plan to deal with him before then.”


  “Do you think we can truly beat him?” Euryale asked, her face tight and her eyes trembling with fear. Beside her, Menippe and Thoe looked every bit as uncertain. “You saw what happened back there. Polydora’s attack didn’t do anything. It just went straight through him, and he moved so fast we couldn’t even see him!”


  “That doesn’t mean he can’t be beaten,” Kevin insisted. “Everybody has a weakness. Every technique can be defeated if you can just figure out how it works. I won’t deny this guy’s strong, but that doesn’t mean we can’t beat him.”


  “I take it you’ve got a plan?” Iris inquired.


  Kevin’s smile was surprisingly feral. “I do. I’ve already discovered several weaknesses in his technique.” He held up his hand and started listing weaknesses off on his fingers. “We’ve already seen that he’s susceptible to illusions for some reason. Several times he would have killed one of us were it not for Lilian placing him in an illusion. I think it has something to do with their shared affinity, but that’s not important. What is important is that his ability to detect and break out of illusions has been substantially hampered by that strange technique he’s using.”


  “Okay.” Iris crossed her arms under her bust. “So he’s more susceptible to illusions now, but that still won’t help us if we can’t even hurt him.”


  “But we can hurt him.” Kevin’s grin revealed his pearly whites. “Or rather, you can hurt him.” When Iris just blinked, he decided to elaborate. “You saw what happened when you hit him with void fire, right?”


  “Uh, no,” Iris stated. “I didn’t. I was too busy running to care about what happened to that guy.”


  Kevin almost smacked himself in the face. “So you didn’t see how your attack disrupted his technique?”


  “I already said I didn’t.”


  “What do you mean when you say that Iris’s void fire disrupted his technique?” asked Phoebe.


  Lilian finished healing Polydora and moved to Kevin’s side. She looked at him curiously. He smiled at her before looking at everyone.


  “I mean that when Iris hit him with her void fire, the place she hit broke apart,” Kevin said. “That technique of his seems to turn his body entirely into celestial youki.” A pause. “From what I have seen thus far, youki can behave similarly to a wave, a stream of single particles, or a non-Newtonian fluid. I’ve seen yōkai, and kitsune in particular, do a lot of amazing things with youki, from creating crescent waves of fire to making giant tentacle monsters out of nothing but water—”


  “Tentacle monsters made of water?” Phoebe had to interrupt.


  “Don’t ask,” Kevin said hurriedly.


  “This is all very nice and sounds incredibly scientifical or whatever,” Iris started, “but it doesn’t really tell us anything.”


  Kevin sent the girl leaning against the wall a small frown. “I was getting to that.” He shook his head and continued. “Youki, from what I have seen, shares with fluids the same annoying tendency to try and fill as large a volume as possible. Unless it is being used for a technique, the externalization of youki results in its pointless dispersal. Which begs the question: how is Li’s technique able to work?”


  Everyone was silent. The girls looked at each other, their befuddled expressions mirrored in everyone else’s eyes. Kevin wondered what his science teacher would think if the man heard him trying to explain the concept of supernatural energy like this.


  “From what I’ve seen, Li’s technique turns his entire body into celestial youki. However, by all rights, he should not be able to maintain a form like that.” He gave them a moment to ponder his words. “I believe Li’s technique isn’t as complete as he would like everyone to believe.”


  “What do you mean?” Lilian asked the obvious question.


  “I mean that his form is unstable,” Kevin answered. “It is impossible to change the composition of your body into energy, yōkai or not. Doing so has left Li with an imbalance, which has caused his entire body to grow unstable. I suspect Li is holding himself together through sheer willpower. However, that kind of technique has to be draining, both on his youki and his mentality. I can only imagine the kind of mental strain he’s putting himself under right now.”


  A moment of silence.


  “I didn’t understand any of that,” Iris declared.


  Kevin stumbled. “Y-you didn’t?”


  “I didn’t either,” Lilian said. “Sorry, Beloved.”


  “Neither did I.” Phoebe raised her hand, which was quickly followed by the hands of Menippe, Thoe, and Euryale.


  Kevin felt like pouting. “You guys are mean.”


  They also ignored him.


  “So, stupidly scientific explanations that make no sense aside…” Kevin glared at Iris. “… I’m guessing you have a plan to deal with this guy?”


  “I do, in fact, have a plan to deal with him.” Kevin clenched his hands into fists as he explained his plan to everyone there. He’d come all this way here to rescue Lilian, and he refused to let himself be defeated after finally getting her back.


  ***


  It didn’t take long for Li to find them.


  They’d been running down one of the many hallways when he burst onto the scene, plowing straight through a wall, tearing it apart like soggy toilet paper. Kevin and Lilian were alone, or rather, the others had hidden before Li had arrived. He didn’t know where they’d stashed themselves away, but he honestly didn’t need to know. So long as they stuck to the plan, things would go smoothly.


  Please, for the love of all eight million Shinto gods, let this go smoothly.


  Li paused. Standing in the middle of the hallway, his head turned left, then right, as if he was looking for something. Kevin couldn’t be sure because Li’s face never changed expressions in this new form, but he felt certain their foe was looking for the other members of their troupe.


  “Lilian,” he whispered. “You’re up.”


  “Right.”


  “Celestial Art: Caged Bird.”


  Kevin could not truly explain what happened in that instant. The technique that Lilian used was an illusion, one that created a barrier around a person in the shape of a bird cage. He could not see the technique being cast—he was not the recipient of it, but he could see the effect it had on the one who fell under its sway.


  Li walked up to a certain point before stopping. His hands came up and pressed against something that Kevin couldn’t see. They moved around like a mime pretending to be trapped within a box.


  It’s time.


  “NOW!”


  Five people coalesced seemingly from thin air. Phoebe, Polydora, Menippe, Thoe, and Euryale rushed in from all sides to attack Li. Polydora’s spear slashed through his chest. Phoebe’s club caused the youki particles composing his head to disperse. A club to the left knee courtesy of Menippe made Li fall onto his knees as the leg broke apart into light particles. Euryale attacked with a flying spin kick, both of her feet slamming into Li’s back. Then Thoe appeared before him, impaled him with a kunai, and vanished just as quickly. All of the attacks went through Li, but true to Kevin’s observations, the attacks displaced the energy that comprised Li’s body.


  “Iris!”


  “Void Art: Void Fire.”


  The all-consuming black flames burst from above. Li’s agonized roar resounded as the fires consumed his head. He fell to his knees, thrashing and braying. The attack was doing damage. Light particles wafted off his head like vapor, the head itself slowly disintegrating as the flames of darkness consumed it before spreading to the rest of his body.


  Light shot from his body, snuffing the flames. His leg grew back, as did the remnants of his head and back. He then tried to stand up.


  “Lilian!”


  “Right!”


  “Celestial Arts: Entrapment.”


  Before Li had time to recover, several dozen illusory chains burst from the ground and wrapped around him. Once more, Kevin couldn’t see the chains, only their effects on Li. His arms became constricted, as if something was coiling around them. Like a bodybuilder curling dumbbells, his muscles strained as he tried to lift his arms to no avail. Kevin could almost picture the chains as they dragged Li down onto his hands and knees, and then pulled him further until he lay on his stomach.


  “AGAIN!”


  They came out again, the five female warriors. Coming in from five sides, they attacked Li once more. His golden head exploded as it was struck by a club. His back was shredded as Polydora’s spear slashed it apart. Euryale stomped on the back of his knees and, because they were composed of youki, the unstable appendages disintegrated. That was when Menippe and Thoe attacked him from above and behind, shredding the back of his head with a furious assault.


  “Iris!”


  “Void Art: Void Fire.”


  More fire descended on Li after Phoebe and the others darted away from his prone form. Li’s howls rent the air. He writhed in place, the imaginary chains still keeping him pinned to the ground, until the illusion was shattered by Li’s flaring youki. The flames were snuffed out again, and Li stood back up.


  “AGAIN!” Kevin shouted, and once more the cycle repeated itself. Over and over again, Li would become trapped within Lilian’s illusion; his body would be broken apart by the yama uba, and then set on fire by Iris. Over and over again, Li would destroy the illusion, disperse the fire, and get back up, his body reforming.


  What had once been a well-thought-out plan on Kevin’s part soon became a battle of attrition. It wouldn’t be superior tactics or prior planning that won the day, he realized, but who had more youki.


  Li, as a five-tails, had far more youki than Iris and Lilian combined.


  “U-ugh…” Iris was the first to give out. Falling to her knees, sweat pouring down her brow, the raven-haired vixen’s chest heaved. “Ha… ha… I can’t… can’t go on… I’m nearly out of youki…”


  Kevin didn’t swear out loud, but he really wanted to. “Lilian, how are you holding up?”


  “I’ve got energy to spare.” Lilian’s reassuring smile only made him feel a little better. “Illusions don’t cost much, so I can keep this up for a while longer.”


  “That’s not going to help us.”


  Kevin’s mind was a raging typhoon. Lilian was eventually going to run out of youki, and he didn’t know how long it would take before Li ran out. Something needed to be done.


  Li tried getting up again. He raised his left hand like he was trying to grasp a ledge above him to pull him from an abyss. His hand was subsequently sent back to the earth, cracking it when Lilian conjured another illusory chain.


  “Beloved…” Lilian’s voice was strained.


  “You’re running low on youki, aren’t you?”


  Lilian didn’t say anything, but her nod told him all he needed.


  “Dammit!”


  Kevin knew there was no more time to think. Perhaps it was reckless haste that led to him doing what he did next. He didn’t know and, if asked later on, would never be able to answer with anything other than “It felt right at the time.”


  Darting across the ground at a full-on sprint, Kevin ignored the shouting of his mate and her sister. He pulled his guns out of their makeshift holsters. His carrying case felt heavy against his back. He ignored it, and aiming both weapons as he leapt into the air, Kevin unleashed a barrage of youki bullets into Li’s body. Black and gold energy flashed from the barrels like water spraying from a hose. Holes appeared on Li’s golden body. His back began to resemble Swiss cheese and his head exploded in a spray of golden light particles. Kevin continued to unload his entire payload into Li until his guns ran out of youki.


  Breathing like he’d just run a marathon at a full sprint, Kevin stared down at the holey mass of golden youki, wondering if that would be enough to put this man down.


  It wasn’t.


  Like a zombie from a horror movie, Li slowly stood back up. The holes all over his body slowly closed, leaving his golden form unblemished, pristine.


  Moving in slow motion, Li turned around to face him. Kevin felt as if a ball of lead had suddenly dropped into his gut, for though Li’s face remained impassive, Kevin could practically feel the negative intent pouring from him.


  I am so dead.


  A noise suddenly filled the air, a tremulous wine akin to a high-turbine engine. Li must have heard it, too, because his head turned toward where Kevin had perceived the noise to come from.


  Then came the voice.


  “Celestial Art: Divine Cannon.”


  A flash of white filled his vision. Immense pain struck his body. Every nerve ending flared with an intensity that shocked him, or would have shocked him, had he not been in such immense pain. He thought he heard someone screaming his name, but he couldn’t be sure. The pain overrode his senses. It overrode everything. The white was soon replaced with black.


  He saw nothing after that.




  CHAPTER 12


  THE BODHISATTVA


  Lilian’s ears were ringing; she could feel something warm and wet trickling down them. It took her awhile to realize that she was bleeding. Whatever had attacked her had clearly damaged her eardrums. Her brain also felt like it was oozing out of her skull. Everything hurt.


  Opening her eyes, Lilian saw a clear blue sky marked by devastation. The part of the mansion that she had been in was gone, nothing more than a pile of rubble. Columns had collapsed, broken heaps of marble that appeared to have been pulverized by a warhammer wielded by Susanoo-no-Mikoto. Walls were completely gone, while some barely stood, with large chunks missing entirely.


  “What…?”


  Lilian’s coughed as pain flared in her throat. It felt raspy and dry, as if she’d been screaming nonstop for the past hour.


  She tried to stand up, only to hiss as pain flared in her left thigh. A glance down revealed the source of her agony, and Lilian didn’t hesitate to grab the sharp fragment of marble embedded in her thigh and yank it out, gnashing her teeth together as she fought against the tears pricking her eyes.


  Tossing the shard away, Lilian glanced at her surroundings once more, at the many piles of rubble that had once been majestic columns, at the walls which no longer stood, at the floor that had split like the demons of hell had decided to open a chasm and invade the human world. It looked like something out of an apocalypse. In the midst of surveying this most horrifying scene, Lilian noticed something missing.


  Her lips trembled.


  “Kevin…”


  Where was her beloved mate?


  “Iris…”


  Her sister… her most cherished sister, where was she? What happened to her?


  “Kevin! Iris!”


  “… Not so loud,” a voice groaned from somewhere nearby.


  “Iris!” Lilian rushed over to her sister’s fallen form and knelt. “Are you all right?”


  Her sister groaned again. “I’m fine… I think.”


  Iris did her best to wave off Lilian’s concerns, but it wasn’t so easy. Blood leaked from a rather massive cut on her forehead, and her body was half buried under a pile of rubble. Liberal application of enhancement and extension fixed the rubble issue, but not the bleeding. Fortunately, Iris’s legs still seemed to be in working order, albeit, she wobbled precariously several times as she stood up. Lilian didn’t know if it was due to the head injury or if there might have been another reason.


  “I feel funny.” Iris wiped at the blood running down her face. “I think I might have lost too much blood.”


  “At least you’re alive.” Lilian tried to be optimistic. “That’s something.”


  Iris grimaced. “I guess.” A pensive look appeared on her face as she realized something. “Where’s the stud?”


  “The stud… Kevin?!”


  Lilian frantically looked around in search of Kevin. She saw those girls that he and Iris had come with. They lay about in various states of entanglement, groaning softly as they slowly came to. However, no matter how much she looked, she couldn’t find Kevin anywhere.


  “Beloved?!” Lilian called out. “Beloved, where are you?!”


  “He’s probably dead,” a voice said with the coldness of a void.


  Lilian whirled around to face the source of this new voice.


  Short blond hair swayed while his Shaolin monk robes rustled behind him as he stalked toward them, his gait akin to that of a lion stalking its prey.


  Lilian remembered him. Chao. The man who tried to kill her during her ill-fated escape attempt.


  Fear struck her like nothing else ever had before. Her body began shaking. Her pupils dilated. She wanted to run, to get as far from this man’s presence as she could, but her legs refused to work, held in place by her inexplicable fear and the sense that, if she did move, this man would kill her faster than she could blink.


  “I see that you’re causing problems, as usual,” Chao said in a calm, cold voice that reminded Lilian of a tundra. It was enough to make her shiver. “I told Father that you were no good. I told him that we should have just killed you and been done with it, but he never did listen to me. For a Kyūbi, my father is awfully soft-hearted.”


  Blood dripped down Lilian’s fingers as she clenched her hands into fists. Her mind was screaming at her, telling her to get away, to run far away and never look back. Her body, however, refused to move from its spot. It was pinned in place by this man’s baleful stare, and by the eight writhing tails, the symbols of a kitsune’s power, which let her know that running would be a futile gesture.


  “I will not allow myself to become weak like him.” Chao stopped several feet away, his tails going still. “Unlike my soft father, I will kill you here and now.”


  Lilian became alarmed when she felt an intense spike of youki. Before Chao could actually launch whatever attack he planned on hitting her with, Phoebe rushed forward, having seemingly recovered from the damage done to her by Chao’s technique.


  “No, wait!” Lilian shouted at the girl. “Don’t—”


  But it was too late. Before Phoebe could heed her words, if she’d ever had any intention of doing so, one of Chao’s brilliant golden tails slammed into her with a sickening crack. The yama uba’s limp body flew across the destroyed hall and slammed into one of the many broken pillars, demolishing what was left of the marble construct.


  “Phoebe!” Menippe, Thoe, and Euryale shouted at the same time before turning vengeful eyes on Chao. “Damn you!”


  The three didn’t get more than ten feet before Chao struck.


  “Celestial Art: Divine Punishment for the Sinful.”


  Lilian didn’t know what technique that was. She only saw its effects; the way Menippe’s, Thoe's, and Euryale’s eyes widened in terror, how their mouths opened to release simultaneous screams of agony. The three fell to their knees, then dropped the rest of the way to the ground, where they writhed as if suffering under the most excruciating torture ever conceived.


  “Bastard!! I’ll kill you!!”


  Chao didn’t even look at Polydora as she shouted. He sent his tails at her. Polydora dodged four of them, but the fifth one wrapped around her leg, lifted her off the ground, and slammed her into the earth so hard that the ground around her cratered.


  Polydora did not get back up. The tail uncoiled from around her leg, and Chao looked back at Lilian.


  “Now that that’s out of the way—”


  “Void Art: Void Fire!”


  Half a dozen black flames converged on Chao’s location.


  “Celestial Art: Golden Aegis.”


  They harmlessly struck the spherical dome that suddenly sprung forth around him, exploding against the bright golden barrier and dispersing.


  Chao’s stare went from Lilian to Iris.


  “I had almost forgotten about you,” Chao said, his tone uncaring. “The twin sister who can wield the Void.” His nose wrinkled in disgust. “It is just another reason why I must rid this world of you two. You’re clearly tainted existences who will disrupt the harmonious balance of this world if you continue living.”


  “You’re a real prick, you know that?” Iris declared rudely. “Let me guess, you’re the brother that no one in your family likes because you’re such a douchenozzle.”


  Chao twitched at her words. “Such a rude girl.”


  “I might be rude, but I don’t act like something crawled up my ass and died there,” Iris shot back.


  “It seems I must teach you a lesson before sending you off to the Sanzu River.”


  “You can try, but I’m not going down without a fight.”


  Iris’s words seemed to befuddle Chao, who actually paused to give her an almost flat stare.


  “Your words might be brave, but I can sense your fear. It’s practically rolling off you in waves. You know that you cannot beat me. The idea of a two-tails beating an eight-tails like myself is laughable. Your power is so inferior to my own that it doesn’t matter how skilled you might be. A kitsune with only two tails of power can never beat one with eight. What can you possibly do on your own?”


  “She’s not on her own,” a male voice said seconds before the thunderous chugging of two handguns echoed through the devastated hallway.


  Taken by complete surprise, Chao had little time to react before nearly sixteen black bullets struck him in the back. The eight-tails grunted as four of his tails speared the ground to keep him from falling, but that seemed to be exactly what his foe wanted.


  Rushing out from behind a fallen pillar, Kevin’s handguns chugged some more, reverberating through the ruins like thunder. Chao managed to raise his Aegis this time, but in doing so, forced himself to remain in place, as the Aegis only worked when the person casting it was completely still. Kevin continued firing off a barrage of bullets, which splashed harmlessly against the shield.


  Chao gritted his teeth from behind his Aegis, while two of his eight tails moved to the fore. Lilian saw what was happening and tried to warn her beloved of the impending danger.


  “Beloved! Get out of there!”


  “Celestial Art: Celestial Shot.”


  It was not a cannon that was fired from Chao’s tails, but a ball of tightly compressed youki. Its golden radiance was blinding as it raced across the space that separated the eight-tails from Kevin in a split instant. There was no time for him to move, no time for him to avoid the attack. It was inevitable, then, that Kevin would be struck by the powerful celestial technique.


  “BELOVED!”


  Lilian watched in horror as the attack hit the space Kevin stood on. Her eyes widened and her knees weakened as a mighty explosion tore the area apart like it was made of flimsy paper. Smoke and dust and photonic energy scattered, and when the dust settled, all that remained was a crater.


  Lilian could do nothing but stare at the spot Kevin once stood, her mind refusing to believe what her eyes told her. There was no way her mate could have been killed. There was… just… no way!


  “It happened so fast…” Iris whispered, the same look of shock that Lilian felt etched upon the raven-haired girl’s beautiful face.


  “B-Beloved…”


  Her beloved. Her mate. The man who meant more to her than anyone else had just been wiped from the face of existence in less than a second. Gazing at the crater, Lilian felt something sharp and painful stab into her heart. She wanted to cry, and yet the tears would not come.


  “Pesky human,” Chao mumbled under his breath. “That is the fate that awaits all humans who dare to think they can stand up against the might of someone beyond their station.”


  Something inside of Lilian snapped as she heard the arrogant voice.


  “Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Realm!”


  A dozen orbs of light flared into existence like stars being born. They quickly flew at Chao, who merely clicked his tongue and swatted them away with his tails.


  “Do you really think such a pathetic attack would work on—”


  Chao said no more when a giant ball of void fire slammed into his face and detonated.


  Void Art: Big Ball Void Fire!”


  “Useless.”


  The smoke cleared to reveal Chao, completely unharmed. Even his clothes remained unruffled.


  “You might be a Void, but your powers are too weak to—”


  “Extension!”


  Two crimson tails smashed against the underside of Chao’s chin, lifting him into the air. Those same tails moved up, lengthening even more, before smacking him again, sending his body shooting straight into the ground, which ruptured when he struck.


  “Celestial Art: Divine—urk!”


  Lilian’s next attack was cut off when a golden tail wrapped around her throat, blocking her air passage.


  “You are truly a most annoying girl,” Chao said from his prone position. He was not prone for very long, though, as he quickly climbed back to his feet, his form still pristine and unharmed, as if none of the attacks had done a single hint of damage to him.


  “Grk… you… urk!”


  “Get your hands off my sister!”


  Chao clicked his tongue as he absently swatted the void fire that Iris launched at him aside, negating the all-consuming flames of oblivion with his celestial youki. One of those same tails then struck Iris with enough force to launch her body through one of the few walls that were left standing.


  “I-Iris…” Lilian choked the word out in despair before finding herself unable to say anything else as the tail wrapped around her throat tightened. She kicked her legs and struggled, grabbing onto the tail that was choking her to no effect.


  “Struggling will only make it worse,” Chao said. “You should just give in and accept your death. It will be easier that way.”


  “Ngg…” Lilian gritted her teeth. “N-not…”


  “Not going to happen?” The tightening of Chao’s tail produced a strangled gasp from Lilian. “Why do you continue to struggle when you know it is pointless? You cannot defeat me. You lack the power, the skills, and the experience to match me, never mind surpass me. Everything you do is pointless. All of your struggling, it means nothing in the end. You are just a two-tailed kitsune, a weak little kit standing before someone who’s only one step away from being a Kyūbi.”


  Despite Chao’s words, Lilian continued to struggle, continued to fight. But, even as her legs kicked and her hands clawed at the tail wrapped around her throat, her body was shutting down. Her muscles were weakening, her legs losing their strength, her arms growing limp. Saliva leaked from her mouth, dripping down her chin as her eyes started to glaze over. Blackness creeped at the edge of her vision, slowly encroaching upon her sight.


  This… Is this it?


  Her arms soon fell limply at her side, dangling bonelessly.


  I’m going to die…


  Her legs stopped moving, except for the occasional muscle spasm.


  Beloved…


  Lilian closed her eyes.


  “Ikken Hissatsu. Ougi.”


  Lilian couldn’t begin to guess what happened. One moment she was being held in the titanically strong grip of Chao’s tail, and then the next she was landing harshly on her butt, sucking in lungfuls of much needed oxygen, the tail hanging loosely off her neck.


  “GRAAA!”


  A scream of pain caused her to look up. She needed to blink several times to rid her eyes of the black spots that invaded them, and several more blinks were required to fully comprehend what she was looking at.


  Chao was screaming his head off in what sounded like a combination of shock and pain. Blood spurted from the stump that used to be one of his tails, spraying the ground all around him in arterial fluid.


  What…?


  Lilian barely had time to fully appreciate the sight before several familiar looking pellets of black light struck Chao in the face, causing the man to stumble back.


  A figure darted into her field of vision from the left. Lilian’s heart soared into her throat when she saw him, his blond hair whipping about his face as he closed the distance between him and Chao, leaping into the air and decking the eight-tails in the face with a flying kick that caused his opponent’s head to snap back. While Chao stumbled backward, Kevin landed on the ground, and then ducked low and swept Chao’s feet out from underneath him.


  “Out of the way, kid!” a shout came from above. “Spirit Art: Heptagram Spirit Cannon!”


  Kevin jumped away, taking several long leaps backward at the same time as a massive beam of white light descended from the sky. It struck the spot Chao lay with a ferocious howl that rent the air. Lilian gritted her teeth and covered her ears with her hands to try and block out the sound. It hardly made a difference, however, as Lilian could feel blood trickling down her ears and between her fingers.


  And then there were another pair of hands covering her ears, helping block out the noise, albeit, they only helped a bit. Lilian looked up into the dark eyes of her maid-slash-bodyguard.


  “K-Koto—”


  Kotohime shook her head. The swordswoman’s ears were bleeding much like her own.


  The beam of ectoplasmic energy soon died down, revealing the massive crater that had been formed by the attack. It looked like one of the gods had taken an ice cream scooper to the ground. Lilian couldn’t judge the size, but it had to be at least a dozen meters in diameter.


  “Hmm.” A voice caused Lilian’s head to turn. “Not as powerful as I would have liked, but, considering the circumstances, I suppose this will do. Don’t want to have the deaths of any allies on my hands, after all.”


  “Uncle… Abercio…?”


  Abercio looked down at Lilian and grinned. “Well now, here’s a face I haven’t seen in a while. How’ve ya been, Lily?”


  “Um, I’m good,” Lilian’s voice sounded shocked even to her own ears. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m here to help rescue you, of course.” Lilian blinked at that incongruous statement, while Abercio just grinned. “Speaking of rescuers, it looks like your mate’s coming over.”


  Lilian’s head swiveled before locking on to Kevin. The young man was running toward her, a barely conscious Iris in his arms. He stumbled several times, and even from this distance, Lilian could see blood leaking down his ears, a sure sign that Abercio’s Heptagram Spirit Cannon had done damage to his eardrums.


  “Beloved!”


  It didn’t appear that Kevin could hear her, but he could see her. Their eyes locked for a moment, and in that single second, hundreds of emotions passed between them: relief, joy, love. She and Kevin silently communicated these feelings to each other.


  A shadow appeared behind Kevin, who appeared oblivious.


  “Beloved! Watch out!”


  Kevin still couldn’t hear her, but he obviously took something from her frantic shouting. He didn’t even bother turning around as his body swerved, barely avoiding a cannonball of golden youki that shot past his head.


  Standing behind Kevin, a bleeding Chao gritted his teeth and tracked the young boy with his tails. More golden orbs formed along their tips, incandescent and crackling with power. Before they could be launched at Kevin, however, Abercio intercepted him, appearing before the other eight-tails like a wavering phantom.


  “Abercio,” Chao snarled.


  “So sorry.” Abercio’s smile was far sharper than any blade. “But I’m going to have to ask that you stop trying to kill my niece’s mate. Your opponent today is me.”


  ***


  While Abercio battled against Chao, the others fled the scene, though Kevin was not necessarily pleased about this. It felt to him like he was running away.


  “I understand why you’re feeling this way, Kevin-sama.” Kotohime blessed him with a placid smile. “However, in this instance, a tactical withdrawal is the best option for us. Abercio and Chao are both eight-tailed kitsune. A battle between them is not something that lesser yōkai and humans should become involved in, lest we end up being destroyed simply from the power of their presence.”


  His hearing had healed thanks to Kotohime’s river techniques. Kevin’s lips curled, his frown deepening.


  He knew about yōkai auras, the oppressive power that came when a yōkai unleashed their youki in an unrestrained show of power. Kiara had an impressive aura, one that he’d been subjected to many times during training in order to “acclimate to the feeling of this power and be able to resist the compulsion that comes with it.” Every yōkai’s aura was different. While Kiara’s was simply a feeling of massively overwhelming and destructive force, Kotohime’s felt like a gentle stream that sometimes turned into a raging river. Even Lilian and Iris had an aura, though they had no skill at controlling it.


  Kevin knew that the combined might of Abercio’s aura and Chao’s aura would probably turn him into a paste simply from being near them.


  That didn’t mean he liked it.


  “Muu…”


  At the strange sound coming from his left, Kevin turned his head… and promptly felt a large drop of sweat trail down his face when he found Lilian staring at his arms.


  “Lilian?”


  “Beloved should be carrying me in his arms,” she mumbled, causing the drop of sweat to increase in size.


  “I’m injured,” Iris pointed out. “I can’t walk right now, so it’s only natural that the stud carries me. Kotohime is already carrying those five—” she gestured to the yama uba caught within Kotohime’s furry embrace “—and therefore can’t carry me.”


  “She could too.” Lilian pouted. “She’s got a pair of arms. And I don’t mind if Beloved carries you,” she added as an afterthought. “I just want to be carried too.”


  “Let’s not get into this right now,” Kevin interjected before Lilian or Iris could say anything else. “I’ll make it up to you when we get home.”


  “You had better,” Lilian mumbled. “I’ve gone too long without feeling your touch. I need to recharge my Lovey-Dovey Kevin battery.”


  “Uh huh…” Kevin didn’t want to know. He really didn’t. “Let’s just get out of here.”


  “I am afraid that I cannot let you leave.”


  Kevin, Kotohime, and Lilian stopped in their tracks as a figure stood before the bamboo forest. Li’s body had suffered what looked like a series of massive burns. The skin around his face was a grotesque red. Skin flaked off of him to reveal the hideous layers of boiling flesh underneath. His Shaolin monk robes were in tatters, and Kevin could see that his face wasn’t the only part of his body that had been burned from Chao’s attack.


  “Lilian!”


  “Right!”


  Without warning, Kevin tossed Iris at Kotohime. The raven-haired girl squawked in shock and indignation, while Kotohime released a startled noise as she caught the girl. He and Lilian then dashed at Li in a full-on sprint.


  “Celestial Art: Spears!”


  Several spears made of light shot forward, set to impale Li through the chest. They didn’t make their mark because the five-tailed kitsune moved out of the way. That hardly mattered, however, as Kevin used Li’s distracted state to close the distance before the much older being could do anything against him.


  Before Li could react, Kevin had the kitsune in a clinch, grabbing Li’s head in both hands, and brutally brought Li’s nose into his knee. The loud crunching of cartilage echoed ominously as blood sprayed from Li’s broken nose. Kevin let go of the five-tail’s head and backed away.


  “Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Shrine!”


  A dozen orbs appeared around Li, floating like Christmas ornaments. They fluttered to and fro. Li, dazed and confused from Kevin’s brutal clincher, tried swatting at them with his hands. He kept missing, or so it seemed. Every time his hands swatted at one of the orbs it just seemed to… slip away. Even when he was sure that he hit one of them, the orb somehow managed to slip through his hands like water.


  Then the orbs vanished, exploding in a shower of golden light, and the last thing Li saw was a large metal case filling his vision.


  ***


  Kevin and Lilian stood over the unconscious form of Li. Sharing a grin, the two high-fived and complimented each other on their impeccable teamwork.


  “Awesome job with the illusions,” Kevin said. “I don’t think Li ever realized those techniques of yours weren’t even real.”


  “He was only susceptible to my illusions because he was injured and low on youki.” Lilian shook her head. “You’re the one who got in close and fought him head on.” Her eyes sparkled like gems. “You were amazing!”


  “Ah-hahahaha!” Kevin rubbed the back of his head in a very sheepish gesture, his cheeks stained a mild red. “You think so?”


  Lilian’s smile, so bright and vibrant, slowly shifted to loving and gentle as she gazed into her mate’s eyes. “I know so. You really have become an amazing person, Beloved.” She used her term of endearment with great affection suffusing her voice. “I’m really, truly blessed to have a mate like you.”


  “I think I’m the blessed one,” Kevin admitted, his blush receding, lips curling to match her smile. “I would have never become the person I am today without you. You make me want to become a better person, a stronger person. I’m grateful to have you in my life.”


  “Kevin.” Lilian’s eyes glistened with unshed tears of joy.


  “Lilian.” Kevin’s head slowly tilted down, his eyes closing.


  “Ahem!”


  Both of them jerked away when a loud cough reminded the pair that they weren’t alone.


  “While I normally wouldn’t have a problem with you two expressing your mutual love for each other,” Kotohime started, “I really do think you should wait until after we are out of danger to start playing tonsil hockey.”


  “And you just had to put it in such a grotesque manner,” Kevin groaned, hiding his face with his hands. Lilian simply glared daggers at her maid.


  “Ufufufu.” Kotohime would have probably raised a hand to hide her smile—too bad her hands were full of Iris. “This humble maid does nothing but her very best to help you every single day.”


  “Whatever.” Kevin ran a hand through his hair. “By the way, wasn’t there someone else with you when you guys rescued me? What happened to that guy in the armor?”


  “Do not worry about him,” Kotohime said dismissively. “He had something else that he needed to take care of.”


  “If you say so.”


  “Speaking of rescues…” Lilian’s expression became perplexed as she focused on Kevin. “Just how did you escape from Chao’s attack? I… I could have sworn he had… that his technique had…”


  Kevin offered the girl a tender smile and grabbed her hand.


  “You don’t have to say anymore.” His words were soft, full of love and reassurance. Just hearing his tone made Lilian relax. “As to how I survived, I was rescued by that guy in armor…”


  ***


  Time seemed to slow as the orb of celestial youki shot toward him.


  Is this how I die?


  Kevin had once heard about how people see things in that moment just before they die. How their lives flash before their eyes, how they look back on everything they’d ever done, how regret gnaws at them like a cancerous tumor. None of that happened as death approached him in the form of a powerful sphere of pure golden energy, just a quiet realization that there was nothing he could do, that he was going to die.


  Lilian… I’m so sorry…


  Kevin closed his eyes—


  “Aegis!”


  —only to snap them back open when a shout echoed in his left ear.


  Kevin stared in shock at the bright golden quarter-sphere that appeared in front of him just seconds before the technique Chao launched struck. The orb detonated with concussive force. Seconds before it did, though, a figure appeared before him, decked in golden armor, standing several heads taller than him, and with seven golden tails jutting from his hind end. Kevin barely had time to blink before the figure grabbed him by the shoulder, and they both vanished seconds before the massive explosion engulfed them.


  ***


  “After saving me, he left.” Kevin shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know where he went. He just sort of disappeared on me.”


  “Hmm…” Lilian hummed thoughtfully. “Sounds like at least one person from this clan is honorable.”


  “I have found Zhìlì to be a fairly honorable and forthright man, if a little too laid back,” Kotohime added her two cents. “However, we should not be speaking of this right now. Let us make haste and leave before the battle between Abercio-san and Chao-san picks up.”


  As if on cue, Saint’s Chariot started shaking with tremors reminiscent of an earthquake. It wasn’t enough to make them lose their balance, but the mere fact that someone was making this floating island rock like that was cause for concern.


  “Come on, you two. We must make haste.” Kotohime handed Iris off to Kevin, causing Lilian to pout, which deepened when Iris wrapped her arms around the young man’s neck. Kevin offered Lilian an apologetic smile as he followed after Kotohime. After a few more seconds, a grumbling Lilian began moving too.


  “I also want to be held by Beloved… Iris isn’t even injured anymore… I saw Kotohime heal her… Mou…”


  ***


  “Celestial Art: Divine Cannon!”


  “Spirit Art: Spirit Cannon.”


  A giant beam of ghostly white energy crashed into a golden beam of light, the two techniques sparking as they tried to overpower each other. A thousand souls howled in torment while golden energy crackled with the ear-splitting loudness of thunder.


  Zhìlì wanted to say that he didn’t flinch when the two attacks met, but that would have been a flat-out lie. As a seven-tails, he was strong, but his power was nothing compared to that of the two figures battling it out just a few meters from his location.


  Despite this, he refused to leave, not until he found the two people he was looking for.


  “Come on,” he muttered softly to himself. “Where are you two?”


  Much of the Citadel of Light, the famed home of the Bodhisattva, was in ruins, destroyed by Chao’s initial attack on Lilian and the group that had come to rescue her. The rest was destroyed when Abercio and his older brother started fighting. Towers had collapsed like a stack of cards being kicked by an angry child. Walls had crumbled as if they were paper constructs caught in a hurricane. What had at one point been a structure of the most beautiful asymmetry was now a pile of rubble.


  A pile of rubble that two of his family members were currently trapped in.


  Zhìlì’s siblings often told him that he was too lazy, and his father had mentioned many times that he was far too laid back and carefree. Maybe that was true, but there was one thing about him that none of his family could deny: he loved his family beyond anything else. Lazy as he might have been, Zhìlì would never let himself grow complacent when it came to ensuring his family’s safety, which was why he continued to diligently dig through the rubble in the hopes of finding his younger brother and sister.


  “Celestial Art: Celestial Dragon’s Breath!”


  Meters away, a large dragon head formed out of thin air, its balefully glowing mouth expelling a massive breath of what appeared to be golden flames.


  “Spirit Art: Serpent’s Sinful Poison.”


  The attack was met by a serpent’s head spitting out an equally large stream of ghostly white liquid, which seemed to douse the celestial breath somehow, despite it not being real fire. The serpent then shot forward, the rest of its body forming out of the ectoplasmic husks of the dead souls that Abercio drew upon, its sharp teeth sinking into the dragon head, dissolving it.


  Chao sliced the serpent in half with a wave of his tails. The crescent blade of energy that had been expelled traveled toward Abercio, where it splashed harmlessly against a bright, white shield.


  “You’re going to have to do better than that!” Abercio laughed. Chao snarled.


  “Celestial Art: Taoist Point!”


  “Spirit Art: Spirit Wave.”


  As another series of techniques clashed in a mighty conflagration of kinetic discharge, Zhìlì continued his search, ignoring the fight, ignoring the possibility of death, ignoring everything that did not have something to do with finding his two family members.


  His brother and sister had to be in here somewhere. They just had to be.


  ***


  He was waiting for them when they arrived at the Shrine Gate, a man in resplendent robes befitting a king—no, an emperor, a ruler of the highest caliber. He stood before the gate, blocking their path, his long blond hair swaying in an unfelt breeze and his nine tails gently writhing behind him.


  Neither Kevin nor Lilian nor even Kotohime had a chance to so much as gawk before they felt it.


  The overwhelming pressure.


  Kevin gasped in asphyxiated agony as he dropped to his knees. Only quick reflexes and his innate desire to protect kept him from crushing Iris, who he dropped onto her backside. Not that she was in any position to complain. Her eyes were wide and strangled gurgles rose from within her throat, like the braying of a dying animal, saliva dripping down her mouth.


  Kevin’s entire body felt like it was being crushed, an omnidirectional pressure that pushed down on him, slowly threatening to overwhelm his mind and erode his sanity. His chest heaved and constricted painfully, violently, as he desperately sought to fill his lungs with a breath that would not come. This presence, this undeniable, inexplicable sense that this being, this creature before him, was an existence who was magnitudes more powerful than anything he had ever faced before, felt like it was on the cusp of corroding his mind.


  What… what kind of monster is this?


  Kevin’s eyes threatened to bulge from their sockets, like the mighty fist of an ogre was attempting to squeeze out his eyeballs. His mouth was open, a vacuum-like sucking sound emerging from his raspy throat as it attempted to achieve the impossible, and it was impossible, for no breath could be taken when forced to bask in the presence of such an unrelenting force.


  And then the creature spoke, a simple, courteous greeting that belied this being’s monstrous power.


  “Greetings, young ones.” The words were very softly spoken, yet carried an undeniable command. The presence increased, bringing with it an aura of such commanding power that Kevin immediately felt a desire to obey this creature’s every whim. “I had not been expecting company, though considering the circumstances, perhaps I should have.”


  The voice that spoke was a clear voice, one that carefully articulated each phoneme, as if unwilling to chance even a single word being misunderstood. It was also a very potent voice. It was confident and full of magnanimous authority, the kind of voice that was not only used to ruling over others, but spoke on the same level of authority as the gods themselves. It was the voice of a being who, for all intents and purposes, was an earthbound god.


  It took everything Kevin had just to lift his head, and when he did, he immediately wished he hadn’t, for the presence increased nearly a hundred-fold, as if gazing upon such a divine visage carried with it an unbearable price.


  Passive eyes stared at him. They were calm, collected pools of a blue more infinite than the sky.


  










  


  Kevin felt like his chest had just been crushed.


  “You…” The being regarded him curiously. “You are Kevin Swift, if I am not mistaken, the human who defeated my son in single combat and forced him into the sorry state he is in now.”


  Kevin said nothing, but it wasn’t as if he had nothing to say. He just couldn’t speak. His throat had long since closed up. Just breathing had become the most arduous of tasks.


  “I do not begrudge you for what you did,” the creature, this monster, continued. “I have heard the reports from several reliable sources, and it seems my son was the one who committed the first offense. Your reaction to his kidnapping of your mate is understandable, and indeed, in many ways, it is admirable.”


  “However, Jiāoào is still my son. I hope you will understand why I cannot allow you to leave this place alive.”


  Kevin wanted to say something to that, to tell this man, this thing, that what happened was Jiāoào’s fault. That if his son hadn’t been such a prick, he wouldn’t have had to turn the boy into a vegetable. He could not. He couldn’t even move his mouth, let alone speak.


  “N-No…” The word was nothing more than a strangled gasp, but it was that utterance of a single syllable that allowed Kevin to lift his head and witness something incredible.


  Lilian. She was standing. While he was on the ground, kneeling before this monstrous entity that could only be Shinkuro Shénshèng, the Bodhisattva, the Great Celestial Kyūbi, strongest of all Celestial Kitsune, Lilian stood. Her legs wobbled and threatened to send her spilling to the ground. Her chest heaved. Her back and shoulders spasmed. Her entire body shook.


  And yet still she stood up and faced this creature, whose powers were so far above her own that it was beyond ridiculous.


  “I won’t…” Lilian gasped, as if getting the words out was literally causing her unimaginable agony. Yet still they came. The words poured from her mouth, each one sounding strangled. “I won’t… let… you… hurt m-my… mate…”


  I… Kevin gritted his teeth. He clawed at the ground until his fingers bled, struggling against the indecipherable fear that gripped his heart. I should also be…


  Shinkuro regarded the young woman curiously, his head tilting as if the girl was a puzzle to be solved. After silently contemplating her, he nodded.


  “I see. Your love for your mate is so strong that it has allowed you to resist my aura. I commend you, Lilian Pnév̱ma, for your strength and loyalty to your mate. It is impressive. However…”


  “Gah!”


  Lilian’s terrible scream shattered the tense stillness as several spears of light pierced her flesh. Kevin’s heart constricted in terror as Lilian stumbled for several steps, then collapsed to the ground, blood pooling from the wounds on her body. The act of seeing his mate getting hurt caused something to rise within him, a single emotion that burned away the effects of Shinkuro’s presence like ice being melted by a bonfire.


  Rage.


  The dirt around Kevin exploded as he launched himself at Shinkuro, roaring his outrage at seeing his mate hurt. He closed the distance and was on the divine being in seconds.


  Shinkuro did not move an inch. The mighty nine-tailed kitsune saw no need to. Kevin was not a yōkai, and even if he was, there were only a few yōkai in this world that could match him in power. In short, he simply saw no threat in Kevin’s actions.


  So instead, he simply raised a shield to take the attack.


  “Aegis.”


  Aegis of Infinity, the highest level of celestial techniques.


  The shield sprung into existence, a barrier of the purest gold. Its surface was unblemished. Whereas most kitsune aegises would have excess energy in the form of tendrils skittering across the surface, this one did not. It was perfect, the ultimate defense, the most powerful form of protection imaginable.


  Which was why Shinkuro’s eyes widened in surprise when Kevin’s left hand broke through his shield.


  There was no great struggle, no battle for supremacy. When Kevin’s fist met Shinkuro’s Aegis, the golden barrier peeled apart like a flower bulb opening at the first rays of sunlight. Shinkuro was so shocked by this turn of events, unprecedented as they were, that he was unable to move when Kevin’s fist smashed into his nose.


  The loud crunch! of Shinkuro’s nose breaking echoed several decibels louder than it should have, as if emphasizing this surreal act. Everyone stared in shock at the feat they had just witnessed, at the young human boy who’d just decked one of the mightiest creatures on the planet.


  “Kevin… sama…?”


  Kotohime tried to determine what happened and couldn’t. She failed. No matter how much she analyzed what just happened, she found herself no closer to an answer.


  “W-what the hell happened?” Iris mumbled. Unlike Kotohime, who at least tried coming up with an answer, the raven-haired beauty could not even fathom this moment.


  Kevin didn’t know what was going on, but he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Without a second thought, he stepped into Shinkuro’s guard again. Like the last time, the mighty Celestial Kyūbi raised a barrier, another Aegis. It was an instinctive move, Kevin determined, something that Shinkuro had done so many times it had simply become a habit.


  The results were the same this time as they were the first time. Kevin smashed through the barrier. This time, he landed a powerful uppercut on the underside of Shinkuro’s jaw, which actually lifted the ancient and powerful kitsune off his feet.


  Kevin didn’t stop, didn’t relent his attack. Like an angry beast he continued to assault Shinkuro, whose dazed confusion made it impossible for him to do much more than react on instinct. It didn’t help that Kevin left him absolutely no time to recover and unleash one of his celestial techniques.


  With Shinkuro distracted by Kevin, Kotohime snapped out of her dazed state and moved over to Lilian’s side. Rolling the young kitsune onto her back, she almost winced at the many holes piercing her charge’s body, but quickly got to work.


  “River Art: Healing Rain.”


  Although the technique was called Healing Rain, it didn’t actually involve the evoking of rain. Kotohime simply channeled her youki through her tails and into the subject she wanted to heal. It was a simple technique, and an effective one. Within seconds, the damage done to Lilian’s body was healed over, the wounds sealed shut and the flesh knit back together, all without leaving even a single scar.


  Lilian’s eyes fluttered open, blinking several times as they adjusted to the light.


  “Kotohime…”


  “How are you feeling, Lilian-sama?”


  “Woozy.”


  “That is to be expected. You have lost a lot of blood.”


  At the mention of all the blood she’d lost, Lilian remembered what happened. She sat up, Kotohime helping her, and then looked at Shinkuro. What she saw would remain etched inside of her memory for all eternity.


  Kevin was a whirlwind as he mercilessly pummeled Shinkuro, who seemed incapable of reacting. Her mate’s fist slammed into the mighty Kyūbi’s face and chest, knocking the nine-tailed kitsune back, only for Kevin to grab his arm and yank him in to be pummeled some more.


  “What… what is…?”


  “That was my reaction too,” Iris muttered in mute awe as she crawled over to them.


  “I do not understand what is going on myself,” Kotohime admitted, “but somehow, Kevin-sama is able to break through Shinkuro-dono’s Aegis.”


  “That… should that even be possible?” Lilian’s eyes did not leave the fight taking place. Kevin had just grabbed both of Shinkuro’s arms and headbutted the Celestial Kyūbi, causing the older and far more powerful being’s head to snap back.


  “No, it should not,” Kotohime said, “and yet, somehow, he is doing it.”


  For one single second, Lilian dared to believe that Kevin could win, that he could somehow defeat Shinkuro, the mightiest of Celestial Kitsune.


  And then the cold, crushing grip of reality reared its ugly head.


  It was inevitable that Shinkuro would not remain shocked by whatever strange ability allowed Kevin to break through his barrier forever. He might have been surprised, but he was still a Kyūbi. About thirty seconds after Kevin’s initial attack broke his Aegis, the shock wore off, and he reacted with the speed only a being capable of manipulating light could.


  It happened so fast that no one had seen it.


  Kevin stumbled as something sharp and painfully hot pierced his chest. He did not know when he fell to his knees, but he eventually noticed that, at some point, Shinkuro’s form had begun to loom over him. He blinked several times, looking up into the sky-blue eyes of Shinkuro, and almost absentmindedly noticed that all of the damage he’d done to the Celestial Kyūbi’s face had healed.


  Feeling a strange numbness spread through his body, Kevin looked down to see a spear of light sticking out of his chest. Judging from how he was looking at what appeared to be a tip, he could only imagine that the attack had come from behind and gone all the way through his body.


  “Oh…” He sounded almost surprised.


  Kevin’s body grew cold. Numb. He didn’t even feel it when his head hit the ground.


  “I commend you, Kevin Swift, for somehow breaking through my Aegis,” Shinkuro said in the same calm and magnanimous tone as always, as if it was the only way of speaking he knew. “I acknowledge that you have a most unusual ability. However, in the end, it is just that, an unusual ability. It will not avail you here.”


  Kevin thought he heard someone yelling, but he couldn’t be sure. His hearing was growing weaker, along with his vision. Darkness seeped at the edges. Everything became blurry. He was… everything was…


  Darkness.


  ***


  Everything seemed to happen in slow motion.


  A light spear appeared behind her mate and pierced him through the back. Lilian could only stare helplessly as Kevin stumbled forward, falling to his knees. Her eyes remained wide open, incapable of looking away when Kevin fell onto his side and didn’t get back up.


  “Beloved…”


  Her beloved. Her mate. Kevin was the most important person in her life. When he was with her, Lilian’s happiness knew no end. Her life had been an endless bliss ever since he started reciprocating her feelings.


  “K-Kevin…”


  Kevin meant more to her than anyone else. For the past six years, ever since their first meeting, her life had revolved around his words. They had given her the strength to fight against what she deemed an unfair fate.


  And now he was lying there, on the ground, in an expanding puddle of his own blood. The light spear had since evaporated, which meant she had a picture-perfect view of the hole that went through his back and out his chest.


  Lilian was not the only one staring at Kevin in shock. Iris, too, gazed at the still form of her sister’s mate.


  She had learned a lot about the young man during their journey together, had seen more sides of him than she’d realized existed. Kevin had an inner strength that she had never seen in another person. Throughout their journey, he’d done things that she would have never believed possible had she not seen them with her own eyes.


  A single human being should not be capable of fighting yōkai like he did. They should not be able to fight a yōkai on even grounds. Yet Kevin did, and that ability had made him seem invincible to her.


  He didn’t look so invincible now, lying there, unmoving.


  A distant rumble reached their ears. The sounds of battle met them and the ground beneath them vibrated as if being shaken by an earthquake.


  Shinkuro frowned as he stared in the direction he felt the vibrations coming from.


  “It seems my eldest son is battling someone…. rather recklessly at that,” he said, seemingly to himself. He turned back to the group of lesser kitsune before him. “I will have to deal with him after dealing with you.”


  Maybe it was his words, the nonchalance with which he spoke. Or, perhaps the shock of what he had done to Kevin had finally worn off. Whatever the case was, in that moment, Lilian snapped.


  “Extension! Celestial Art: Big Bang Theory!”


  Lilian’s two tails entwined around each other and shot toward Shinkuro. At their tips, a small ball of compressed celestial youki quickly expanded in size, until it was nearly four times larger than Lilian herself.


  “Aegis.” The word was calmly intoned, as if Shinkuro were merely speaking from a script.


  Giant ball met shield and exploded with enough force to destroy the very ground around Shinkuro. Dust and rocks and clods of earth flew into the air, kicked up by the powerful explosion. It cleared seconds later to reveal Shinkuro standing at its epicenter, completely unharmed, protected by his Aegis.


  “I commend your audacity, but an attack of this level will not—”


  Kotohime appeared in front of Shinkuro, her katana flashing, a mere sliver of light reflected off a highly polished surface of steel.


  “Ikken Hissatsu. Ichi no Ougi.”


  Kotohime spun around in a clockwise motion, sparks flying as her blade slashed against Shinkuro’s Aegis. When she saw that the shield remained undamaged, Kotohime spun counterclockwise.


  “Nii no Ougi.”


  She pulled her wakizashi from its sheath and held it in her left hand in a reverse grip. Kotohime used it, along with her katana, to unleash an uncountable number of attacks on Shinkuro’s Aegis. San no Ougi. Yon no Ougi. Go no Ougi. Roku no Ougi… all the way to Kyū no Ougi. A small ripple seemed to pass through the golden barrier, which undulated for several seconds before settling down.


  “An admirable effort,” Shinkuro began, “but ultimately a futile gesture. Surely, you can see that—”


  “Void Art: Void Fire!”


  Kotohime leapt out of the way just in time to avoid the black ball of compressed void fire that struck the Aegis.


  In most instances, Iris’s void fire would not have done anything. While the Void consumed everything, it could be overpowered by techniques with more youki put into them. Shinkuro, as the mightiest of Celestial Kitsune using the highest tier of celestial techniques possible, would normally easily be able to overpower the attack of a two-tails had it not been for one tiny problem.


  Kotohime’s attacks were techniques that used intense speed to create subatomic vibrations that could slice through anything. Even light. While the Aegis did not appear to have taken any damage, the truth was that Kotohime’s blades had, indeed, cut through his barrier. Dozens of tiny, millimetric cuts that created a small, almost invisible network of cracks.


  And Iris’s void fire had just slammed into those cracks.


  Shinkuro’s Aegis of Infinity shattered.


  Too bad Shinkuro was no longer behind it.


  Lilian’s eyes widened. “Iris, behind you!” she warned two seconds too late.


  “Despite your kind being my mortal enemy, I must congratulate you on breaking through my barrier,” a voice said behind Iris seconds before half a dozen light spears pierced her body from a multitude of directions. Iris crumbled to the ground like a broken marionette. “However, your attacks are futile if you cannot even hit me.”


  “Then try this on for size!” a familiar male voice shouted a split second before the clapping of gunfire rent the bamboo forest. Shinkuro put up an Aegis, but that proved useless when Kevin slammed into the shield and shattered it.


  Kevin’s headbutt snapped Shinkuro’s head back. The young human followed this action by aiming his guns and unloading a barrage of youki bullets at the Celestial Kyūbi. The attacks missed, however, not because Kevin’s aim was off, but because Shinkuro was no longer there. In the blink of an eye, the powerful nine-tailed entity had vanished.


  Two spears of light sank into the ground Kevin had been standing. Having thrown himself into a swift shoulder roll, Kevin landed back on his feet and spun around, handguns rising to fire another barrage—


  —only to stop.


  Shinkuro wasn’t there.


  “You should be dead.” Kevin spun again to find Shinkuro standing several meters away. Even though his face remained expressionless, the tilt of his head betrayed the Celestial Kyūbi’s curiosity. “How did you recover from those wounds I inflicted?”


  Kevin would have smiled, but that would have ruined the moment, so he settled for a smirk. “Like I’d tell you.”


  Another unloading of bullets proved futile when Shinkuro conjured another Aegis. Kevin tried to close the distance, but their enemy had learned from experience not to let him get close. Before Kevin could even blink, Shinkuro was gone, and he was forced to avoid sixteen light spears that appeared out of nowhere and tried to skewer him.


  While Kevin kept Shinkuro occupied, Lilian and Kotohime rushed over to the downed Iris. Lilian couldn’t heal her sister because of their diametrically opposed affinities. However, Kotohime quickly went to work on the Void Kitsune’s many wounds.


  “How curious,” Shinkuro said several meters to Kevin’s right. “You are somehow able to dodge my attacks, but that should be impossible. All of my attacks move at the speed of light. You are a human, albeit, one with a strange ability that I’ve never seen before, but still just a human. There should be no way for you to dodge them.”


  The smirk on Kevin’s face turned into a feral grin. “You should never underestimate humanity.”


  “So it would seem,” Shinkuro said coolly before summoning another Aegis.


  “Extension! Celestial Art: Double Flare!”


  Two tails with bright balls of light on their tips struck the shield. Instead of detonating like a pair of bombs, these simply burst into twin lights of bright sunfire. Having clearly been expecting a regular attack, Shinkuro was unprepared to deal with such blinding radiance and stumbled back, furiously rubbing his eyes.


  Despite being blinded, the Celestial Kyūbi still had the peace of mind to move away from his location, though the term “moving” didn’t adequately describe what Shinkuro did. It looked a lot more like instantaneous teleportation.


  Kevin, Lilian, a now healed Iris, and Kotohime quickly gathered into a group, standing back to back in order to ensure that Shinkuro didn’t have a blindspot to use against them. About a dozen meters to their left, the still unconscious yama uba lay in an inglorious pile.


  “I do not believe I need to tell you how foolish this is,” Kotohime stated. “Going up against a Kyūbi is suicide.”


  “We know,” Kevin, Iris, and Lilian said at the same time.


  “So long as you know.”


  There was no more time for conversation, because at that exact moment, several dozen beams of light shot up from the ground.


  ***


  Kevin had known the moment their battle truly started that it was going to be a hard fought one. He’d been hoping to use Shinkuro’s innate sense of superiority to defeat him before the Bodhisattva went all out. That hope was dashed after their initial assault failed.


  Even when holding back, the Bodhisattva was not an enemy they could defeat.


  The first to fall was Kotohime. Shinkuro had clearly determined that she was the greatest threat, possibly due to her possessing the highest number of tails, but Kevin also wondered if the Celestial Kyūbi knew that she was the one who’d healed him, Lilian, and Iris.


  Like before, Shinkuro disappeared, vanished as if he’d never existed. Also like before, beams of light, the same beams that had pierced Kevin, Iris, and Lilian, tried to spear Kotohime. Those beams were swiftly and decisively reflected back at their owner by the arcing of Kotohime’s katana. Shinkuro reappeared some distance away and was forced to move again when his own beams were swatted back at him.


  “Muku.”


  Kotohime vanished at the same time that several dozen beams speared the ground where she’d been standing, perforating the earth with perfectly circular holes. The swordswoman appeared behind Shinkuro, her arm outstretched as if she had performed a slash, until she grunted in pain and fell to her knees. Kevin could see it, then, the blood leaking down her right shoulder and left thigh from wounds that he knew had not been there seconds before.


  “You can fight at the speed of thought,” Shinkuro determined as he turned his head to regard the maid-slash-bodyguard. “That is most impressive. Very commendable. However…”


  Several dozen globules of light appeared around Shinkuro’s head, hovering like fireflies. The globes became beams of light.


  “Against someone who can attack at the speed of light, such commendable talents are still lacking.”


  “W-what the heck?” Kevin gawked at what he was seeing. The beams of light were moving, bending and twisting and turning at irregular and impossible to trace angles. It should have been impossible. It was impossible.


  Light always travels in a straight line unless the light particles are broken up by something like a prism, and even then, the light is no longer a single beam, but rather, multiple refractions that move on different wavelengths. It becomes a spectrum as opposed to a single beam.


  Lilian’s techniques were not beams, which was why she could move them as she willed, but that also meant they couldn’t move at the speed of light.


  What he was seeing now should have been impossible, and it was this very impossibility that made Kevin realize something he should have realized from the very onset of this battle.


  The being they were up against was a Kyūbi. To such a creature, even the laws of physics were a suggestion at most.


  Still, Kotohime moved. She was a swordswoman, and her voluptuous figure moved with swiftness and grace, sinuously dancing around the beams of light that assaulted her in all sorts of serpentine trajectories.


  To the Celestial Kyūbi, the speed of light was not a constant for a specific medium. Making light move in curvilinear trajectories forced that light to lose some speed. Even if it was akin to dividing infinity by half, Kotohime existed on a level where such a difference could be taken advantage of.


  Kevin and Lilian tried to help Kotohime, who was taking the brunt of Shinkuro’s attacks, but it was no use. Youki bullets and light spheres struck the Aegis and broke apart.


  “Void Art: Void Fire!”


  Iris also did her best to render aid as well, but it became immediately clear that even the black flames of oblivion could do nothing against Shinkuro’s overwhelming divinity.


  “River Art: Ice Armor.”


  Kotohime decided to up the ante. Rather than simply dodge attacks as they came, she covered her entire body in a layer of armor-like ice reminiscent of a samurai from the feudal era, and then charged at the nine-tailed kitsune. She deflected numerous beams of light with her katana. What beams she missed chipped away at her armor, which she quickly regenerated with liberal use of youki. It was draining, undoubtedly so, but if she could just reach Shinkuro before running out of youki, then she could…


  But it was not to be. Kotohime was thoroughly blasted away a step before reaching Shinkuro. Fortunately, that kitsune was just a clone, a distraction. It dissolved into water, and the real Kotohime lunged at Shinkuro from behind.


  It was clear from the onset of her attack that Kotohime had failed. Her blade penetrated his back, but it was too easy, there was too little resistance, like she was slicing through water instead of flesh and muscle.


  And then the Shinkuro in front of her dispersed, bursting into thousands of tiny motes of light.


  A clone. Like how she had tried to fool her opponent, Kotohime had been duped by a clone.


  Shinkuro was no longer in front of Kotohime, no longer in front of anyone. What she and everyone else saw were hundreds of thousands of tiny motes of light, each of them roughly the same size as a grain of sand. These motes flew around in a swarm like fireflies and gathered to assemble the shape of an anthropomorphic, nine-tailed body.


  This was the true form of the “body of light” technique that Li had tried to use. Kevin could already tell, even from this single glance, that Li’s technique was nothing compared to this. Above the enlightened being’s form, hundreds of orbs floated like will-o-wisps, waiting for the mental command that would transform them into an unstoppable rain.


  Kotohime looked at the being who stood so far above her it wasn’t even funny, and she saw neither pity nor anger in his eyes. To him, this fight meant nothing. She meant nothing. Her powers, her skills, her precision with a blade, all of it was useless before this being whose unimaginable power let him stand on par with the gods. How could she dare to dream of matching such a creature?


  “I commend you, Kotohime,” Shinkuro said. “Your skills are truly enviable. In other circumstances, I would like nothing more than to test your mettle, to watch you prove yourself. However, our current situation has dictated otherwise, and so I must end this.”


  “Not before I end you!” Lilian shouted. “Gomu Gomu no Kevin!”


  Kotohime blinked. Shinkuro blinked. Neither of them could understand just what they were seeing. It was so surreal, so incredibly stupid, that had it not been happening before their eyes, they would have never believed someone was dumb enough to do this.


  Kevin’s legs were entwined firmly by Lilian’s tails, which extended to incredible lengths at an impressive speed, turning the young teen into a human missile.


  Shinkuro did not bother to deflect or dodge the incoming Kevin. The bullets that splashed against his body of light, fired from the gun in Kevin’s right hand, did nothing to him. Kevin reached Shinkuro and still the Celestial Kyūbi had not moved. After all, it was one thing to defeat his Aegis, but there was no way a human could—


  Shinkuro’s thoughts were abruptly halted when Kevin extended his left hand and slammed it into his torso. The Celestial Kyūbi’s body was thrown away like a ragdoll, tumbling along the ground before coming to a stop when he impaled four of his nine tails into the earth.


  “Ha! How do you like that?!” Kevin barked a victorious laugh as Lilian walked up to him. He and his mate shared a high five. “Are we awesome, or are we awesome?”


  “I… I can’t believe it…” Kotohime muttered in shock. “He just… Kevin-sama just…”


  It was just like when he broke through Shinkuro’s Aegis. It should not have been possible. Kevin was a human with no supernatural powers. Even if he wasn’t, it would take an entity on the same level as a Kyūbi to defeat that technique, and yet he had done it so easily.


  Kotohime allowed herself a smile. “Maybe we can really…” “Win” was what she wanted to say. She couldn’t, however.


  Because at that moment six beams of light suddenly penetrated her body, leaving fist-sized holes in her chest, shoulders, and thighs.


  ***


  It was like watching a movie in slow motion. The beams pierced Kotohime from behind, the woman’s eyes widened in shock, and then she looked down at the holes that made her body look akin to Swiss cheese. She looked back up at Kevin, Iris, and Lilian with uncomprehending eyes, and then toppled over, crumbling to the ground where she lay unmoving.


  “K… Kotohime….?” Lilian stared at the figure of her maid. “Wh… what…?”


  “Truly,” a voice said somewhere to their left, “you are a strange and problematic human.” Shinkuro stood before them, his body once again pristine, showing that Kevin’s attack hadn’t done any lasting damage. “It seems I will need to take care of you first. Such a troublesome ability does not belong in the hands of a human.”


  Kevin’s danger sense warned him seconds before ten beams tried impaling him and Lilian. He shoved his mate out of the way just in time to let her avoid certain death, but could not do so himself. Fortunately, he’d already seen this technique enough times to avoid the beams before they could hit him.


  Shinkuro frowned as Kevin contorted his body around the beams.


  “Strange…”


  Several more beams appeared around Kevin and tried to impale him. They missed again.


  “How are you doing that?” Shinkuro asked in honest curiosity, and maybe even a touch of something else. “A human should not be capable of moving at the speed of thought, much less the speed of light.”


  Shinkuro’s words rang true, and indeed, Kevin was not moving at the speed of thought or light. He was, after all, only human. However, Kevin had, through nearly a year of constant, rigorous training, gained the ability to control the flow of battle, to literally force his opponents into attacking only the places that he wanted them to attack. This allowed him to react like he had precognitive abilities, but in truth, all he was doing was tricking Shinkuro into attacking the openings that he purposefully left in his guard, and then avoiding the attacks as if he had predicted them.


  “This human…”


  The Celestial Kyūbi did not seem the least bit bothered by what he was seeing. He seemed almost curious, and it was clear to Kevin that Shinkuro was not taking this fight seriously. From the very onset of this battle, the enlightened entity had been holding back a great deal. Shinkuro likely didn’t believe that bringing his full power, or even a hundredth of his power, to bear was necessary to defeat the likes of a four-tails, two two-tails, and a human.


  Kevin would use that arrogant sense of superiority to his advantage.


  Sweat had long since broken out on Kevin’s skin as he avoided beams of light. It ran down his face and stung his eyes. However, he dared not close them for fear of his enemy using that second it took to blink to defeat him. He needed to keep Shinkuro’s attention focused solely on him.


  “Void Art: Fires of Oblivion!”


  “Aegis.”


  Shinkuro didn’t even move from his position as void fire rained down on him. His eyes never left Kevin as the black flames of the Void splashed against his shield and were snuffed out by his overwhelming presence. However, one of the beams attacking Kevin did veer off course as it changed targets. Iris was forced to throw herself to the ground, the beam passing by over her head.


  “Come on, Lilian!” Iris shouted at her fraternal twin, who remained where she had fallen on her hands and knees. “Get your head in the game!”


  Lilian tore her gaze away from the prone form of her maid to look at Iris. She blinked once, then turned her attention onto Kevin, stuck in the center of a massive light show. The boy she loved was gritting his teeth, sweat flying off his body as he danced to avoid being perforated by the many beams that sought to penetrate his flesh.


  Her expression hardened.


  “Celestial Art: Reflect!”


  One of the many beams that tried impaling Kevin suddenly curved and traveled toward Shinkuro. The Celestial Kyūbi frowned and quickly took control of the light beam, only to blink when he saw the beam still traveling toward him. An illusion. He dispelled the illusion and then conjured six more beams, which he made converge on Kevin’s location at the same time. This time, there were too many for Kevin to avoid. The young man was stabbed repeatedly from multiple angles.


  And then he burst into black flames.


  “What?” Shinkuro blinked, the time it took to realize that the illusion Lilian created of one of his beams being reflected back at him had, in fact, been used to mask the illusion that Iris created of Kevin still being under attack by his beams. Kevin must have used his split second of distraction to escape.


  A flare of intense youki dispelled another illusion, revealing the figure of Kevin running toward him. The beams that had been attacking an illusion changed directions, curving around and going straight for Kevin, who somehow sensed them coming and dove to the side. This did little to deter Shinkuro’s attack, however, and the beams quickly followed him, forcing Kevin to roll along the ground in order to dodge.


  “Void Art: Void Fire!”


  More void fire splashed against the Aegis that Shinkuro conjured. The Celestial Kyūbi almost sighed.


  “You should already know by now that such an attack is—Gya!!!”


  Shinkuro’s words were cut off by an abrupt squeal of pain. Even the beams chasing Kevin were disrupted, dispersing back into their elementary particles.


  The Celestial Kyūbi directed a pained grimace at Lilian, whose teeth were clamped firmly on one of his golden tails.


  “You bit me,” he said, as if feeling the need to state the obvious.


  “And you should never take your eyes off your opponent!”


  Shinkuro swiveled his head as Kevin rushed up to him. The young man was already throwing a punch aimed right at him, a victorious grin already splitting the teen’s face in half.


  The attack never hit.


  The fist stopped centimeters from Shinkuro’s nose.


  For one single second, time stood still. Kevin’s mouth opened, though no words came out. Instead, blood poured from his mouth. He looked down at the gaping hole going straight through his chest, his eyes wide and disbelieving, and then looked back up. His eyes locked with Lilian’s seconds before the pain hit him.


  Like that, Kevin fell forward, his body striking the ground—


  —and then he was no longer lying on his stomach, but instead on his back. A bright blue sky greeted him. He blinked several times. His head was pounding like war drums inside of his skull, and his ears were ringing. He tasted blood on his mouth from where he’d bit his tongue, and he needed several seconds to orient himself.


  An illusion.


  It hit him like an iron bolt shot from a crossbow. The entire thing he’d just experienced, all of it, it had been an illusion. But when had he been trapped, and for how long? Had he been trapped within this illusion the whole time?


  Kevin turned his head, ignoring the sudden spike of pain that drove into his skull like a stake. He could see Lilian lying only a few feet from him. She, too, was lying on her back, staring up at the sky.


  Groaning as his muscles protested and his mind rebelled, Kevin turned over and slowly crawled up to Lilian. Just from a single glance, he could tell that she was still trapped within an illusion. Her glazed eyes stared sightlessly at nothing, and drool leaked down her cheeks.


  Being a human, Kevin did not have the ability to dispel illusions. He had no youki with which he could inject into another. However, that did not mean he was not without options.


  Kevin didn’t hesitate to place his mouth over Lilian’s. Rather than a normal kiss, however, he took her lower lip between his teeth and nipped it hard enough to draw blood. Lilian’s gasp told him that she’d emerged from her illusion, so he pulled back and looked into the girl’s rapidly blinking eyes, which soon focused on him.


  “K-Kevin. W-what…?”


  “We got trapped in an illusion,” Kevin told her. “You, me, and Iris.”


  “Iris…” Lilian mumbled, “where is…?”


  “Over there.” Kevin pointed at the distant Iris lying face-first on the ground, her body twitching and shuddering as she fought her own illusion. “You’ll have to break Iris out of the illusion she’s in.”


  “Right.” Lilian hissed in pain as she sat up. “Wh-where is Kotohime?”


  Kevin was startled when he realized that he didn’t know where Kotohime was. In his illusion, she had been pierced by innumerable beams of light, or had he become trapped after that happened?


  A noise soon reached them. Lilian’s ears twitched and Kevin’s head swiveled around, both of them locking onto the battle happening not too far from them.


  It was Kotohime. She was fighting against Shinkuro, and she had never looked more beautiful. Trapped as she was within the middle of a storm, with beams and orbs of light pouring in from all directions, seeking to penetrate her flesh, Kotohime still maneuvered about with a dancer’s grace. Her movements were swift and sure, elegance defined. Light beams came at her and were subsequently redirected by her katana and wakizashi, both of which wove a never-ending meshwork of silvery flashes around her body.


  Kevin had known that Kotohime was strong. He’d watched her battle against Luna Mul. He’d seen her myriad of sword and kitsune techniques. He’d even faced off against some of those techniques in their most recent spars. Yet in all the time he’d known her, in all the time they’d spent together, he’d never seen her the way he was seeing her now.


  However, even he knew that she would not last. Against a monster like Shinkuro, against a being whose power stood on par with gods, Kotohime was but a speck, an insignificant ant fighting a titan. The only reason she was still alive was because Shinkuro was arrogant and refused to bring his full power to bare. That said, she would need help.


  “Hurry up and dispel the illusion around Iris,” Kevin said softly. Lilian nodded and made her way over to Iris, stumbling and wavering, the aftereffects of whatever illusion she’d been held under still affecting her.


  Kevin stood to his feet. His legs shook and his knees wobbled. His head spun as vertigo struck him like a Spirit Gun to the face. Everything spun, his stomach rebelled, yet still Kevin remained standing, eventually shaking off the overwhelming dizziness.


  He looked toward Kotohime, toward the battle. She was still trapped within the middle of a storm, a storm of light beams that sought to impale her. Sweat flew off her voluptuous body as she spun and danced, a ceaseless string of constant movement. Even though he knew the situation was dire, Kevin couldn’t help but admire Kotohime as she fought. Had he ever seen anything so ferociously beautiful before?


  “Right.” He slapped his cheeks. “Time to get to work.”


  A single glance at his surroundings revealed nothing. Neither did a second. Kotohime was avoiding the light attacks, but her foe wasn’t present.


  It took a moment, but Kevin soon realized what this meant and looked up. There, floating above them all, lording over them like a king does his subjects, Shinkuro watched as his light beams battled against the swordswoman.


  He picked up his guns, which lay in the dirt where he’d fallen. He frowned. One of his guns had run out of bullets. Odd.


  His suitcase lay next to the guns. Undoing the latches, he opened the case, grabbed the cartridge filled with Delphine’s youki, exchanged the now empty clip of celestial energy, and then took aim.


  Just like last time, a massive beam of pure white blasted out of the tiny silver nozzle. Easily ten times larger than him, the cylinder of destruction slammed into Shinkuro and washed over him. The power in his gun soon ran out, the cylinder dissipated, and his opponent was nowhere in sight.


  Just as he thought he had won, light particles gathered in the air, coalescing into a single, nine-tailed form.


  “W-what?”


  Kevin blinked. In that split second, Shinkuro disappeared.


  “Beloved, behind you!”


  Kevin didn’t question the voice. His body reacted before his mind could even think about what to do, twisting around and narrowly avoiding the beam of light that sought to incinerate his chest. The beam sped by, then curved around, traveling back toward him, but Kevin already knew it would. He even knew exactly where it would strike.


  The beam missed when Kevin swerved to the right.


  A second beam was added to the mix, yet it, too, missed after he spun around, and Kevin inexorably moved toward Shinkuro, who stood some distance away, watching him with that inexpressive gaze that made the enlightened being seem so much more inhuman.


  A third beam was added.


  “I think I finally understand,” Shinkuro muttered softly. “You are not moving at the speed of thought. Instead you are predicting my attacks somehow.”


  Even if Kevin were inclined to answer—which he wasn’t—the addition of a fourth beam kept him from speaking. All of his concentration was focused on avoiding death as he continued moving toward the Celestial Kyūbi.


  A fifth beam was added. Kevin moved to avoid it, but in doing so, ended up getting hit by the third beam. It pierced through his left shoulder, leaving a tiny, needle-like hole from which blood poured. He could no longer feel that arm, as it had gone completely numb. A necessary sacrifice in order to keep moving forward.


  “Void Art: Oblivion’s Chain!”


  “Celestial Art: Underground Chambers Prison!”


  The beams dispersed, and Shinkuro found himself being restrained by two different sets of chains. Several chains of celestial energy had erupted from the ground, wrapping around his legs and keeping him from moving. Another set, these ones blacker than a starless night, had erupted from what looked almost like a portal, or maybe a black hole. It hovered over Shinkuro’s head, this swirling vortex of darkness, and from its depths, the chains had erupted forth, binding his arms.


  “Now, Beloved!”


  Kevin didn’t hesitate, for he knew that even a second’s hesitation would make Lilian’s and Iris’s techniques worthless.


  He closed the distance between him and Shinkuro. The Celestial Kyūbi actually looked mildly surprised. He wasn’t attacking, though not for lack of trying. It was because he couldn’t attack. While Lilian’s technique restrained him, Iris’s chains, being composed of the Void, consumed his youki, leaving him incapable of using any light-based technique.


  This was his chance.


  Or so Kevin thought.


  The chains binding Shinkuro were destroyed, decimated when the Kyūbi finally released his unfathomable power. Kevin’s entire body threatened to cease as that feeling, the aura of a king, washed over him like miasmic vapor. Only force of will and sheer grit allowed him to push past this feeling.


  Kevin launched his fist forward.


  For one second, he believed his attack would make it…


  For one second, Kevin allowed himself to believe that he could wipe that inexpressive gaze off Shinkuro’s face…


  And then Kevin’s fist went straight through Shinkuro, or rather, it went through his afterimage. A second later, something seared straight through Kevin’s back and out of his chest. He stumbled, then fell forward, smacking the ground face-first, barely conscious as his body grew numb and his mind threatened to shut down.


  He didn’t get back up.


  “Beloved!”


  Lilian was only able to get out that one word before several beams of light struck her body, burning straight through flesh, muscle, and bone with ease. A strangled gasp was all she released before collapsing.


  “Lilian!” Iris shouted before snarling at Shinkuro. “Damn you!”


  “Void Art: Flames of Oblivion!”


  A wave of void fire washed over Shinkuro, consuming everything in its wake. The ground was incinerated as the black flames consumed them. The bamboo trees beyond were quickly brought to oblivion by the living conflagration.


  Shinkuro wasn’t there anymore.


  “G-ga!”


  Iris fell onto her knees when a large hole appeared in her abdomen. She swayed for several seconds, then her eyes rolled up into the back of her head, and she fell face-first onto the gravel.


  “I… Iris… no…” Lilian mumbled. Tears stung her eyes and fell down her face.


  “D-damn you…” Kevin gritted his teeth as he forced his body to move, his arms going underneath him and pushing him up.


  Shinkuro frowned. “You should not be able to move.”


  “I shouldn’t be able to do a lot of things, apparently,” Kevin gasped as the fingers of his right hand curled around his gun. He raised his hand and aimed at Shinkuro. “It doesn’t stop me from doing them, though, and it won’t stop me from pumping you full of holes because of what you’ve done to my family.”


  Shinkuro stared at Kevin and, despite the overwhelming pain from the fist-sized hole in his chest, Kevin stared right back. He didn’t know what he hoped to accomplish by this, however, as it was clear that they had lost. Out of all those present, he was the only one still capable of moving, and he had a hole in his freaking chest. It was becoming abundantly clear to him that this battle had been over even before it began. Shinkuro had been taking them as seriously as a human might take a cockroach.


  “So these kitsune, you consider them family.” Shinkuro paused for a moment, as if contemplating those words, and then nodded. “That is admirable. It is very rare for a human to accept kitsune so readily. You have my respect for that, and it is because of my respect that I shall make sure your passing is painless.”


  A little late for that, Kevin thought sardonically. He didn’t voice these thoughts, mainly because forming words hurt.


  More globes of light appeared around Kevin, and he knew that his death was near. This was the end. He was not trapped in an illusion. This time, his death would be quite real.


  I can’t believe this is it…


  The globes changed to beams.


  Kevin smiled bitterly.


  I wish I could have at least mated with Lilian once.


  “That is enough, Father.”


  Before the beams could impale Kevin, a voice spoke up. It was a familiar voice, though he couldn’t quite remember where he’d heard it before. Shinkuro also seemed to recognize the voice, for his eyes showed surprise.


  Slowly, Shinkuro and Kevin turned their heads.


  Jiāoào stood on the battlefield, supported by Fan, who had an arm wrapped around his waist while one of his arms had been slung over her shoulder. Li and Zhili stood beside and slightly behind them.


  “My… son…”


  “This battle is done, Father,” Jiāoào said. “Just… let these people leave.”


  If Kevin wasn’t so confused to see Jiāoào, he would have been by the boy’s words.


  “Are you sure?” Shinkuro asked. Jiāoào closed his eyes and nodded. “I see. Very well then. I shall agree not to kill these four despite the trouble they have caused.” Shinkuro paused. “And I guess it would be prudent to also heal them, as there would be no point in sparing their lives if they are just going to die anyway.”


  





  




  


  Kevin still didn’t know what was going on, but he knew that the battle was over. As this realization hit him, all of the adrenaline that kept him conscious up to this point left, and the last thing he saw before darkness claimed him was the Bodhisattva walking over to a wounded Kotohime.




  CHAPTER 13


  THE RETURN HOME


  Shinkuro looked at the remains of his once-pristine mansion, at the rubble that had once been towering spires, the debris that used to be majestic walls, and the gardens that were now naught but ash. The Citadel of Light, one of the most famous structures in the kitsune world, nay, the entire yōkai world, was no more. It would have to be rebuilt.


  “To think my home could be brought to ruin like this.”


  A sigh. Shinkuro couldn’t truly blame the people who’d come to rescue Lilian Pnév̱ma, nor could he blame the girl in question. It was he who had brought her to his home. And while their presence had precluded the destruction of his palace, they had not been the ones to do all that damage.


  That honor belonged to his son.


  “Do you see this?” Shinkuro didn’t need to gesture for Chao to know what he was talking about. “This palace is now gone because of your reckless actions, because you decided to use the power granted to you as an eight-tailed kitsune for mass destruction. And you wonder why Lord Inari decided not to bestow the ninth tail upon you.”


  Chao gritted his teeth, clenched his hands, and shook in place. Shinkuro didn’t even need to look his son’s way to know what he was thinking. His eldest was surprisingly open with his emotions.


  His son quickly calmed down. “You have my apologies, Father.”


  “Do I really?” Shinkuro murmured softly.


  Chao lifted his head. “Father?”


  “When you were younger, I used to think you would become one of the brightest and mightiest kitsune to grace this world,” Shinkuro continued speaking in his soft overtones. “You were brimming with talent, passion, and intelligence. Celestial techniques came to you as easily as breathing, and your thirst for learning exceeded all of my expectations. I had such high hopes for you. However, ever since Lord Inari proclaimed that Jiāoào would gain the ninth tail upon reaching his ninth century of life, you have been incredibly disobedient.”


  Chao said nothing, as he knew that to speak out of turn would result in a harsher sentencing. He didn’t need to say anything, however, as the clenching of his fists said everything Shinkuro needed to know.


  Shinkuro looked at the sky. It was a mockingly bright blue. It contradicted the destruction of his palace, of his home, so well that he wondered if Inari hadn’t made it sunny as a prank.


  “I am no longer certain what to do, Chao.” Shinkuro crossed his arms and looked down at his eldest son. “You are my son, and you are very important to me. That being said, I cannot brook this kind of disobedience from anyone, not even you.” A pause. Staring at his son who knelt before him, Shinkuro’s ears twitched. “Which is why you are no longer a member of this clan. Chao, you have been officially banished from this clan.”


  Chao remained silent for several long seconds that seemed to stretch into minutes. Finally…


  “I understand… Father…”


  “Then you know what you must do.”


  “… Yes.”


  Shinkuro turned his back to his son. The rustling of fabric told Shinkuro that Chao was back on his feet. Footsteps let him know that Chao was leaving. Shinkuro ignored the pain in his heart as his son left.


  As a father, what he had just done was an abominable, unforgivable sin, but as a clan leader, what he had just done was necessary. A clan could not function if one of their members was disobedient, especially if that member was just below their leader in strength. It hurt, but this was all he could do.


  “I am sorry, my son,” Shinkuro said softly to himself, his words disappearing into the wind.


  Because he didn’t want to dwell on what had happened, on what he’d been forced to do, Shinkuro decided to bring his attention around to something else that had caught his interest.


  Shinkuro raised his right hand to his face, touching his nose and the underside of his chin. Even now, the places where that human, Kevin Swift, had hit him still stung.


  It had been a very long time since Shinkuro had last seen battle, and it had been longer still since he’d suffered injury. Yet, in the span of a single fight, he had been injured several times. Not by a yōkai, not by a god, but by a human.


  A human had injured him. Hurt him. Made him feel pain. Throughout that entire battle, that human had been the only one to have dealt any damage to him.


  What’s more, that young human boy had also broken through his Aegis of Infinity and Body of Light, which should have been impossible. Not even his two rivals, Hagaromo Gitsune and Delphine Pnév̱ma, could just break his barrier with a punch like that.


  “Kevin Swift…” he murmured again. “I will be interested in discovering how a human such as yourself managed to gain this strange power.”


  ***


  “Jiāoào! Jiāoào, where are you?!”


  Fan gingerly picked her way through the rubble, avoiding the sharper fragments that could actually stab her if she wasn’t careful. She walked around a fallen column, leapt over a chasm, and climbed up and down several mountains of debris.


  “Jiāoào! Are you there?”


  “I’m right here, Sister,” a voice came from around a particularly large piece of debris. It looked like it had once been a column. After moving around it, Fan quickly spotted Jiāoào sitting on the broken fragments of a wall.


  “There you are.” Fan’s lips curled with joy as she gingerly sat down next to him. “I was worried when you disappeared. I know there are not many places we can go right now, but still…”


  Jiāoào sent her a grateful look; Fan’s heart skipped a beat.


  “I apologize for worrying you.”


  “It’s okay.”


  Fan glanced at Jiāoào out of the corner of her eye. Maybe it was just her, but he was acting a lot differently than the last time they had spoken, before he’d gone off to America in his ill-fated attempt at kidnapping Lilian. He was quieter now, though this might have just been due to how he’d practically been in a coma until just yesterday. However, he also didn’t speak out of turn when someone spoke to him, and Fan knew from her spies that he’d freed all of the women he’d enslaved and made stay at Father’s second estate.


  “Are you okay, Jiāoào?” Fan tentatively reached out to touch his shoulder.


  “I’m fine,” he said softly. “I was simply thinking.”


  Fan frowned. “About that girl?”


  “About a lot of things,” Jiāoào corrected.


  Fan pouted. “I still don’t see why you asked Father to let them go, especially after what they did to you.”


  “Yes, I am a little surprised myself, to be honest.” Jiāoào’s self-deprecating chuckle bothered Fan immensely, though she said nothing, allowing the boy to continue. “I guess the reason I decided to ask Father to let them go is because I don’t think what happened to me is necessarily their fault.” At Fan’s incredulously scrunched face, Jiāoào smiled. “I know. That doesn’t sound like me, does it? It’s strange, but I feel like a veil has been lifted from my eyes.”


  “No, it doesn’t sound like you at all,” Fan agreed. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay, Brother? You know that if you ever need to get something off your chest, I’ll always be here for you.”


  “I know.” He reached out, placed his hand over hers, and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you, Fan.”


  Hearing Jiāoào call her by name instead of calling her “Sister” made Fan’s cheeks burn red hot. She turned her head so he wouldn’t see.


  “You’re welcome,” she mumbled.


  Together, the two remained where they were and watched as the sun set.


  ***


  Kevin Swift was startled awake when he felt the airplane’s tires hit the landing strip.


  Several blinks got the sleep out of his eyes. He would’ve used his hands, but they were currently pinned in place by two fox-girls.


  They had taken a normal plane to cross the ocean and reach the United States. No private jet this time. In front of him sat Kotohime and Abercio. The male kitsune had been hitting on Kotohime ever since they entered the airplane. The four-tails had ignored the older man until his persistence got annoying. After which, she had bashed him on the head with the sheath for her katana.


  It hadn’t deterred him much.


  Behind him, Camellia slept like a baby, while Kirihime uncomfortably squirmed in her seat as the five-tails snuggled with her. The poor maid looked most uncomfortable.


  After saying goodbye to the yama uba in China, they had met up with those two in Greece. Kirihime and Camellia had been waiting for them at the airport. Their greeting had drawn quite the crowd, though whether that was because of how many gorgeous and busty women there were, or because Camellia and Lilian had engaged in resonant bawling as they hugged, Kevin could not say.


  Yawning, Kevin went about waking the two kitsune who were using him as pillows.


  “Are we there already?” Iris woke easily enough, raising a hand to her face. She paused when she noticed how wet it was. There was quite a bit of drool staining her left cheek.


  “Yep. Now wipe the slobber off your face.” Kevin was almost amused by the fox-girl’s blushing, but he didn’t pay much attention and instead turned to Lilian. He tenderly stroked her cheek while also tilting her head up and leaning down to wake her with a kiss.


  Lilian moaned into his mouth as she woke up and deepened their kiss. Kevin took a moment to revel in this simple pleasure, the electric feel of her tongue sliding against his and her hands making a mess of his hair. He had missed this more than he thought possible.


  “Beloved,” Lilian greeted, giving him one last peck before raising her arms above her head and stretching. Kevin eyed the tantalizing way her breasts, hidden behind a black shirt with the words “Weeb Pride” on the front, shuddered from the action. “I’m guessing we’re home?”


  “Yeah,” he said softly. “We’re finally home.”


  The group of kitsune plus Kevin were allowed to disembark with the other travelers.


  Kevin wrapped an arm around Lilian’s, keeping her close. His other hand held the metal case containing his guns and ammunition. He was honestly amazed that he still had the thing after all the crap that he’d been through.


  They stepped onto the terminal, following the mass of humanity. As people greeted each other or went off their own way, Kevin turned to Kotohime.


  “How are we getting home?” he asked. “Are we hiring a taxi or something?”


  “Oh, no. Ufufufu.” The woman giggled, and Kevin suddenly felt a chill run down his spine. Now that could not mean anything good. “There shall be no cab, Kevin-sama. I have actually taken the liberty of informing Kiara that we would be coming home. She should be somewhere within this crowd.”


  It didn’t take long to find Kiara. It was easy to recognize her shaggy brown hair, sharp eyes, and even sharper business suit. She stood some distance away, further from the terminal than the rest of the people waiting, her single arm crossed and a smirk on her face. Kevin also noticed that she wasn’t alone. When he caught sight of the person standing with her, he immediately realized why his trainer was smirking.


  “Oh, this is so not good.”


  His mother looked downright furious. Blond hair framed her red face, brimming with anger, and her eyes glared claymores at him. Her casual wear, a simple skirt and t-shirt, presented a distinct contrast to Kiara. There was also a smile on her face, but it wasn’t a pleasant smile.


  As he reluctantly followed his group, his mom’s smile widened.


  “I hope you had a good time traveling around the world, Kevin. You hung up on me so abruptly the last time we spoke that I never got to ask how the weather was in Greece.”


  Kevin shuddered. “I’m in trouble, aren’t I?”


  “Yes.” His mom’s smile widened to the point where her eyes were forced closed. Kevin barely resisted the temptation to hide behind Lilian. “Yes, you are.”


  ***


  After parting ways with Abercio, who had done his best to stay with them, much to Kotohime’s dismay, the group hopped into Kiara’s latest hummer limousine and went home.


  Kevin had been promptly grounded upon returning home. Ms. Swift had confined him to his bedroom and not allowed anyone to visit. He’d also had all of his anime, manga, and video games taken away. Fortunately, with their previous home destroyed, he didn’t have much of that right now anyway.


  Because their apartment complex was still in ruins, Kiara had told Ms. Swift about the condominium complex that she lived in and that she could get them a good deal. It hadn’t taken much convincing for Ms. Swift to get them a condo there using the insurance money gained from the destruction of their previous apartment.


  The condominium they now lived in was a rather nice place; way better than the Le Monte Apartment Complex. Their new residence was a three-bedroom, two-bathroom condo with an office and a living-slash-dining room connected to a spacious kitchen. It was about 250 square feet bigger than their other apartment. The extra space was much appreciated, especially since there were more than just Lilian and Kotohime living with them now.


  Lilian cracked a smile as she remembered Ms. Swift demanding to know why there were three more beautiful women living with her son. Kevin had introduced them as Lilian’s family and claimed that, after they met up with their wayward relative, they had decided to stick around in order to support his and Lilian’s relationship. That probably would have been the end of the matter had it not been for Iris telling Ms. Swift that she only supported their relationship if she was allowed to join in on Kevin and Lilian’s sexcapades.


  Poor Kevin had been smothered by his mother after learning about his “manliness,” because apparently, having fraternal twins wanting to screw him was the definition of masculinity.


  That still hadn’t stopped her from grounding him.


  It was later at night. Kevin was still locked in his room, talking about something with his mom, though she didn’t know what. After brushing and flossing her teeth, Lilian went in search of her sister. It wasn’t hard to find the girl. She was standing outside of the door to Kevin’s room, worrying her lower lip.


  “Iris?”


  The black-haired vixen froze, but then she quickly turned around and presented Lilian with a relaxed smile.


  “Oh, Lily-pad. What’s up?”


  “What are you doing in front of Beloved’s room?” The wicked gleam in Iris’s eyes made Lilian shake her head. “Never mind that. I’m sure I don’t want to know. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about something.”


  “About what?” asked Iris.


  “Not here.” Lilian grabbed her fraternal twin’s hand. “Come on.”


  They ended up on the balcony, which was a lot bigger than their previous one. Several lawn chairs had been set out, situated on what appeared to be fake grass, and three potted palm trees sat to their immediate left.


  Lilian leaned against the wall and looked up at the sky. Twilight was upon them, and she couldn’t help but admire the thousands of twinkling stars. They always made her feel so very small and insignificant, but she’d never minded that.


  “Lily-pad, you look like you’re thinking some deep thoughts…”


  “You like Kevin,” Lilian stated, not asked.


  Iris was taken back. “What—Lily, what are you…?”


  “Don’t lie to me.” Lilian turned to face Iris. “You like Kevin. I know you do.”


  Iris squirmed for a moment before her expression hardened. “I like you.” She looked away suddenly, her right hand grabbing her left elbow. “But I—I’ll admit, the stud’s not a bad guy. I could think of worse men to give my virginity to.”


  Lilian nodded. While it wasn’t a confession, she never expected Iris to give her one. Her sister wasn’t like her. While she was always honest with her feelings, Iris was only honest when it suited her, and even then, her constant teasing made it impossible to tell when the Void Kitsune was being sincere.


  She looked back up at the stars. “Do you remember the promise we made when we were younger?”


  Iris leaned against the wall next to her, so close that their shoulders were touching. She looked up at the stars. The night sky was reflected in her carmine eyes.


  “How could I forget? It was twenty years before you met the stud for the first time.” Hesitating for a second, Iris glanced at Lilian out of the corner of her eye. “To be honest, I kinda thought you had forgotten.”


  Many years before Lilian had met Kevin, and even before her grandmother had begun trying to find a mate for her, Lilian had made a promise with Iris. It wasn’t a promise between kitsune, or even necessarily a promise between sisters. This had been a promise made between two outcasts who’d had no one to rely on but each other.


  “I could never forget such an important promise,” Lilian murmured softly.


  “That must be why you’ve agreed not to go all the way with the stud, huh?”


  Kevin had told Lilian that he thought fifteen was too young for him to have sex; he had asked her to wait. Lilian thought that was kind of dumb. Why wait for something they both wanted? She didn’t get it. However, she had agreed. Part of the reason was because she wanted Kevin to be happy, but another part was…


  “Yes.”


  “I see.” As Iris looked at the ground two stories below, a soft smile crossed her face. “I’m glad you haven’t forgotten. To be honest, when I heard that you had a mate, I got really upset because I thought you forgot our promise.”


  Lilian shook her head, turning away from the night sky and sliding down the railing until her butt was resting against the floor. Iris followed suit. Now sitting with their shoulders and thighs touching, Lilian stared at their reflection in the glass.


  “When we made that promise, I didn’t know anything about human society.” She bit her lip but continued. “For whatever reason, humans do not accept having multiple partners. They call it polygamy and some have made it illegal. They also wouldn’t accept a relationship between sisters.”


  It was something that she had learned only after she started living with Kevin. Lilian had been incredibly shocked to discover that neither of those were accepted practices in the human world. Not only did the yōkai world not have any laws against such practices, the number of manga she read where human males had harems, some of which involved their own sisters, were quite numerous.


  “Is that why you haven’t let me join you?” asked Iris.


  Nodding, Lilian said, “Kevin doesn’t like the idea of having a harem, so I… I have been thinking of ways to bring the subject up delicately.”


  Iris turned to face her. “But you will bring it up, right?”


  “Yes.” Turning as well, Lilian stared at Iris with the most serious look she could muster. “But I have a few rules regarding this, and you will follow them.”


  Iris didn’t hesitate. “What are they?”


  Lilian held up a hand. She stuck out a single finger. “Rule number one: I will do my best to convince Kevin, but if he says no, that’s it. You will not bring this up ever again.”


  Iris winced. “Kinda harsh, but okay.”


  “Rule Two.” Lilian held up a second finger. “If Kevin says yes, then you will follow whatever rules he sets down.”


  “I… I suppose I could live with that,” Iris reluctantly said.


  “Rule three.” Lilian held up a third finger. “Here are my rules. You will not be able to do anything to either myself or Kevin, unless we have given you permission. That means if I say ‘don’t kiss me,’ you won’t kiss me. Same thing as Kevin. If he tells you not to do something, you stop. Also, you will only be allowed to join us in bed when we give you permission.”


  “By join you in bed, you mean have sex, right?” Iris asked. “I can still sleep with you?”


  Lilian bit her lower lip, then nodded. “I think that’s fair… and I… don’t dislike sharing my bed with you.”


  “Yes!” Iris pumped a fist in the air. “The sexy shenanigans can finally commence!”


  “That’s only if Kevin agrees,” Lilian corrected.


  Iris leapt to her feet and grinned, eyes brimming with a joy that had not been present on her face for over a decade. “Whatever. I’m sure he’ll agree if you’re the one bringing it up. I can finally join you two in bed!”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Lilian muttered as Iris began dancing around the balcony. However, seeing how happy her sister was, Lilian decided not to tell her what the odds of Kevin agreeing to this were. After how much Iris had gone through to rescue her, she wanted the girl to be happy, even if it was fleeting.


  After all, twenty years ago, she had made a promise with Iris: whoever got a mate first would let the other join them. She just hoped Kevin would be receptive to such a relationship.


  




  
  




  


  ***


  “Achoo!” Kevin sneezed.


  “Bless you,” his mom said.


  “Thanks.” Kevin rubbed his nose. He hoped he wasn’t coming down with a cold.


  Mother and son sat on a bed, staring at each other. It was a very nice bed. Very large. The dark blue comforter was soft and the many pillows were reminiscent of fluffy clouds. This was purportedly his new bed, which his mom had bought after buying this condo. His new bedroom was quite nice. While it didn’t have any furniture aside from the bed and a nightstand, it felt at least a dozen or so square feet larger. Not that he had time to admire it right then.


  “Is there anything you want to tell me, Kevin?” his mom asked.


  Kevin looked away. “No. Nothing.”


  “I see.”


  His mom ran a hand through her hair. There were dark bags under her eyes and her shoulders were slouched, like she hadn’t gotten much sleep these past few days.


  “You really have nothing to say? Nothing at all?”


  “Nothing that I know of. Are you asking me about something in particular?”


  “Maybe.” His mom narrowed her eyes at him. “Perhaps you would be willing to start by telling me how it is that an entire family of kitsune have come to live with you?”


  Kevin’s eyes widened. “What do you—”


  “Don’t try to lie, Kevin.” His mom held up a hand to forestall his obvious lie. “I am already aware of the yōkai world. I’ve known about it since long before you were even born, as a matter of fact.”


  Kevin needed a second to truly grasp his mother’s words. “So, then, you knew…”


  “That Lilian and Kotohime were both kitsune?” His mom finished for him when he trailed off, snorting. “Of course, I knew. Kotohime may have done an excellent job at presenting herself as a mostly normal human, but your mate was horrible. The number of times I caught her with her tails and ears out when I visited back in September were too numerous to count. And even though she would always hide them when she noticed me, it was always too late by then.”


  “Why didn’t you say anything?”


  “Because unlike some people in this world, I am not a racist bigot who hates others just because they’re a different species than me.” Kevin shivered at the dangerous edge in his mother’s voice. It was sharp, piercing, like a freshly polished blade. “So long as you knew what you were getting into, I saw absolutely nothing wrong with you becoming involved with a kitsune.” She paused to smile at him, her eyes softening. “And Lilian is a great girl. I can tell that she truly loves you, and I can see that you truly love her.”


  “Yeah.” Kevin smiled as well. “I do.”


  Mother and son shared identical matching expressions for all of two seconds before his mom’s face quickly became serious. Kevin saw this and he, too, schooled his features.


  “Now then,” his mom began again, “you are going to tell me about everything that has happened to you, and I don’t want you to leave a single thing out.”


  Kevin sighed, but he complied and informed his mom of the many events that he had been a part of since Lilian entered his life, including the many battles and life-and-death situations he’d found himself in.


  What he did not tell her about was the many sexual situations that he had been in, including the ones that involved Lilian’s sister, Iris.


  That was one topic that he would never discuss with his mom. Not in a million years.




  AFTERWORD


  Here we are at the end of the latest in the American Kitsune series, A Fox's Rescue, and I think it's been one hell of a ride. There's been action, comedy, romance, violence, and politics all wrapped into this massive journey that spans several countries. However, what I want to talk about in this afterward is not the story itself.


  It's Iris.


  Iris is easily my most controversial character. Some people love her, some hate her, some think she's hotter than Hades, while others find her disgusting.


  My thoughts on Iris is that she's very conflicted.


  Iris is a Void Kitsune, which means she can touch the unfathomable thing known as The Void, a sentient hunger that desires nothing less than the complete eradication of everything living. Part of Iris's personality stems from being a Void Kitsune. All Void Kitsune here “the whispers.” I've already told you about that in my novel, so I'll spare you the details here. Suffice to say, “the whispers” basically erode the sanity of Void Kitsune and Iris's personality is a byproduct of being forced to listen to “the whispers” every day.


  However, I like to think that Iris is actually a really good person. Yeah, she's kind of a stereotypical sexy bitch, and she knows it, but she also took a spear to the gut for Christine, and then she went on a quest with Kevin to save Lilian from the most powerful Celestial Kitsune on the planet.


  Speaking of Kevin, I'm sure you all noticed, but I've finally revealed that Kevin isn't quite what he seems. I don't want to say much about him. However, I think this volume did a semi-decent job of revealing that Kevin isn't just a regular high school student.


  Back to Iris.


  I plan on doing more to help develop Iris in what I hope are interesting ways. Her and Lilian are two of the most important characters in the series, and her role will become even more important in later arcs that I've planned.


  Hmmm...


  I'm wondering if I should talk more. I feel like I had a lot more to say, but now that I'm here, I find myself drawing nothing but blanks. I guess I'll end this with some last minute thank yous.


  I'd like to thank my editor, Crystal, for streamlining and making my stories better. I also want to thank my proofreaders for helping find the little mistakes that slip through the cracks. They do an excellent job of making sure my books have as few errors as possible.


  I want to give another big thank you to Kirsten Moody. She's been my illustrator for the American Kitsune series since it started, and she's done an amazing job. Her illustrations are gorgeous. I think they're at least half the reason my books are appealing.


  Another big thank you goes to my parents for their support. They know I write sexy harem stories inspired by anime. I get teased a lot, but they support what I do, which is important to me.


  My last thank you goes to everyone who read this book. It's only thanks to all of you that I can do this, that I can keep writing. You've helped turn my dreams into something tangible, and I'm always my happiest when I find out that a new review was posted on Amazon or Goodreads by someone saying they loved my books. Without you, I'd just be some lonely loser living in his mother's basement instead of someone who can afford to pay for his own place. Thank you.


  This is Brandon Varnell signing off.




  Have you been turned on to Brandon Varnell's light novels yet?


  Wait. That sounded kind of wrong.


   


  Try out Brandon’s first original English light novel series!


   


  




  


   


  AMERICAN KITSUNE
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  Volumes 1-7: A Fox's Love, A Fox's Tail, A Fox's Maid, A Fox's Family, A Fox's Vacation, A Fox's Mate, A Fox's Revenge


   


  




  


   


  Not enough light novels? Try these other great titles!


  Follow Caspian's Journey to become a Sorceress's Knight in Arcadia's Ignoble Knight vol. 1-3!


  




  


   


  ARCADIA'S IGNOBLE KNIGHT
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  Vol. 1-2: The Sorceress of Ashtown Part 1, Part 2, Part 3


  




  


   


  All Alex wanted was to become a hero...


  Instead, he picked up a harem of beautiful women and became a candidate for the title of Emperor of the Galaxy!


  




  


   


  A MOST UNLIKELY HERO
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  Volumes 1 & 2


  




  


   


  He was their best Executioner


  THE EXECUTIONER SERIES
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  Volume 1: Succubus


  Volume 2: Escape




  Follow me at www.varnell-brandon.com!
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