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            One

          

          
            Morning Shenanigans

          

        

      

    

    
      It was early in the morning. The sun hadn’t even risen yet.

      Justin sat in the back of a military transport vehicle with Jack and Jill, the brother and sister team that had been with him since he’d gone after Kevin. They weren’t twins, though they looked close enough that he could see the resemblance. Jill was older by about two years.

      The vehicle they were in had no windows in the back, which meant that he couldn’t see outside. It didn’t matter anyway. The driver would let them know when they were at their destination.

      While his breathing was even and his heartbeat was steady, Justin felt his stomach twisting itself into knots. Ever since his defeat at Kevin’s hands, Justin had been thinking about what his friend had said:

      

      “Then maybe you should think about that before deciding to become our enemy. You don’t have to do what someone says just because you were created by them.”

      

      Kevin’s words played over and over again in his mind. He’d thought about them for the past several days, and he had come to the conclusion that his friend was right.

      I don’t want to be someone who goes against his own beliefs because the people who made him don’t believe the same thing.

      “We’re almost there, Lieutenant,” the driver called out from the front, snapping Justin out of his introspection.

      “Right. Thanks.”

      Jack shifted in his seat, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. “So, we’re really doing this?” he whispered.

      “We are,” Justin confirmed. “Are you two ready?”

      “I still do not approve of what we’re about to do,” Jill admitted quietly. “However, I approve of this war even less.”

      “Good to know,” Justin said, leaning back in his seat and crossing his arms.

      Justin felt the vehicle slide to a stop. The driver up front rolled down his window and began speaking with the guard on the other side. While he couldn’t see anything, he was familiar enough with the process to know that the driver’s ID was being scanned and their names would be catalogued as “on-site.”

      The window rolled up and the car started moving again. It stopped once more several minutes later, and the door was opened a few seconds after that. Justin, Jack, and Jill vacated the vehicle, which had been parked in a vast underground military garage. The driver also got out and saluted them.

      “At ease,” Justin said.

      “Sir.”

      “Go and report to the Transport Division,” he continued. “Afterward, take a break. You’ve earned it.”

      The driver relaxed. “Thank you, sir.”

      He, Jack, and Jill watched as the driver walked away from the car and toward one of several exits. They waited until he was gone to begin speaking.

      “Do you two remember the plan?” Justin asked.

      “Who do you think you’re talking to?” asked Jack. “Of course I remember the plan. I’m the baddest mother—doof!”

      “We remember, Lieutenant,” Jill said, retracting her elbow from Jack’s gut. “Do not worry. Jack and I shall create a distraction, while you do what you need to.”

      “Glad to see you’re on the ball,” Justin joked before getting serious. “We’re only going to have a few hours to do this. Once Commander Paine comes back, any hope that we may have had at completing this mission will go up in smoke.”

      Commander Paine was currently in Washington DC, where all of the military bigwigs were currently having war talks with the US President. The commander was going to use this meeting to push his plan forward. Justin didn’t know what his plan was, but he would bet Eric’s entire collection of eroge that it wasn’t going to be anything good.

      I’m working with a limited amount of time, with only two other people against an entire base, and I’m betraying the people who created me.

      Justin barely withheld his self-deprecating chuckle.

      Let’s do this.
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        * * *

      

      Someone else was in her bed.

      Having lived her whole life by herself, Christine was accustomed to sleeping alone. She knew exactly how much her bed sunk underneath her weight, and she could sense the minute shifts in aspects of her bed such as temperature, mattress firmness, and changes in elevation caused by unusual circumstances.

      Such as someone else being in her bed.

      The only question Christine had was: Who?

      Who the hell is in my bed? Whoever it is, they’re a dead man.

      Wanting to find out who’d been so brazen as to slip into bed with her, Christine turned around. Her mouth was open to verbally lash at the soon-to-be-dead person. She paused, however, upon meeting a pair of crimson eyes.

      “Good morning, Christy,” Iris greeted with a devious smile, her eyes glimmering like a cat’s after they caught a mouse. In a situation like this, Christine did the only thing she could think of.

      “KYA!”

      Shrieking, she leapt out of bed, not even bothered by the cold in her panic. Iris winced at the sound. As a fox, her ears were quite sensitive, so the shouting probably hurt—not that Christine cared about something like that, given what the vixen was currently doing.

      “Could you be any louder?” Iris grumbled. She sat up in bed, the blanket slowly sliding off to reveal her bare breasts, and raised a hand to her ears. “Honestly, you’re so loud.”

      Christine ignored the vixen’s blathering and pointed an accusing finger at her. “What the hell are you doing in my bed?!”

      By this point, the blanket was pooled around Iris’s waist. Christine dipped her gaze downwards and noticed that Iris truly was naked. While she couldn’t see anything past Iris’s hips, there was no cloth to indicate that the vixen had anything on—not even underwear.

      “Lilian and Kevin went to bed sooner than me,” Iris informed her. “I thought about slipping in with them, but I felt like they deserved some time alone after what happened yesterday.”

      Yesterday she, Kevin, Iris, Lilian, and several other people had traveled to Lake Michigan and rescued Heather and Phoebe. The mission had been more dangerous than anything that she had ever done, yet somehow, they’d succeeding and come back alive. A large part of the reason for that had been Kevin and Lilian, whose teamwork had stalled the creature calling himself Hebi long enough for Orin to arrive and defeat him.

      After the successful rescue mission, they’d returned to New Genbu, where a party had been prepared in their honor. Christine couldn’t remember much of what happened during the party. She remembered spending time with Kevin and Lilian, and she remembered Iris being her usual self, but a good deal of her time after that was blank.

      It must have been the alcohol.

      There had been alcohol at the party. Christine had partaken in some of it at Iris’s behest, but yuki-onna were not tolerant of alcohol, and Christine, being the tiny slip of a girl that she was, had even less tolerance. She’d gotten wasted after a single drink.

      Christine groaned and covered her face with her hands. She must have blacked out after that one drink, then Iris had probably taken her to bed and slipped in with her.

      This… this is the most humiliating moment of my life, she concluded. I can only hope I didn’t embarrass myself in front of Kevin.

      “By the way…” Iris began.

      “What?” Christine snapped at her.

      “Are you going to stand around in the buff all day? Not that I mind the view, but I thought you didn’t like the cold.”

      “What?”

      Staring at the two-tailed vixen in her bed, Christine wondered what she was talking about. What did she mean when she said standing around in… the… buff…?

      … After a painfully long and awkward silence, Christine looked down.

      “Kya!”

      Then she squeaked when she realized that she was, indeed, bare as the day she’d been born. She tried to cover herself up, but all she had were her hands—and now that Iris had mentioned it, she was positively freezing! With nothing protecting her from the elements, her body temperature quickly plummeted.

      Before she could complain, two black tails extended from the bed and wrapped around her. Christine was instantly engulfed in their warmth. She would’ve sighed in relief, but these tails belonged to Iris, and she didn’t trust the vixen as far as she could throw her.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Christine demanded.

      “Warming you up until we can find your clothes,” Iris announced as she stood up. Unlike Christine, she had no qualms about being seen naked, and so she bared her voluptuous body before Christine. Her pink nipples were partially covered by several strands of hair. Christine, unable to stop herself, suddenly looked down.

      Huh… bare…

      For some reason that she couldn’t explain, she hadn’t expected this vixen to be the kind of gal who shaved, though she felt like she should have.

      “I know I’m gorgeous, but you might want to stop staring,” Iris said, grinning. “People might get the wrong idea.”

      “W-whatever!”  Christine blustered. “I wasn’t looking at you cuz I like what I see. I was staring because you’re so damn shameless.”

      “Damn right I am!”

      “That’s not something to be proud of!”

      Growling, Christine said nothing and gathered her clothes. Her outfit lay scattered about the room. Her slippers were by the entrance. Her socks lay on the floor near her bed. Her lolita dress was sitting haphazardly against a chair, and the bodice ended up being underneath her bed. After locating everything, the tails Iris had been using to warm her up retracted and Christine hurriedly got dressed, keenly aware of the eyes that were staring at her.

      “Could you stop that?”

      “Stop what?”

      “Stop staring at me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it makes me uncomfortable!”

      “I don’t know why you would be. We’re both girls and it’s not like I haven’t seen you naked before. We’ve been in the hot springs together several times already.”

      “This time and those times are completely different!”

      “If you say so.”

      Iris shrugged and stopped talking. Christine grimaced as she tried to tie her bodice. It laced in the back, which meant she had to reach awkwardly behind her. While she could manage, it usually took her awhile to lace her outfit together.

      I should think about getting one that just zips up…

      “Here,” Iris said, coming up behind her and grabbing the laces, “let me do it.”

      Christine could’ve snapped at her, but as Iris began to gently tie the laces together, tightening it so it was tight but not uncomfortable, she couldn’t bring herself to complain. For all her faults, Iris had done a lot for her, including saving her life at the risk of her own.

      Even though it had happened over half a year ago, Christine still remembered that moment like it was yesterday. How Iris had shoved her out of the way of that three-tailed fox’s light spear. How the spear had impaled Iris as the vixen took an attack that had been meant for her. More than anything else, she remembered the gentle smile that Iris had given her as she asked if she was all right. Iris was crude, rude, and completely shameless, but Christine counted her as one of her greatest friends.

      “Thank you,” Christine whispered as Iris finished tying her bodice.

      “You’re welcome. Now, let’s go see the stud.”

      Christine was about to nod, but then she realized something. “Iris?”

      Iris looked at her. “Hm?”

      “You’re still naked.”

      Iris looked down at herself. “So I am.”

      “Put some damn clothes on!” Christine shouted and facepalmed at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      Iris was not in bed when Kevin woke up. Whenever he slept these days, it was always one of three ways: either on his back and Lilian and Iris sleeping on either side of him, on his side spooning Lilian while Iris spooned him, or spooning Lilian while his mate spooned Iris. Last night he had slept on his side, but the familiar feeling of Iris hugging him close had not been present.

      It somewhat bothered him that he’d grown so used to her presence that he actually noticed when she was gone. It bothered him even more to realize that he actually missed her presence.

      Have I really become so used to her sharing my bed that it feels weird when she’s not around?

      He didn’t like entertaining that thought. Having more than one significant other was wrong, and the fact that he’d been sleeping with Lilian and Iris bothered him. Iris always said it was because he let human society dictate his beliefs on right and wrong, but he didn’t think there was anything wrong with that. If society said that something was wrong, then there had to be a reason for it.

      And yet I still let her share my bed with Lilian.

      Maybe there was just something wrong with him. Perhaps he gave in to the demands of others too easily. He wondered about that, but he quickly decided that couldn’t be it. The only people he’d ever given into were Lilian and Iris, and that was because they had double-teamed him. No healthy teenage male would have been able to resist even one of them, much less both of them at the same time, so he could hardly be blamed for what had transpired—or so he told himself.

      Shoving those thoughts to the back of his mind, Kevin sat up. The chilly morning air hit his skin, and he immediately wanted to crawl back under the covers. Glancing around revealed a mostly empty room. Cien and Polydora were no longer sleeping in their hut. Cien had his own hut now, and Polydora was sleeping with the other yama uba.

      That means Lilian and I are alone.

      How long had it been since they were alone? It couldn’t have been more than a few weeks, but it felt like so much longer. A lot had happened: Their mission to California, the attack from the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, their search for Orin, and the mission to rescue Phoebe and Heather. With everything that had transpired, it felt like months had passed instead of a few days.

      Looking down, Kevin felt his heart melt at the sight of his sleeping mate. Lilian lay on her side. Her red hair looked like fire licking at the white sheets. He could only see her face. Her eyes were closed, allowing him to spot how long and thick her eyelashes were, and her mouth was partially open as she breathed. She was drooling a bit, but Kevin thought it was cute.

      Rolling Lilian onto her back, Kevin took another moment to admire the girl who had chosen him. Seeing her so vulnerable like this, knowing that she allowed herself to be this vulnerable because she loved him, made his heart turn into a pile of goo. He really was one of the luckiest people around.

      What did I ever do to deserve her?

      Lilian mumbled something incomprehensible, then shifted to get more comfortable. As she did, she partially kicked the sheets off, revealing the large T-shirt that she’d worn to bed. The hem had risen, exposing a good portion of her flat stomach.

      Last night, they’d been too sore to have sex. It was only natural. They had gone on that rescue mission the other day and nearly died fighting against that man who called himself Hebi. Still, seeing her like this now made Kevin grow hard.

      I should wake her up…

      Straddling Lilian’s legs, Kevin slowly pushed the hem of her large T-shirt further up. As more of her taut stomach was exposed, he felt his erection grow even harder, and his breathing felt slightly hitched. He also felt somewhat embarrassed, but he pushed that aside and focused on his mate. She always enjoyed it when he woke her up like this, and he wanted to make her happy.

      He leaned down and placed his lips on her stomach, feeling the muscles twitch underneath him as Lilian sucked in a breath. Trailing kisses along her skin, he listened to the sounds she made; the soft whimpers and moans as he trailed his lips across the taut skin, and the way her breathing hitched as he traveled further up, eventually reaching her breasts.

      Kevin stared at her chest for a moment, which was still covered by a shirt. Slowly, he pushed her shirt further up, exposing her breasts, which sat like two proud mountains on her chest. Lilian shivered as the cold air hit them. She tried to grab the blanket and cover herself back up, but Kevin grabbed her hands, laced his fingers through hers, and placed them over her head. He’d be warming her up in a second anyway.

      Lilian had the most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen. Large, but not obscenely so. Perky despite their incredible size. Her nipples were small and pink, and as the cold air hit them, they hardened into tiny points. Feeling a sudden craving, Kevin leaned down and sucked one of her nipples into his mouth.

      “Mnnn!”

      Lilian released a breathy moan as he swirled his tongue around her nipple. Her body seemed to shudder against him. Understanding that this meant she would be waking up soon, Kevin let go of her hands and stuck one of his hands into her panties. She was already a little wet, so it was easy to insert a finger into her. As his index finger went in for the kill, his thumb worked out the small bundle of nerves from underneath the hood and rubbed it.

      “Nn! Ahn! Ha… ha… ahn!”

      Delicate hands grabbed the back of his head and pulled him further into Lilian’s breast. Lilian’s moans increased in volume. He continued working, adding a second finger to the first, which caused Lilian to cry out his name. He felt the warm walls around his finger tighten, then loosen as Lilian’s body became completely relaxed.

      “B-Beloved…” Lilian whispered breathlessly.

      Kevin looked up and grinned at what he saw. Lilian’s hair had become a messy halo around her head, her cheeks were a lovely shade of pink, and her breathing had grown heavy. She gazed at him with half-lidded eyes and a sleepy but pleased smile.

      Crawling up her body until his face was directly over hers, Kevin placed a kiss on her lips. He let himself linger there, enjoying the silken feel of her mouth, and when Lilian’s tongue licked his lips, asking for permission to enter, he gave it, opening his mouth and allowing her tongue to become entwined with his.

      He didn’t know how long they remained like that, languidly kissing, though he did know that he wished it could have lasted forever. Yet all good things must eventually come to an end, and Kevin regretfully pulled back to present Lilian with a smile.

      “Good morning,” he greeted.

      “That was some good morning,” Lilian said, smiling as she reached for his head and hugged him to her chest. Kevin didn’t resist. “How are you feeling today?”

      “I’m still a little sore, but I’m better than I was yesterday.”

      “Mmm, you certainly seem to be feeling better.”

      “Only because you’ve become such a phenomenal healer.”

      Lilian didn’t respond at first, but when she did, her voice was soft. “Maybe…”

      “Lily?” Kevin looked up to see Lilian frowning. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing… at least, I think it’s nothing.” Lilian’s face was awfully cute as she scrunched it up like a chipmunk’s. “I was just wondering if it’s really because I’ve become a good healer.”

      Kevin shifted onto his side and, placing his elbow on the futon, he used his left hand to keep his head elevated. “What do you mean?”

      “Well…” Lilian thought some more. “It’s just that I don’t seem to be capable of healing other people as well as I can heal you. It’s easier to heal a yōkai because their bodies are more receptive to youki, but for some reason, healing you is far easier for me than anyone else.”

      “Is that so?” Kevin rolled onto his back and stared up at the tree ceiling, counting the rings in the wood. Pondering her words, he eventually gave a chuckle. “Maybe I’m a half-yokai.”

      “Please don’t joke like that, Beloved,” Lilian stated flatly. “That would be a terrible plot device.”

      “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      Kevin hummed. Truth be told, he didn’t know much about his lineage. His mom was a human, but he knew nothing of his father, beyond the fact that the man was a coward who’d abandoned his mom. For all he knew, he could have been a half-yokai. He did have that strange barrier negating ability, after all, which was, most assuredly, not something that a human should have been capable of.

      Thoughts of his parentage left him when Lilian rolled over and straddled his waist. He was still aroused, and her bottom rubbed against him, causing a groan to escape his mouth.

      “Lilian…”

      He reached up and placed his hands on her hips. Lilian leaned down as she continued grinding into him. Looking down, Kevin glanced at her breasts through her shirt, then he looked back up into Lilian’s emerald-eyed gaze.

      In a serious and needy voice, Lilian said, “I want to have sex.”

      There really is no subtlety with this girl.

      Still, that was an order that he was more than willing to abide by.
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        * * *

      

      Christine and Iris were nearing Kevin and Lilian’s tree hut, barely fifteen feet from the door, when a particularly loud moan echoed from inside. Perhaps the noise reached them more readily because these huts didn’t have a door. There was just a thick cloth covering the entrance.

      Christine froze as her face turned a shade of blue that had yet to be discovered by man.

      “Heh… sounds like the stud and Lily-pad are getting it on,” Iris stated in a matter-of-fact tone.

      Another moan echoed from beyond the flap that separated them from Kevin and Lilian. Christine shuddered from head to toe at the sound. It was sensual, erotic, and filled with enough passion that she thought she might freeze over. It was also the most embarrassing sound that she had ever heard.

      Christine didn’t like feeling embarrassed.

      Tsundere Protocols: Activated.
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        * * *

      

      Sex with Lilian was easily one of the most amazing things ever. Kevin wasn’t sure if he could ever adequately describe what it was like to make love to his mate. Lilian was enthusiastic, energetic, and loved trying new things, and since they were both relatively new to the joys of sex, it meant neither one of them had any more experience than the other. It was a process that they were learning together.

      “A-ahn! R-right there, Beloved!”

      She was also very vocal. Lilian had no trouble letting him know what she liked and what she didn’t like.

      “You mean like this?”

      “Y-yes! Oh, gods! I think I found One Piece!”

      She also enjoyed making random anime references.

      “Lily, you make my dick harder than a kunai!”

      “You make me wetter than a water jutsu!”

      “Is my drill the drill that is piercing your heaven?”

      “Yes! Your drill is the drill that is piercing my heaven!”

      “Whose drill is the drill that is piercing your heaven?!”

      “Your drill is the drill that is piercing my heaven!”

      “WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU TWO THINK YOU’RE DOING?!” Christine shrieked as she burst into the room.

      Kevin and Lilian stopped what they were doing. Their bodies froze mid-coitus, which may have had something to do with the ice that was now creeping along their blanket. Slowly, oh so slowly, they turned their heads toward the entrance.

      Christine stood before them like an ice demon who’d just turned the Sanzu River into a winter wonderland. Her entire body had become a frosty shade of ice blue, not just her face, but all of her. Steam wafted off her head like smoke from a bonfire. She was shuddering from head to toe, though whether this was embarrassment, rage, or both, Kevin could not discern.

      Well, this isn’t good. I’d better say something to calm her down before she turns us into popsicles.
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“This isn’t what it looks like,” Kevin said.

      … Silence. Christine stared at him. Lilian stared at him. Iris, who’d just wandered into their little tree hut, also stared at him.

      “Okay, so this is what it looks like,” Kevin admitted. “Lilian and I are mates. We have sex. It’s natural.”

      “Well said, Beloved. Sex is a perfectly natural thing.”

      “Exactly. So, there’s no need to get upset, right, Christine?”

      “… Beloved, that was a dumb thing to say.”

      “It was?”

      “Yes,” Iris said before Lilian could, “it was.”

      “Huh? Why is that?”

      In response to his words, Iris pointed at Christine. The girl stood stock still. She didn’t move an inch. With her blue skin tone, Kevin almost assumed that she’d become a block of ice. Maybe her yuki-onna powers had kicked into high gear and turned her into an ice statue.

      “Uh… Christine?”

      “You… two…” Christine whispered. Kevin and Lilian both shuddered. How could someone so tiny sound so terrifying? “You two…”

      Lilian tried to talk some sense into the girl. “Listen, Christine… I-I know that what Kevin said wasn’t very polite, but, well, he does make a good point. You really shouldn’t be upset by what we do in our private time together.”

      “Bad move, Lily-pad,” Iris said.

      Lilian would never get a chance to respond.

      Because in that moment, all hell broke loose.
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        * * *

      

      Kotohime had woken and gone to meet with Orin well before the first rays of light penetrated the canopy.

      She sat in seiza. The ground beneath her was rough, but she used reinforcement to keep her limbs from falling asleep or getting scraped. Lounging on a bed of pillows, Orin, the descendant of the great monkey king Sun Wukong, smoked from his pipe.

      “So, you have decided to come with us?” she asked for confirmation.

      “I have,” Orin said after blowing out several smoke rings. “Your young companion’s strength and conviction has convinced me that it’s time to set aside the differences I have with that young drake and do what must be done.”

      Kotohime hid her relief by lifting the sleeves of her kimono in front of her smiling lips. “I’m sure Davin-dono will be pleased to hear that.”

      “Tch. Like I care what that old drake thinks. Now, if it was Sarah, that would be a different story.”

      “You are speaking of Sarah Feniks? I heard that she was a companion of yours who disappeared several decades ago.”

      Sarah Feniks was the fourth member of the Four Saints, and a woman who was said to be the only one capable of matching Davin Monstrang in sheer power. Kotohime knew very little about the woman, other than that no one seemed to know where she was.

      “Yeah…” Orin leaned back and sighed. “I’m not exactly sure when she split with the other Four Saints, as I had left before her, but I heard through rumor that she’d up and vanished about fifty years ago—no one has seen her since.”

      As she studied the wizened monkey, Kotohime noticed the way his face had softened at the mention of Sarah, the gentle look in his eyes, and the almost nostalgic aura that surrounded him. Seeing this expression, she realized something.

      “You’re in love with her,” Kotohime stated with certainty. “With Sarah-san, I mean.”

      Whether Orin would have said something, either a denial or affirmation, would never become known, as Cien walked in seconds later. The young inu who’d joined them in their rescue mission wasn’t wearing a shirt. Sweat dripped down his body, making Kotohime wonder if the boy had been exercising.

      “Orin, do you know if the—oh.” He paused upon seeing her. Kotohime almost broke character when she saw him twitch away from her. “I hadn’t realized someone else was in here.”

      “Good morning, Cien… san.” It felt somewhat odd giving a dog who wasn’t Kiara a suffix, but Kotohime was nothing if not polite. “I hope you had a pleasant night.”

      “Um… pleasant enough, I guess,” Cien mumbled. The expression on his face suggested that he didn’t know why they were talking. Kotohime didn’t blame him. Inu and kitsune had never really gotten along.

      “In any event,” Orin started, “since my decision has now been made, why don’t we go see those three youngsters who originally came here and tell them the good news?”

      Kotohime smiled as she stood up. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.”

      Leaving Orin’s hut, the three of them wandered through New Genbu—the small village that many yokai called their home. It was a very small village of less than a hundred yokai. Instead of being made with bricks or wood, like buildings, the houses and other accommodations had been created directly into the trees, which had circumferences of several dozen meters.

      “HOLD STILL WHILE I KILL YOU TWO!!”

      “N-now Christine, please calm down.”

      “Yeah… t-this isn’t something to get upset over.”

      “DIE!!”

      “IYAHN!”

      As they got closer to Kevin, Iris, and Lilian’s hut, loud shouting reached their ears.

      “Ufufufu, it seems Lilian-sama and Kevin-sama have done something to upset their friend.” Kotohime smiled placidly. “I wonder what they could have done…”

      “It sounds like Christine is up and about, and she’s even more lively than usual,” Orin said, seemingly in agreement.

      “HOLD STILL SO I CAN MURDER YOU TWO!!”

      “GYAA!!” came two screams, one masculine and the other feminine.

      “Lively… right,” Cien mumbled dryly. “I’m not sure ‘lively’ is the right word for it.”

      “Ho?” Orin raised an eyebrow. “Then what would you call it?”

      “I’LL FUCKING MURDER YOU BOTH DEAD!!!”

      “Have mercy!!”

      “How about murderous?” Cien suggested. Orin’s response was to increase his pace. Sighing, Cien followed Orin into the hut. An amused Kotohime walked behind them.

      What they found inside was a catastrophe in the making. It looked like a tornado of ice had traveled through the interior. Objects lay strewn across the floor. Many of those objects were completely frozen, and several had been smashed into a thousand pieces like they were made of glass.

      Christine was chasing Lilian and Kevin, mist bursting from her pores like heat vents in the Arctic. Whatever the mist touched became frozen solid. Sitting near the entrance with her legs crossed, Iris had pulled out a bag of popcorn, which she periodically munched on as Kevin and Lilian ran from the enraged Christine.

      Kevin and Lilian were both completely naked.

      “C-calm down, Christine!” Kevin, his modesty protected by nothing more than a pillow, squeaked as several dozen shards of ice nearly impaled him.

      “Listen to Kevin! There’s no need for you to get so upset!” Lilian shouted. Unlike Kevin, who only had a pillow covering his junk, Lilian was wrapped up in a blanket.

      “I won’t calm down! I’ll never calm down! Now hurry and DIE!!!! DIE NEURONS!!!”

      “Kya!” Kevin and Lilian screamed at the same time as they were nearly struck down by a blizzard that Christine unleashed on them.

      “Oh, my,” Kotohime mumbled to herself.

      “I see you three are as lively as ever,” Orin said as he stepped further into the room. “However, you might want to—doof!”

      Kotohime and Cien watched as Orin went down when something smacked him in the face. Then they looked at the implement that had downed him. It was a shoe, one which had been frozen solid.

      “Ara, it seems things have gotten out of hand in here,” Kotohime said. Cien said nothing, but he nodded in apparent agreement.

      “Oh, Kotohime,” Iris greeted. “What’s up? Want some popcorn?”

      “How did this happen, exactly?” Kotohime asked as she grabbed a handful of popcorn when Iris offered her a bag. Cien also went to grab some popcorn, but Iris pulled it away, causing him to growl at her.

      “Back off, dog.”

      “I’ll bite you.”

      “Only two people are allowed to bite me. Try it and I’ll castrate you.”

      “Iris,” Kotohime prompted.

      “Right, right.” Iris got back on topic. “Well, you know how it goes. Lily-pad and the stud were doing the nasty, Christine heard them, and then this happened.”

      “So I see…”

      Kotohime went silent after that. Iris offered her some more popcorn. Together, the two of them plus Cien watched the ensuing violence.
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        * * *

      

      Christine eventually calmed down, though it might have been more accurate to say that she simply ran out of juice. She didn’t have much stamina, unlike Lilian and Kevin, who could outlast her even on their worst days. In the end, she’d exhausted herself chasing them around that tiny room. After that, Kotohime left, informing them that, after they got dressed, they should meet up with her and the others near the barrier entrance at the edge of New Genbu.

      While his mate donned her bodysuit and then threw her pants, long-sleeved shirt, and snow coat over it, Kevin only put on the bodysuit. The bodysuits were designed with their own internal temperature unit, so he didn’t need to worry about freezing. Though he knew that he’d eventually need to put on civilian clothes at some point since this suit was so conspicuous. Strapped across his thighs were his two guns.

      “Where are you going, Beloved?” Lilian asked as Kevin stood up after they’d finished packing their meager belongings.

      “You’re going to see Christy, aren’t ya?” Iris prodded with a grin. “Are you planning an early morning rendezvous with her?”

      Kevin rolled his eyes. “Nothing of the sort. I just needed to get something from her, that’s all.”

      “I’ll leave your clothes out for you,” Lilian said, folding a pair of pants and a long-sleeved shirt up and placing it on her duffel bag. “You’re gonna need to change before leaving.”

      “I know.”

      “He just wants to look cool.”

      “Quiet, you.”

      Kevin sent Iris a mild glare with no real heat. In return, she blew him a kiss, which caused Kevin to shake his head as he slung his own duffel bag over his shoulder.

      Exiting the small treehouse, Kevin meandered down the dirt road, branches and leaves crunching under foot as he walked to Christine’s treehouse. It didn’t take long to reach. Pausing by the entrance, Kevin wondered how he should do this. He couldn’t very well knock on the door, since all that existed was a cloth covering the entrance.

      I could just walk in, but I don’t think that would be very well received. Also, given everything that’s happened to me since I met Lilian, the chances of me walking in while she’s changing or something are high.

      He turned his head, as if pressing his ear to a door, and listened. There was some rustling from the other side, then a whump, followed by some swearing.

      “Christine?” he called. The rustling stopped. “Christine, are you in there?”

      “I-I’m here,” came the call back. “W-what do you want?”

      “I came to pick up those presents… can I come in?”

      There was a pause. Then…

      “J-just give me a second!”

      Kevin waited patiently as he heard more rustling, several bangs, and numerous grunts. He felt a small drop of sweat trail down the left side of his face when Christine cursed several more times. It sounded like she was having trouble with something.

      “Do you want me to come in there and help you?” Kevin asked.

      “N-no! It’s fine! I’m ok—kya!”

      As a surprised shout went up from the other side, Kevin decided to heck with waiting and rushed into the treehouse. Christine was there, as expected. She was sitting on her butt with a wide-eyed expression on her face. Clothing lay scattered in a mess all around her. There was a briefcase sitting a foot away, leading Kevin to assume that she’d been trying to stuff these clothes into her suitcase and they’d all burst out.

      “Are you all right, Christine?” Kevin asked as he walked up to her and held out his hand. Christine stared at the hand like it was an alien artifact. Then her cheeks turned a light shade of blue.

      “I-I’m fine,” she muttered, delicately sliding her hand into his. Kevin marveled at how tiny her hand was as he pulled her up. “I-I thought I told you not to come in yet…”

      “Ah-ha!” Kevin chuckled nervously as he rubbed the back of his head. “You did, but when I heard you scream, I thought something might be wrong. I guess I rushed in here without thinking. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” she mumbled softly, looking in his direction.

      “Hm?” Kevin tilted his head when he saw this. Was she embarrassed because he’d seen her in an awkward situation? “Christine, is something wrong?”

      “N-no,” Christine choked out. “Nothing’s wrong… it’s just…”

      “What is it?”

      “C-could you let go of my hand, please?”

      “Huh?”

      Kevin required a second to process her words. Looking down, he saw that, indeed, he was still holding her hand.

      “Oh.” He let go. “Sorry.”

      “Y-you don’t need to keep apologizing.”

      “Eh-hehehehe, right. Thank you, Christine.”

      Poof!

      Kevin stumbled back as steam burst from Christine’s head as her face turned blue. “W-whatever! Th-there’s no need to thank me. It’s just annoying how you keep apologizing.”

      “I guess.” Kevin withheld a smile. Christine really hadn’t changed at all since the last time he’d seen her. Actually, she might be even more tsundere now than she had been. “Anyway, would you like me to help you pack?”

      “A-ah! I-I don’t need any help! I can do this just fine by myself!”

      Smiling down at her, Kevin said, “I know you can, but wouldn’t it be faster if you had someone lending you a hand? Besides, I want to help you.”

      Christine squeaked, but she quickly regained herself. “W-well, I guess it can’t be helped, then. Since you’re being so pushy, I have no choice but to let you help me pack.”

      “Then let’s get to work,” Kevin said with a grin that made Christine lose her composure.

      “Don’t smile at me like that, you idiot!”

      Thwak!

      “Kuu!”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin, now sporting a lump on his head, helped Christine pack her belongings.

      They gathered up her clothes first. He’d never realized that she possessed so many gothic lolita outfits. There must have been at least sixteen pairs of the same lolita dress with very slight variations in cut and color. She also had numerous slippers.

      Kneeling down next to an article of clothing, Kevin looked up to see Christine a few feet away, gathering up one of her extravagant lolita dresses. Looking at her like this, the girl really did look cute, like a fragile porcelain doll. As he continued to watch her, his eyes landed on the black choker around her neck.

      “Isn’t that the choker that I bought you for your birthday a while back?” Kevin asked.

      Christine paused in her work. Her hand went to her choker. “A-ah, um, yes, it is. I… well, this is my… my favorite choker, so I like to wear it a lot…” Christine’s cheeks flushed once more, but she at least didn’t seem to be blowing her top. “After you, Iris, and Lilian left, I was really lonely. I hadn’t realized how important all of you were to me until you were gone. Ever since that day, ever since you three went off to Greece, I’ve taken to wearing this, because it reminded me of all the good times we’ve shared together.”

      That was probably the most honest thing he’d ever heard Christine say since she’d confessed her feelings for him. He’d noticed it before, but Christine really was a tsundere. She rarely ever told anyone what she was really thinking, and she covered up her embarrassment with bluster and violence. Moments like this were rare for her. He could count the number of times where she’d been honest with her feelings on one hand and still have fingers left over.

      “I’m sorry we left you like that,” Kevin apologized.

      Christine shook her head. “You don’t need to apologize. I know that you didn’t have much of a choice. Had you not left, then…”

      Then he, Lilian, and Iris would have put everyone in danger. Back then, Lilian had been targeted by the Shénshèng Clan. One of its members, a three-tailed kitsune named Fan had attacked them during Lindsay’s soccer game. Iris had nearly been killed and Kevin had destroyed an entire school building just to defeat Fan. Christine had been there when it happened, so she understood why they had to leave.

      “Thank you for being so understanding,” he said.

      Christine quickly turned her back to him. “T-there’s no need to thank me. We’re friends. I-I was only doing what any good friend would do.”

      Tsundere until the end, Kevin thought with an amused chuckle.

      “Then, Christine, I’m very glad that you’re my friend.”

      Christine squeaked. As she sputtered incoherently, Kevin finally grabbed the article that he’d been kneeling over. Blinking when he realized that it felt different than everything else that he’d picked up thus far, he held the article up to study it.

      “What is this…?” He trailed off.

      The object in his hands… was Christine’s panties.

      “Uh…”

      Kevin could hear his brain sizzling.

      “W-what are you doing, idiot!? Don’t stare at those!”

      Christine leapt at him, and Kevin, too shocked by the object in his hands to do anything, let her tackle him to the ground. The panties were thrown from his hands as his back slammed into the floor. Spots appeared in his vision, but they were soon replaced by Christine’s face, which hovered not two inches from his own. Their noses were almost touching.

      “C-Christine?”

      He felt his eyes widen as Christine’s face inched a little closer to his. This was bad. This was a very bad situation. Christine was straddling him, and he could feel her thighs touching him, and her body was pressed against him, and… and…

      Oh, no…

      Perhaps it was the result of him still being horny because Christine had interrupted him and Lilian while they were having sex, but Kevin felt his arousal skyrocket. Christine felt it, too, because her eyes went even wider and she looked down. He also looked down. Then he looked back up. Their eyes met. Christine’s face was the brightest blue that he’d ever seen.

      “I can explain this,” Kevin said calmly.

      “KYA!”

      The sound of Christine’s scream was followed by a loud slap.
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        * * *

      

      It took longer than expected, but Kevin and Christine eventually managed to pack all of her belongings, and Kevin had grabbed the presents that he’d bought for Lilian and the others, which he packed into his own duffel bag.

      “Did you really have to hit me?” Kevin asked, wincing as he touched the bright blue slap mark on his face. There was frost covering it, and it felt kind of numb, but that just made it worse.

      “I-I’m sorry,” Christine apologized. She seemed so embarrassed that she couldn’t even activate her tsundere protocols. “B-but you really, um, surprised me.”

      “Yeah… I guess that would be surprising,” Kevin admitted with a sigh.

      Truth be told, he felt a little guilty for getting aroused like that. Guilty and ashamed. He knew that it was a normal biological reaction, and that it couldn’t really be helped given the circumstance, yet he still felt awful.

      “K-Kevin,” Christine stuttered.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you… that reaction… does that mean you… um, find me attractive?”

      Of all the questions that she could ask…

      Kevin didn’t know how to answer her. It was true that he thought she was pretty, but he didn’t have the right to tell her that, not after he’d broken her heart. At the same time, it wouldn’t have been right to lie to her.

      Withholding the sigh that threatened to escape, he decided to go with honesty. “I’ve always thought you were incredibly pretty.”

      “R-really?” Christine looked hopeful.

      “Really.” Kevin felt his stomach twist into painful knots. This really was the worst kind of torture. He wondered if this was his punishment for breaking her heart back then.

      “I-I see…” Christine murmured. There was a brightness in her eyes that hadn’t been there before, and her lips had curved into a joyful smile. She didn’t even seem to realize it herself. Kevin was sure that if she knew how happy she looked, Christine would have gone full tsundere on him.

      Great, now I feel really guilty.

      They walked in silence. Kevin tried to take his mind off the past few seconds by enjoying the surrounding greenery. He heard the chirping of bird songs and saw several animals crawling along the trees, chipmunks and smaller mammals, which made their home at the base of the massive trees.

      I wonder if these trees are natural or if a yokai made them grow like this.

      They soon reached the edge of New Genbu, where everyone else was waiting. Kotohime and Heather stood near the front, while Orin trailed behind the two with Cien. Phoebe, Polydora, and the other yama uba were all packed together. Lilian was with Iris. Judging from his mate’s flushed cheeks and the pleased grin on Iris’s face, they must have gotten up to something while he was away. Kevin shook his head.

      Now is so not the time for that.

      “Kevin Swift!” Phoebe greeted in a booming voice. “Let me once again thank you for rescuing me.”

      “There’s no need for that…”

      “Please allow me to give you my body!”

      “Urk!” Kevin doubled over like someone had punched him in the gut.

      “You may do whatever you please with me!”

      “G-gurk!”

      “However, I would be particularly pleased if you injected your semen into my womb and impregnated me!”

      “Would you stop saying stuff like that?!” Kevin shouted once he’d recovered.

      Christine sent him a flat look. “You know, I forgot to ask this because so much happened, but who the hell is this girl and why does she keep asking you to knock her up?”

      “N-now isn’t the time for that,” Kevin tried to change the subject. Fortunately, he had a wonderful mate who was willing to lend him a hand.

      “Here you go, Beloved.” A still slightly flushed Lilian handed him a pair of pants and a long-sleeved shirt. “You’ll want to put these on before we go into town.”

      “Right.”

      Kevin sighed as he slipped his clothes over his bodysuit. He actually rather liked wearing just the suit. It made him feel cool, like one of those shonen manga heroes that he admired so much.

      While he got dressed, Iris walked up to Christine, wearing a salacious grin.

      “So, how was it being alone with the stud? Did you two do anything that you shouldn’t have?”

      Christine sent Iris a glare even as she blushed. “Don’t be stupid. We wouldn’t do something like that.” She grabbed her left elbow with her right hand. “Kevin doesn’t even feel that way about me…”

      “Hm? What’s this? Why are you trailing off?” Iris’s grin widened. “Did something happen? It did, didn’t it?”

      Shrinking into her lolita dress, Christine looked like she wanted to be anywhere but there. “H-he did say that he thinks I’m pretty…”

      “Oh? He did, did he?” Iris chuckled. “Uhuhu, that’s good. It means that he thinks of you as a woman and not just a friend. Now all you need to do is seduce him.”

      “C-can we not talk about seducing someone?”

      “I’ve got an aphrodisiac, in case you want some help.”

      “Who said I need help?!”

      Kevin and Lilian turned to Iris and Christine when the yuki-onna started shouting.

      “I wonder what they’re talking about,” Lilian pondered out loud.

      Kevin just sighed. “I’m not so sure I want to know.”

      Lilian couldn’t think of anything to say to that.

      Kotohime stepped up to them and, with her hands clasped in front of her, said, “Lilian-sama, Kevin-sama, have you packed everything?”

      “Yes!” Lilian and Kevin said at the same time.

      “Ufufufu, that is good. Since we’re all here now, I believe it’s time for us to leave. Wouldn’t you agree, Orin-dono?”

      “I guess,” Orin grumbled, rubbing his neck as if he was working out a kink. “I still can’t believe I actually agreed to go back with you guys…”

      “Ufufufu, what are you saying? I thought you agreed to return with us because you were so moved by the courage that Lilian-sama and Kevin-sama displayed.”

      “Che. The only reason I’m going is because Christine is leaving, and if she leaves, then I won’t have any eye candy to—”

      “Shut up, ya damn pervert!” Christine shouted and threw an ice ball at Orin’s head.

      “Gack!”

      Orin went down like a sack of bricks.

      “And this is supposed to be a member of the Four Saints,” Kevin declared solemnly. Everyone sans Heather nodded.

      “I don’t know… I kinda like him,” the blond woman said.

      Needless to say, she got nothing but incredulous stares.
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        * * *

      

      They would not be flying from Ohio to Arizona but taking a train. Kotohime had told them it was because flying with such a large group would be too conspicuous, but Lilian thought there might have been another reason. On their train ride back to New Genbu after the rescue mission, she and Kevin had heard a rumor that the airports had all been shut down, though she didn’t know how accurate that rumors was.

      The plan was not to go north through Columbus, but to travel south, cutting across Kentucky, Tennessee, and the other states that ran along the southern coast, until they reached their destination. Of course, a single train wouldn’t be able to get them back home, so they would be making multiple train hops.

      Because there were so many people, they were in the passenger car and not their own private car. That kind of disappointed Lilian. She’d been hoping for some private time with Kevin, so they could finish what they’d started that morning before Christine interrupted them, but she guessed that was asking for too much.

      The train itself was mostly empty. Lilian would have found this odd, but very few people were traveling these days thanks to the war. It was part of the reason that the airports were closing down. With so little business, there wasn’t much point in keeping them up and running. Even the trains only still ran because they were needed to carry shipments of supplies between states.

      Glancing around the car, Lilian saw that their group had pretty much taken all the seats. Kotohime and Orin sat together discussing matters that she didn’t care to know about. Many of the yama uba sat grouped together, and she frowned when she noticed they were pointing and whispering at Kevin and Cien. She didn’t know what they were saying, but she hoped they weren’t making up a BL story about her mate and some other guy.

      There were three seats to each row, and rows were arranged so that two rows would be facing each other. Lilian sat in one row. She was in the middle, while Christine and Iris sat on either side. Kevin was sitting directly across from her. On either side of him was Phoebe and Cien. Polydora was in the seat behind Kevin, and her glare looked like it could cut through steel. It probably had something to do with Phoebe and Kevin’s conversation—if one could call it a conversation.

      “Kevin Swift, I was thinking that we could make a child when we return to Arizona.”

      “I don’t remember agreeing to give you children.”

      “She will be a strong warrior just like you and me.”

      “I’m only sixteen. I have no interest in kids.”

      “Her name will be Chloe.”

      “… You’re not listening to a word I’m saying, are you?”

      “Must be tough being so popular,” Cien said with something of a sneer. Lilian wondered if he was jealous of her mate.

      Kevin tossed him a glare. “If you think having some woman try to convince you to have a child with her is easy, then by all means, be my guest and switch places with me.”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Do you know what sound harems make when they’re being fed?” Iris asked before making strange smacking noises like she was eating. “Nom nom nom.”

      “You be quiet!” Kevin pointed at her as he shouted.

      Lilian didn’t know what to think of Cien yet. Thanks to prolonged exposure to Kiara, she didn’t hate or fear dogs like she used to. At the same time, she didn’t necessarily like inu either. They were annoying, and smelly, and even though they were all about fighting, they didn’t understand the nuances of true shonen battle mechanics.

      I guess I’ll just have to accept his presence. Beloved doesn’t seem to mind him.

      Indeed, Kevin seemed somewhat pleased to have another male to talk to, and he’d spent a lot of time smack talking to Cien, who was more than willing to trade barbs right back.

      It must be a guy thing. Beloved did this with that Chasey guy in track.

      Several hundred miles away, back in Arizona, Casey Chase sneezed.

      Lilian felt a sudden frown crawl onto her face as she looked down at Christine. Her yuki-onna friend had been abnormally silent since they’d left. She hadn’t gone tsun-tsun on anyone even once.

      “Hey, Christine, what do you plan on doing once we return to Arizona?” Lilian asked.

      Christine looked up at her, blinking several times as if she was just now registering her surroundings. “I don’t know… I guess I’ll just go back to doing what I’ve always done before I left.”

      “Are you excited to see everyone else?”

      “If, by everyone else, you mean Eric and those other idiots, then no, I’m not.” Christine scowled. “I was hoping that I would never have to see those buffoons again.”

      Lilian smiled. She knew that her friend wasn’t being honest with herself. While Christine didn’t really like Eric and the others, she was always smiling whenever they’d gone out together as a large group--at least, until Eric did something perverted. Even so, she’d smile again after beating the crap out of him.

      “What about Lindsay?” she asked.

      It was almost telling to see how Christine stiffened at the name. The almost guilty look on her face was even more telling.

      “I… I’m not sure,” Christine admitted at last. “I know how Lindsay feels about me, but…”

      “You’re not into her like that, right?”

      “Ha…” Christine released a loud gust of wind, which contained some mist. “Of course not. Lindsay is a good friend, but that is all. I’m not attracted to women.”

      Lindsay, one of their friends back in Arizona, had a major crush on Christine. Lilian didn’t know when it had happened, but she’d learned that, on the day Christine left to receive training from Orin, Lindsay had kissed her. Unfortunately for their mutual friend, Christine was straight. Lilian would even bet her tails that the yuki-onna still liked Kevin.

      “You know… I’m not too good when it comes to giving advice about this sort of romance,” Lilian began, choosing her words carefully. She wanted to help her friends, both of them. “But when you two finally see each other again, I think you should just be honest with her.”

      “I know.”

      Christine sent her an annoyed look, but Lilian just smiled as she reached into her bag and pulled out her tablet. Turning it on, she swiftly opened her manga reading app and selected a manga that she knew Christine liked—Ouran High School Host Club.

      “Would you like to read this with me?” she offered.

      A short silence ensued as Christine stared at the tablet, her index finger twitching as if she wanted to grab the device from Lilian’s hands. The way the girl’s eyes were glued to the screen made it obvious that she wanted to read it. At the same time, Christine never openly expressed an interest in manga like her and Kevin.

      “I-I guess I have no choice,” Christine said at last, trying to sound imperious. “S-since there’s nothing else to do on this train, I’ll read this with you.”

      As she resisted the urge to giggle at Christine’s continued tsundere-ness, Lilian scooted closer and rested the tablet on their thighs. Together, she and her friend followed the story of a high school female who became a host that entertained other females…

      … Manga had weird stories like that.
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        * * *

      

      The vast tunnel that Hebi traveled through was dark, but that was okay. He’d always relied more on his tongue than his eyes to see.

      “Where are you taking me?! I demand that you unhand me this instant!”

      Behind him, Kushinadahime struggled against his tail’s strong grip. He could feel her fighting him, squirming around in his tail’s grasp as if doing so would actually accomplish anything. It wouldn’t. Kushinadahime might have been a goddess at some point, but now she was just a lowly human girl who used to attend a private all-girls high school.

      “I don’t know why you keep struggling,” Hebi commented lightly. “You know that’s not going to do anything to me, don’t you, Kushinadahime?”

      “I told you my name is Kandice! Kandice!”

      “Yes, yes. Kandice. I remember.”

      Chortling, Hebi ignored the girl as she released a series of foul expletives. The tunnel that he was slithering down was slanted, and it consisted of many winding pathways. He flicked out his tongue and scented out the correct path, eventually arriving at a large torii that marked the entrance to a shrine.

      Known as Japanese gates, toriis were often used to mark the entrance of shrines. They were, in essence, two large lintel posts known as hashira, which supported two beams of wood called nuki and kasagi. While the lower beam, the nuki, remained flat, the upper beam, kasagi, which also featured a black roof, was slanted on either side.

      “Did you know that in Japanese culture, toriis are used to mark the entrance to a sacred place?” Hebi asked Kushinadahime, his condescending tone rank with humor. “They’re supposed to symbolically mark the transition from the profane to the sacred. I find it most amusing that the Four Saints would create shrines like this to seal my power away. Really, what could they have been thinking?”

      Slithering up to the entrance, Hebi passed through the gate without hesitation. He grunted moments later when, without warning, an incredible pressure slammed into him. His grip on Kushinadahime almost loosened, but he gritted his teeth and channeled youki into his body.

      A snake shot from his body, biting onto the torii. As the snake’s fangs sank into the lintel post, blackness spread across the torii. The pressure lessened. Then, as the poison spread through the wood, it ceased altogether.

      “Ho… I guess that explains why they decided to seal my powers within shrines,” Hebi said to himself.

      He supposed it was only natural that one such as himself would not be welcome inside of a shrine. Any deity seeking entrance into another deity’s shrine required permission. Of course, this shrine had been built to house his power, but that didn’t mean much. The shrine had likely been created in honor of one of the Four Saints.

      I wonder which Saint this shrine belongs to?

      He didn’t ponder the question for long, and he was soon moving again. Kushinadahime had finally stopped struggling, though he figured she was simply out of strength.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” she asked sullenly.

      “You already know why. I need your blood—the blood of the goddess Kushinadahime, who’d been married to Suzanoo—in order to break the seals placed on these shrines.”

      “But I’m just a normal girl!”

      “You can keep thinking that if you want to. By all means, remain ignorant. It is fine with me.”

      Hebi didn’t bother looking at her as he continued on. The tunnel had opened up after they’d passed through the torii. The cavernous space was quite massive. It was shaped almost like a dome. There were numerous stalactites and stalagmites jutting from the ground and ceiling. The place that he slithered down was a small sliver of sediment that had formed a bridge over an underground lake. Several dozen yards away, a shrine sat before a massive boulder that was embedded into a circular platform that rose out of the water’s surface. Peering over the side, Hebi frowned when he saw bubbles rising from the surface and a dark shadow underneath.

      Hm, that doesn’t look good.

      A massive figure suddenly shot from the water’s surface, racing toward him. Hebi moved quickly, slithering out of the way as the creature crashed into the bridge, destroying it and trapping him and Kushinadahime on the side opposite from the entrance.

      “W-what is that?!” Kushinadahime shrieked.

      “I believe that is this place’s guardian,” Hebi answered with a mocking smile. “To think they’d go through such lengths to protect this place. Not that I blame them, of course.”

      The guardian that faced him was a gigantic sea serpent. Its sinewy form was covered in bright blue scales that glistened majestically in the reflective light from the water’s surface. A pair of scaled pinions akin to those of a drake protruded from the base of its neck, just past its head. Hebi judged this creature to be at least fifty yards in length. That was quite large.

      “So this is what they have to keep me from regaining my power. I’m somewhat disappointed.” Several snakes slithered out from within his large overcoat, wrapping around Kushinadahime, whom he’d dropped to the ground. “Stay there, Kushinadahime. This will not take long.”

      He didn’t listen to Kushinadahime as she screamed at him. Coiling his tail like it was a loaded spring, he launched himself into the air just as the sea serpent crashed into the place where he’d been standing. His ascent took him all the way to the ceiling, where he twisted around and wrapped himself around a stalactite. Then he launched several of his snakes at the serpent, which was unable to do anything as they sank their fangs into its body, biting through scales and flesh to shove their venom into its bloodstream.

      The sea serpent thrashed around, diving into the water to create a big splash. It came back out seconds later. The snakes were gone, having been dislodged—not that it made a difference. Blackness was spreading along its once pristine scales. It wouldn’t be long before the poison took effect.

      Roaring like an enraged dragon, the sea serpent tried to crush him, but Hebi merely uncoiled himself and fell down. The serpent slammed into the ceiling, causing several stalactites to collapse. Hebi launched himself like a spring from stalactite to stalactite, until he landed on a stalagmite that was protruding from the water’s surface.

      Prying its head free from the hole it had created in the ceiling, the sea serpent locked onto him. With its glowing yellow eyes flashing like malicious beacons, it charged him again.

      Thus began a deadly game of cat and mouse—or snake and sea serpent. Hebi kept ahead of the massive creature by using his incredibly strong tail to leap from the protrusions coming out of the lake and ceiling. His agility allowed him to stay constantly ahead. As the game continued, the blackness from his poison spread like an insidious disease across the sea serpent’s body, which caused the beast to become more sluggish with every passing second. It wasn’t long until scales began to flake off, blood gushed from open wounds, and the sea serpent gave an anguished shriek as his poison slowly ate it from the inside out.

      Hebi watched dispassionately as the sea serpent finally lost all of its strength and fell back into the lake, creating a massive geyser of water. If it wasn’t already dead, then it would be soon. Using the stalagmites and fallen stalactites, he made his way back up to the circular platform that rose out of the lake. Kushinadahime sat huddled by the shrine, as if instinctively seeking its protection.

      “I’m glad to see that you’re not dead,” Hebi said with good cheer and a mocking grin. “It would have been a shame if I’d dragged you all this way just for you to die on me.”

      Kushinadahime must have been more frightened than he’d realized. She didn’t spew one insult. Shrugging, he went up to her and coiled his tail around her wrist, dragging her up and pulling her to the front of the shrine.

      “W-what are you doing?” she asked, her voice shaking.

      “I thought that would be obvious,” Hebi said dryly. “I’m going to have you unseal my power for me.”

      He didn’t wait for a response. Kushinadahime cried out as he sliced open her palm and pressed it against the kanji that represented the seal. As her blood mixed with the Japanese logographic symbol, the shrine began to glow. The glow was soon followed by the sound of something cracking. It was the rock, and from that rock, dark energy spewed forth, tendrils of swirling black youki that were filled with malice. The tendrils of energy, like wisps of unholy fire, swirled around Hebi, entering his body, strengthening him, empowering him, bringing him one step closer to once more becoming complete.

      Hebi’s laughter echoed through the vast cavern.
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      Several massive explosions went off in the military base, waking Justin up and alerting him that it was time to start the mission.

      The plan that he had conceived was a simple one. Jack and Jill would plant explosives in certain areas of the base—choke points that would not only cause a panic, but keep soldiers from being able to move about freely. They didn’t want to kill anyone, however, so the explosions had been set to go off at midnight before the last shift change, when the number of guards was at its lowest.

      Leaping up from his bed, Justin exited his room and raced down the hall. He was already dressed in his military environ suit. The reflective black material gleamed brightly as it was hit by the lights. Knowing that he had to move swiftly, he didn’t bother trying to be quiet. Miniature explosives had been placed above the doors, which would cause the ceilings to collapse, so no one would be capable of leaving their rooms.

      “Hey! What the hell is going on?!”

      “The roof has caved in!”

      “Damn it! Are we under attack?!”

      Justin heard the shouts from people who, like him, had been sleeping in their bunks. He passed doors that had been crushed underneath piles of rubble. He just hoped no one had actually been caught up in any of these explosions.

      Because Commander Paine operated under a state of constant paranoia, all of the data that Justin sought was located in his personal computer. Basement level one contained only Commander Paine’s quarters. The basement below it was the garage, and the floor above was the barracks. The only way to get onto this level was by thumbprint and retina scan. However, the only person whose thumb print and retina were accepted was Commander Paine’s.

      That was why, rather than call for an elevator, Justin primed some C4 and blew a hole into the elevator shaft. Leaping into the shaft, he grabbed hold of the steel cables and slid down. Sparks leapt from his gloved hands. He ignored the heat caused by the building friction between his suit and the cables. Upon reaching basement level one, he detonated another chunk of C4 and made another hole, which he leapt through.

      Justin didn’t stop as he raced down this new hallway, reaching Commander Paine’s office in record time. Using the strength of his suit and genetically enhanced body, he leapt into the air and reverse heel kicked the door. It dented underneath his blow but didn’t yield. Grunting as he landed back on his feet, Justin used the last of his C4 to blow up the door.

      He ran into the room—only to leap back as something sliced the air in front of him. A chunk of the floor was sliced through. Justin spun around to see one of the Yokai Killers standing several feet away. Its red visor glowed as it faced him. He could practically see the thing processing his presence and determining his threat level.

      I should have realized the commander wouldn’t leave his room unguarded.

      “I guess I’ve got no choice,” he muttered. “If Kevin can deal with these things, then I can’t let myself be beaten either.”

      The Yokai Killer thrust its hand at him, which changed from a hand into a spear that extended to an incredible length. Justin avoided impalement by twisting out of the way. Reaching behind his back, he unhooked a specialized submachine gun that had been designed specifically for dealing with yokai. Since Yokai Killers ran on youki, he was hoping this weapon would disrupt its power output.

      Unloading an entire clip into the Yokai Killer proved to be useless. His shots pinged harmlessly off its metallic body, causing him to curse. This machine must have been equipped with an earth core, which made its body tougher than steel.

      The Yokai Killer placed its hands on the floor, which bent and warped before several stakes shot from the ground. Justin felt a burst of panic as he leapt into the air.

      This is an elite unit!

      Elite units were slightly different from standard units in that their abilities had been upgraded. While not as versatile as a yokai, they could, to some degree, use their cores for elemental-based attacks. This scientific phenomenon was called Elemental Recomposition.

      Unsheathing the long blade from his back, Justin flipped a switch on the hilt, which caused the blade to hum and vibrate. He swung it at the incoming stakes. He felt a moment of resistance before his blade cut through them like a hot knife through marmalade. Landing back on the ground, Justin realized that his only hope of victory lay in a full-frontal assault.

      This is not going to be pretty.

      He blitzed at the Yokai Killer. Spikes jutted from the floor. Justin juked left and right, keeping ahead of the spikes. His breathing picked up as the Yokai Killer slammed its hand into the floor, which caused the metal in front of it to undulate and bulge. He lost his balance. More spikes shot from metal flooring. Fire flared like daggers along his left arm as a long cut appeared, blood gushing forth to leave a trail down his skin.

      Rolling across the ground, Justin barely kept ahead of the spikes as they followed him. He came up on the wall. He counted down to three, then launched himself into the air. His feet hit the wall, and he bent his knees to build energy, which he then used to launch himself like a rocket at the Yokai Killer, which was unable to account for this sudden change in attack pattern.

      For an elite unit like this, there’s only one place their core can be.

      Landing on the ground inside of its guard, Justin bent down until he was crouched low to the ground, then pushed himself up and thrust his knife through the Yokai Killer’s chin all the way up to the hilt.

      Justin’s blade was a high-frequency vibration sword. It was based on the concept of cutting through objects by vibrating so quickly that it split molecules apart. The blade had originally been intended to deal with oni, dragons, and other creatures with tough skin, but against the Yokai Killer’s and their quicksilver bodies, it worked just as well.

      The Yokai Killer quivered as his blade pierced its core. It twitched several times as if it was undergoing muscle spasms. Justin yanked his blade out of its jaw and took a step back as it ran out of power, allowing it to crumple to the ground, where it lay completely still.

      I need to hurry.

      Justin didn’t pause for breath as he rushed over to Commander Paine’s desktop. He turned it on, waited for it to boot up, and reached into a holster attached to his thigh. He pulled out a small device that was oblong in shape, flat, and sleek. Several cords were attached to it.

      After pressing a small button on the device’s side, Justin watched the screen light up. A menu soon appeared, and he quickly typed in his password, then took one of the plugs and hooked it into the USB port of the computer. Characters began rolling past the screen, flickering by too quickly for even his eyes to follow. Several sets of characters suddenly appeared on the screen, stopping as the device determined what the password was. Y. 0. K. @. 1. A soft ping sounded out before the monitor turned on.

      What a cliched password. You disappoint me, Commander.

      Once the monitor was up and Commander Paine’s main screen was being displayed, Justin plugged a small memory stick into the computer, then went into the commander’s files and began uploading every folder he could that looked like it might hold something useful. Loud beeping issued from the computer. Justin swore when he saw its automatic defenses pop up and begin trying to kick him out. There was no doubt that Commander Paine had also been alerted to what was happening.

      “Come on, come on, come on,” Justin muttered to himself as he stored file after file into his device. A soft beeping issued from the device to let him know it was done, which he unplugged and stored in his holster again. He then pulled the memory stick from the USB drive and hid it somewhere no one would ever find it. Tearing out of the office, he’d just started climbing up the elevator shaft when a loud alarm blared in his ears.

      Well, shit. This isn’t good.

      Jack and Jill should have disabled the alarm, which meant they’d either failed or, the more likely case, someone had reactivated it. He didn’t know if Commander Paine had done so after his computer sensed Justin’s hacking, or if someone else on the base had tripped it. He honestly didn’t care.

      I need to hurry.

      The garage was located on the second basement level, directly beneath Commander Paine’s personal quarters. It was an unusual setup, but Justin believed that the commander had done it that way on purpose—as a means of confounding any enemy that tried to break in. Not that anyone would be stupid enough to do so.

      Because he didn’t have any more C4, Justin had to bust open the access panel near the elevator door and activate the override. The doors slid open with a hiss and a ding. Justin rushed out of the shaft and into another steel hallway.

      The alarms were blaring much louder here. Red lights flashed, the glare reflecting off the many metal surfaces. Justin blinked as he took several turns, moving ever closer to the garage. He ran into numerous soldiers, but they clearly hadn’t realized that he was the cause of the alarm, because they ran right past him—some even threw him a salute.

      Bursting through a door, Justin found himself in the massive underground garage. Military vehicles of all kinds sat, inert like statues. He recognized them all. Running past them, he eventually found Jack standing near a vehicle that he knew quite well.

      Painted a matte tan, the JLTV, Joint Light Tactical Vehicle, was one of the faster vehicles. Its large wheels and shock suspension system allowed the driver to pull out all the stops when maneuvering. This one came equipped with a large turret on the top.

      “Glad to see you’re still alive, Lieutenant,” Jack said with a cheery salute. “Though it looks like you’ve been put through the ringer.”

      “Never mind that,” Justin said as he opened the door and hopped in. Jill was in the driver’s seat, so he sat behind her. “Get in and let’s get out of here.”

      “No time for banter, I guess,” Jack sighed, hopping into the front passenger seat as Jill started up the engines.

      “We’re leaving,” she announced as she put the vehicle in reverse and floored on the gas.

      Justin grunted as he was slammed against his restraints. Jill then shifted to all-wheel drive and, once more, slammed on the gas. The tires squealed, and Justin could smell the rubber burning as they tore across the parking lot.

      “Dear Gods, woman! You’re a crazy driver!” Jack shouted as Jill cranked on the steering wheel, causing them to spin several times just so she could turn a corner.

      “Are you complaining about my driving?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Then shut up!”

      They soon reached the exit, signified by the shift in elevation and slanted slope. Justin looked through the window and saw the large blast doors beginning to close.

      “Floor it!” he ordered.

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Oh, you’ve gotta be shitting meeeeaaAAAAHHHH!!” Jack finished with a scream as Jill kicked the vehicle into overdrive and blasted toward the exit.

      A loud wumpf reached their ears followed by a squeal, and Justin looked behind them to see the turret that had been on their vehicle tumbling down the slope. Then the blast doors slammed closed and he couldn’t see anything anymore.

      “Remind me why you chose a vehicle with a turret again?” he asked the brother and sister duo.

      “Because turrets are awesome and I thought we could use one,” Jack answered.

      “If we were still in the military, I would have just given you a demerit.”

      “Ouch.” Jack winced. “That’s kinda harsh.”

      “And no less than you deserve,” Jill told him before Justin could. “Slacker.”

      “What is this? Team up on Jack day?”

      The floor eventually evened out as they burst onto the main road. The base, a military outpost located several miles outside of Cortez, Colorado, was surrounded by a massive wall. Several watchtowers sat along the wall, and all of them were currently trained on the inside of the base. Justin assumed they’d been alerted to the ruckus going on inside, which meant…

      “Oh, shit,” Jack swore as several lights fell on them. “We’ve been spotted.”

      “Take evasive action,” Justin ordered.

      “Sir!”

      Jill recklessly made their vehicle move in random zigzag patterns. Justin gritted his teeth as he was slammed against his seat belt, the evasive maneuvering doing its utmost to dislodge him from his seat. Jack swore loudly as he smacked his head into the window. Meanwhile, Jill remained silent, sweat trickling down her brow as she concentrated on avoiding the machine gun fire that tore through the ground around them.

      “We’re almost there!” Jill told them.

      Justin could see it too—the entrance. They were coming up on it. The gate was closed, but he was confident this vehicle would be able to smash through it.

      “Jack. The rocket launcher,” Jill commanded.

      What?

      “Rocket launcher?” Justin asked.

      “On it.” Ignoring him, Jack reached down and pulled a rocket launcher from the floor. Then he rolled down the window and stuck his head outside.

      Justin felt something unsettling worm into the pit of his stomach.

      “Wait a second. You’re not really going to—”

      “Fire!” Jack shouted as he pressed the trigger.

      Plumes of fire exploded from the rocket launcher. Justin stared in mute shock as the guards who’d been standing near the entrance, blocking their path, leapt out of the way when the rocket slammed into the gate and blew it apart. Jill drove through the flames, forcefully dispersing them and bursting out the other side.

      “And that’s that,” Jack said, wearing the most satisfied grin that Justin had seen in a while. “We’ve made it.”

      “Don’t get cocky yet, brother,” Jill admonished him. “They’re going to mount a chase. This escape has only just started.”

      “They can chase us all they want.” Jack said, grinning. “I took the task of sabotaging all of the vehicles that could possibly catch up to us. They won’t be following us.”

      Jill shrugged. “If you say so.”

      “That was incredibly reckless,” Justin said once a pause ensued in the siblings’ banter. “You could have killed those men.”

      “But we didn’t,” Jack pointed out.

      “I know that, but you should be a little more careful. I don’t want our hands stained with any more blood right now.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      Silence ensued between the three as their actions finally sank into them. They had just betrayed the Sons and Daughters of Humanity which, due to how entrenched this group was with the US government, was akin to betraying the United States. Justin wasn’t as concerned by this, but he could tell that Jack and Jill were immensely bothered by what they’d done. They were military through and through.

      “What should we do now?” Jill asked after a moment.

      “We need to head to Phoenix,” Justin determined. “If we’re going to have any hope of bringing about peace between humans and yokai, then the person we’ll want to speak with is Davin Monstrang of the Four Saints. I hear that Neo Seiryuu is located somewhere outside of Phoenix, Arizona, so we’ll start there.”

      “Roger. Setting course for Phoenix.”

      Justin leaned back in his seat, feeling the adrenaline fade from his body. His hands were trembling, not just from how tired he was, but also from what he’d done. He was really striking out on his own. He was, in the words of Kevin, creating his own path to follow.

      This is kind of exciting.

      It would be the last thought to cross his mind. Seconds later, the front of the car exploded, much like what had happened when Jack fired his rocket launcher. Fire engulfed the vehicle as the world tumbled around him. Justin felt a moment of indescribable pain, as if every nerve ending on his body was being burnt to cinders, and then he felt nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin had done a lot of traveling in his time. Yet even he had never done so much train hopping within such a short timespan.

      After reaching Kentucky, he and the others hopped on another train, which had taken them through Tennessee and into Mississippi, where they jumped onto another train. They were careful to avoid large cities, and Kotohime had taken even more precautions by disguising them.

      Water Art: Prism of Colors was a specialized technique that used water to bend light. By placing a thin layer of water over an object, Kotohime could make that object look slightly different. It didn’t change things like size or shape. A fire hydrant would still look like a fire hydrant, and a person would still look more or less the same. However, it did change colors. Currently, Kevin’s skin was a dark brown bordering on black.

      I miss my tan.

      His hair had also turned from its regular blond to a nearly bleached white color. Kotohime had also used her control over water to slick it back. He looked like a really bad cross between a gangster and a member of the mafia.

      It was late at night. As Kevin stared out the window, all he could see was his reflection set against a black backdrop with a few lights streaking through it. The ride was a little bumpy as the train traveled along the tracks. Most of the others were asleep.

      Kevin was sitting with Lilian and Iris, both of them on either side while he sat in the middle. They were both fast asleep and using his shoulders as makeshift pillows. Christine was also asleep. She lay sprawled out on three car seats, one leg and one arm dangling off the edge, and her mouth open and emitting cute snores. She looked really cute.

      He would have loved to sink into wonderful slumber with them, but his thoughts kept him awake.

      “Is something troubling you, Kevin-sama?” Kotohime asked. He couldn’t see her because she was sitting behind him, but he could imagine the placid smile on her face.

      “Maybe a little,” Kevin admitted.

      “Is that so? What is Kevin-sama thinking about that bothers him so much?”

      “I was thinking about that man we fought, the one who called himself Hebi.” Leaning his head back, Kevin looked up at the ceiling. “There’s something about him that’s been bothering me, but I can’t figure out what it is.”

      During their mission to rescue Phoebe and Heather, they had fought against a man named Hebi, and they had been subsequently thrashed. Hebi had toyed with them like a cat playing with a mouse. Sure, Kevin thought they’d gotten a few good licks in, but none of their attacks had done any lasting damage. If Orin hadn’t shown up, Kevin wasn’t sure what they would’ve done.

      “I can see why that would be troubling you,” Kotohime admitted. “That man was indeed a powerful opponent.”

      Kevin shook his head even though he knew that Kotohime couldn’t see it. “That’s just it, though. I don’t think he was all that powerful. His killing intent was strong, certainly, but none of his abilities seemed very strong compared to a lot of other yokai that I’ve fought. I don’t know why, but I have this feeling that he was actually really weak.”

      A moment of silence passed between them. Kevin didn’t break it. Though he couldn’t see her, he could tell that Kotohime was evaluating his words with her own experience.

      “Ufufufu, it seems that I have underestimated your perceptiveness,” she said at last. “There is truth to what you say. None of Hebi’s abilities were particularly powerful, and in fact, I would even go so far as to say they were very basic. I have also been wondering how someone who doesn’t seem to have any serious power could be such a troublesome opponent.”

      Iris shifted against him. She mumbled something in her sleep, then nuzzled her nose into the crook of his neck. Kevin wondered if she was doing that on purpose, but he could tell from her breathing that she was still asleep. He placed a hand on her thigh and absentmindedly rubbed it. A smile appeared unbidden when Iris released a strange moan that sounded almost like a purr.

      Except foxes can’t purr.

      “The reason that the Hebi you fought seemed weak is because he wasn’t the real Hebi,” Orin said.

      Kevin shifted to look at Orin, who sat on the other side of the passenger car. Cien was sitting with him. The inu lay curled on the three chairs opposite of the old man. His tails were hidden, but Kevin could almost imagine it wagging as the inu mumbled about “becoming the strongest” in his sleep.

      That’s an inu for you, I guess.

      “What do you mean by that?” Kevin asked.

      “I mean that what you fought was merely a small piece of the man you know as Hebi,” Orin explained. “He was like a small piece of shed skin that was being controlled from a distance. Naturally, a single sliver of shed skin is not going to be anywhere near as powerful as the person that skin belonged to.”

      “You speak as if you know this person personally, Orin-dono.”

      “You could say that,” Orin replied with a surprisingly grim smile. “I pray that you never come to know that man like I do.”
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        * * *

      

      The creature known as Hebi watched through half-lidded eyes as one of his commanders, a large onikuma with dark brown fur, slammed a hand onto the table.

      “Are you saying that these rebellious yokai are more dangerous than those filthy humans?!” the furred yokai snarled at a short, fat creature, whose appearance was similar to a mallet. It was a nozuchi—a snake spirit known for its unusual shape.

      “That is exactly what I am telling you,” the nozuchi said. “Humans are a pathetic species who’re powerless to do anything against us. The yokai who’ve disagreed with us and abandoned their pride are under the control of Davin Monstrang of the Four Saints. They are by far the bigger threat.”

      “Those humans killed my entire family,” the onikuma growled in a guttural voice.

      “The yokai under my command were wiped out by a single member of Davin Monstrang’s party,” the nozuchi countered. “Do not let your personal prejudice blind you to the real threats.”

      “You’re the one who is blinded!”

      How I loathe these meetings.

      Hebi didn’t care about anything these buffoons discussed. These yokai were as inconsequential as the humans they so loathed. Small. Their thoughts, their dreams, their ambitions, all of it was too small. But then again, that was why he’d gathered them together. Pathetic and weak as they were, these creatures needed someone to lead them: a king—no, a god. Once he regained his full powers, he would become that god, the god who ruled over these lands.

      He continued to listen as the yokai argued. The longer they spoke, the more annoyed he became, and once he realized that their argument was traveling in circles, Hebi decided to end it.

      His killing intent filled the room. Every yokai present, from the two who’d been arguing to the oni that stood guard, fell to the floor as his bloodlust invaded their minds.

      “I am growing rather tired of listening to you people argue over these trivial matters,” Hebi declared. “If you wish to continue arguing, then do so on your own time. Do not waste mine. You will not like the results for doing so.”

      No one said anything. He would have been surprised if they could even talk.

      “Continue your war on the humans,” Hebi said, putting an end to the debate right there. “Do not worry about the Four Saints and their ilk. They won’t do anything right now, and once I’ve regained my full power, I shall deal with them personally.”

      Hebi had no intention of letting anyone else deal with those four. Once he became whole again, he would travel to their pseudo kingdom, tear it asunder, and slaughter them all. After what they had done to him, that was the least he could do in return.
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        * * *

      

      Due to the number of times they had to switch trains, it took four days to travel from Ohio to Phoenix. Because Phoenix was one of the hotspots filled with fighting, they had to get off in Tucson. Kiara was waiting for them with several vans, which they were loaded into and driven to Neo Seiryuu in.

      Kevin was quite used to jet lag, having traveled a lot when he was younger, but he’d never traveled several days by train. He felt worn. His body was on the verge of collapse. All he wanted to do was head home and take a shower. Though they had been able to clean themselves off during each stop, none of them had been able to take a real shower in four days. He was feeling pretty rank.

      They were walking through a long hallway that contained a series of checkpoints. Their shoes thudded dully against the carpeted floor. Cream-colored walls made the place seem a little less dreary. It reminded Kevin of an airport terminal, minus the fact that there were no windows and it was practically empty.

      “Lilian-sama, Kevin-sama, Iris-sama,” Kotohime caught their attention. “Since you three look so tired, why don’t you travel back home? I can escort Orin-dono the rest of the way.”

      “Are you sure that’s okay?” Lilian asked. “I mean, Beloved, Iris, and I were the ones who were given this task, so…”

      “You three have done more than anyone could have ever expected from you,” Kotohime spoke with confidence. “I do not think Davin-sama will be displeased if you leave this to me. Besides, it has been a long time since you’ve seen Camellia-sama and Kirihime. I’m sure they miss you three.”

      Kiara agreed. “You’ve already been through a lot. He’s got no right to complain if we let you take it easy now that your task is over, especially since you three aren’t officially part of the militia.”

      “I don’t really care about Mom,” Iris started, “but a hot bath would be nice—oof! You two elbowed me!”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Lilian said as she retracted her elbow.

      “Are you sure that wasn’t your guilty conscience telling you to stop being mean to your own mother?” Kevin asked.

      Iris clicked her tongue. “You guys are horrible.”

      “Should I go with you?” Christine asked Kotohime, who pondered the suggestion before shaking her head.

      “I do not think that will be necessary. While you will have to be given your own apartment, we can do that later. In fact, I think it would be lovely if you stayed with us for the time being.”

      “That’s an awesome idea,” Lilian seconded the suggestion. “It’ll be just like those sleepovers that we used to have with Lindsay!”

      “Are you sure that’s okay?” Christine’s eyes flickered to Kevin. “I wouldn’t want to get in the way or anything.”

      Kevin assumed she was thinking back to when she’d burst in on him and Lilian having sex. While having her over would mean they couldn’t have sex—or they could, but it would get awkward fast—he didn’t mind letting her stay with them.

      “You won’t be in the way,” he assured her. “I think it could be fun. You girls could even gather some sleeping bags or something and have fun in the living room.”

      “Heh… it sounds like you want the bed all to yourself. Are you getting sick of us already?” Iris teased.

      “Only you,” Kevin shot back.

      Iris clutched her chest as if an arrow had just pierced her heart. “Ouch, Stud. That really hurt. Right here.”

      Cien looked from Kevin and his group to Orin and Kotohime. “Should I also go with them?”

      “I do not believe that would be a good idea,” Kotohime determined without taking even a second to think about it.

      “Yeah, Kotohime’s sister would probably kill you on sight,” Iris said.

      “What?” Cien stared stupidly at her.

      “I think you’d be more interested in living with Kiara anyway,” Kevin added before Iris could further shove her foot in her mouth. “She’s the one who trained me to be as strong as I am now.”

      “Flattery, isn’t going to get you out of my new exercise regime,” Kiara said, grinning her fanged grin.

      Kevin rolled his eyes at her, then sent Cien a smug look. “Who knows, maybe if you hang around her enough, you’ll actually pose a challenge to me.”

      The scowl on Cien’s face was like cake before Kevin’s eyes. “Are you saying I’m weak?!”

      “I never said that.” Kevin gave him a mockingly innocent look. “Did you hear me call you weak? I’d certainly never say something so rude. I only meant that, compared to me, you’re not really that tough.”

      “I think someone’s gotten a big head,” Cien growled. “Maybe I should bust that fat head of yours like a grape before you have trouble fitting through the door.”

      “You’re welcome to try. You’d fail, of course, but I’d commend you for putting in the effort.”

      Before their fight could degrade further, it was interrupted by Lilian giggling. “I haven’t seen you this competitive since you were on the track team with that Chasey guy.”

      “You mean Casey Chase?”

      “Yeah, him. I wonder whatever happened to that guy.”

      “I hear he’s still running track.” Kevin shrugged. “He’s probably the fastest person on there now. It must be boring having no one to challenge him.”

      “You’re still not doing track?” Christine asked. “I thought you enjoyed it.”

      “I did at one point,” Kevin admitted. “But after everything that happened to me, track stopped being as… challenging, I guess.”

      “Oh. I suppose that makes sense,” Christine said, though she seemed almost sad.

      After passing all of the checkpoints, the group split up. Kotohime went off with Cien, Kiara, and Orin to see Monstrang. Kevin and the others, including Phoebe and her group of warrior women, hopped onto a transit vehicle that would take them to the residential district.

      Neo Seiryuu was surprisingly massive despite being what amounted to an underground safehouse. It was built to look like a city, and it really did appear reminiscent to a mid-sized town. Because of how large it was, several monorails had been installed to let people traverse its limits.

      Neo Seiryuu was divided into four districts: North, south, east, and west, with Davin Monstrang’s tower smack in the middle of the whole thing. Each district was like an urban center. They had residences, business centers, a mall, and everything that one might expect from a regular city.

      After exiting the monorail, Phoebe’s group split up with them.

      “Farewell, Kevin Swift,” Phoebe said.

      Kevin waved goodbye. “See you later.”

      “Should you ever need someone to fill with your seed, be sure to let me—”

      “Just get out of here already!”

      As the two groups split up and walked in separate directions, Christine turned to Kevin. “I know I’ve already asked this, but what the hell is up with that girl?”

      “I wish I knew,” Kevin mumbled miserably. “She’s been like that ever since we first met.”

      “She’s part of Kevin’s harem,” Iris added helpfully.

      “There is no harem!”
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        * * *

      

      Kotohime stood in the elevator with Orin, Cien, and Kiara.

      Davin’s Tower, which Iris jokingly referred to as “Davin’s Phallus,” was actually not a tower at all, but a 200-story elevator that went several hundred feet underground, to several hundred feet above ground. After the underground area for Neo Seiryuu had been excavated, this tower had been built as an elevator to help bring in building supplies from the surface. Davin had then decided to keep it, built various rooms around it, and then made it his base of operations. Thus, it had earned the name Davin’s Tower.

      A soft ping echoed inside of the small circular elevator. The doors slowly slid open, allowing them to walk into a narrow hallway with a single door at the end.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Orin grunted as he walked up to the door and burst in. “I’m here, you damn drake. Let’s hear what you have to… say…”

      Kotohime walked into the room as Orin grew silent. She didn’t know why he stopped talking at first, but as more of the room came into view, she finally located what must have been the source.

      Davin was not alone. There were two people in the room. She recognized one of them as Kuroneko, the famed Hellcat and a member of the Four Saints. The other was unfamiliar to her.

      She looked like a little girl. She was short, barely reaching up to the underside of Kotohime’s breasts. Likewise, her face appeared to be that of an adolescent child who’d yet to reach puberty. Long blond hair had been tied into twin-tails on either side of her head, tan skin poked out from underneath her jeans and T-shirt combination, and her blue eyes were sharper than any blade.

      It was the eyes that let Kotohime know that this seemingly small girl was no child.

      “SARAH!”

      It was Orin’s shout that told her the identity of this seemingly small girl.

      Orin ran forward, his hands outstretched, and hearts appearing in his eyes.

      “Oh, Sarah! How I’ve missed seeing that lovely face, those slender limbs, and that flat chest—GUWAGH!”

      “Who the hell are you calling flat!!?”

      With an enraged bellow, Sarah slammed a fire-coated fist into Orin’s face. Kotohime stepped out of the way when the monkey yokai was sent soaring backwards like he had a jetpack strapped to his back. She then turned around, watching as he slammed into the door, busting straight through it, then continued on for several more feet before slamming into the elevator door. Luckily, the door was reinforced with nearly ten inches of steel.

      I see. So they have that kind of relationship.

      An odd stillness settled over the room. The only sound was Sarah’s heavy breathing and Davin’s facepalm. Kuroneko giggled, breaking the silence.

      “It’s been a long time since that’s happened. Oh, how I’ve missed seeing this,” she said. No one answered her. Fortunately.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kevin wasn’t sure what to expect upon returning home, but he imagined that having a wet, voluptuous, and naked fox woman running around the house while her maid tried to dry her off with a towel was all par for the course.

      Camellia looked like what Kevin imagined Lilian and Iris would look like in a few decades. She was taller than both of them, and her breasts were several cup sizes larger. With hair the same color as Iris, and joyful eyes that were almost identical to Lilian’s, the woman before him defined beautiful. It was too bad she had the mind of a child.

      Kevin then turned his eyes on the maid. Kirihime was Kotohime’s younger sister. Like her sister, she had black hair, but it was shorter and had a single antenna jutting from the top. While her body was not as voluptuous as her older sister’s, she still cut an attractive figure that few human women would ever be able to achieve. The oddest thing about her was the French maid outfit that she’d chosen as her standard attire.

      “M-My Lady! Please come back and dry off! You’re going to catch a cold!”

      “Hawa! Catch me if you can, Kirikiri!”

      Bare as the day she’d been born, Camellia led Kirihime on a chase around the house. So much had happened that, even though Kevin had seen this so many times already, it felt like he hadn’t seen this in forever. He wondered if there was something wrong with him for the nostalgia that welled within his chest at the sight.

      “Do you think we should let them know we’re here?” Iris asked no one in particular.

      “There’s no need,” Lilian said, shaking her head.

      “Why is that?” asked Kevin.

      “Because Christine is about to explode.”

      Indeed, Christine looked ready to burst a blood vessel or two. Her face had gone icy blue. Several veins throbbed on her forehead, pulsing like stars ready to go nova. Her fists were clenched, her teeth were grit, and her left eye had picked up an intense twitching.

      Oh, boy. This looks like trouble.

      “What the hell is going on here?!!” Christine’s rage-filled scream made Camellia and Kirihime stop in their tracks. The two turned to the group of onlookers. They were silent for a moment, as if they couldn’t quite decide whether he and the others were a mirage or not. However, as the seconds ticked by, Kirihime recovered with a start.

      Offering the group a joyful smile, she bowed and said, “Lady Lilian, Lady Iris, Lord Kevin, it is a pleasure to see that you have returned safe and sound.”

      “H-hawa!” Camellia spun around, changing direction and racing toward them with outstretched arms. “Hawa! It’s my daughters! Lilian! Iris! I’m so relieved to see you’re back!”

      “M-My Lady, please don’t run, or you’ll—”

      “Hawa!”

      “Trip…”

      Time seemed to slow down as Camellia, in her haste to hug her daughters, tripped over her own two feet. Lilian and Iris saw it coming and quickly moved out of the way. Kevin saw it as well, but because Christine was the one in Camellia’s line of fall, he had to spend precious extra seconds pushing her out of the way. The next thing he felt was a pair of naked breasts smashing into his face like the ultimate pillow fight.

      N-not this time…

      Despite not being able to breathe, Kevin refused to remain as that cliché character who passed out from lack of oxygen. Gritting his teeth as he felt his torso bending backwards from Camellia’s weight and momentum, he wrapped his arms around her waist and clenched his buttox together, struggling to keep from falling.

      “OOORRRYYYAAA!”

      “HAWA!”

      Kevin let out a massive grunt. Camellia squawked in surprise as Kevin returned to an upright position and set her down. He hadn’t been crushed underneath her weight or smothered by her titanic titties.
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“Ha… ha…” With sweat dripping from his face and his breathing heavy, Kevin looked at Camellia, whose eyes had become wide and round. “Are you… okay?”

      Camellia started. “H-hawa! I-I am fine, I think.” Checking herself over, the mother of two determined that she was fine. “Yep! Camellia is okay! Thank you, Kevin-kyun.”

      Granting the woman a wan smile, he said, “You’re welcome.”

      Unexpected clapping suddenly broke out, causing Kevin to turn his head. The clapping was coming from Lilian and Iris. Both of them appeared to be rather impressed. Kevin actually shivered when he saw the seductive gleam in Iris’s eyes, making him ever so glad that they’d decided to let Christine stay the night.

      “Um, what’s the clapping for?” he asked.

      “For breaking the trope, of course!” Lilian answered with the kind of cheer he expected from someone who’d just earned a Best Mangaka of the Year award.

      “Um, what?”

      “You put on an excellent showing, Stud,” Iris added, clearly ignoring his confusion. “Now you can say that you’ve officially cleared one more cliché. You’re well on your way to becoming a true harem king. Nom nom nom.”

      “Stop with the harem king already!” Kevin cried out at the same time that Christine shouted, “Would somebody tell me what the hell is going on?!”

      It was going to be a long night.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was just the four of them in that room. Kotohime, Kiara, and Cien had left. Davin, for the first time in ages, felt nervous.

      He was not the kind of person who often let his emotions get the best of him these days. Ever since the Four Saints had broken up, he’d done his best to become a wall, an immovable object, a bastion that other yokai could use for protection. He’d done the best he could, securing Arizona as his base of operations and keeping an eye out for trouble.

      Part of his success had to do with Karen Swift, the woman who’d helped him in exchange for protecting her son, but he liked to think that he’d done an admirable job on his own.

      All of his accomplishments, all of his sense of self, flew out the window as he gazed upon the three people standing before him.

      “How long has it been since we were last gathered like this?” Kuroneko asked with a cat-like smile.

      “Seventy-three years, at my last estimation,” Sarah spoke in a tone that could’ve frozen even hell over. “The last time we were gathered together was just a little after the Massachusetts debacle.”

      “I could’ve gone another hundred years without seeing your face,” Orin said to Davin… right before turning to Sarah and gushing over her. “But I’m so glad to see you again, my lovingly flat loli—UWACK!”

      “Don’t call me flat, pervert!”

      Davin sighed as Orin was sent face-first to the ground. There was a large lump on his head about the size of a baseball. The skin was burnt since Sarah’s fist had been covered in fire.

      Some things never change, even with time.

      However, even if some things never changed, Davin had finally realized that there were some things that must change.

      Standing up from his seat, he drew the eyes of the other three to him. He lumbered from behind the desk. The floor groaned as he walked. Moving until he stood in front of Orin, he waited for the oldest among them to notice his presence.

      “You’ve really let yourself go,” Orin said at last. “Were you always this fat?”

      Davin would have rolled his eyes, but it was not in his nature to commit such an act. Besides, he’d asked everyone here for two reasons, and one of them he was about to do now.

      The floor shook as he dropped down to his knees, then placed his hands on the ground and bowed his head to the three.

      “I am sorry,” he said, his voice a deep bass rumble. “I am sorry for not being able to see past my own stubborn ideals. I’m sorry for forcing those ideals on you three. Most of all, I am sorry for not realizing what I did wrong until well after we went our separate ways. I won’t ask for your forgiveness. I don’t deserve it. But I was hoping that you three would be willing to work together with me, at least until the threat we currently face is over.”

      Silence descended. No one spoke. Even the crickets seemed quiet.

      Davin remained where he was, as he was, prostrated on the ground. He could not see his fellow saints, though he could somewhat imagine the expressions on each of their faces. Kuroneko would be amused, no doubt. She always took things in stride. Sarah’s expression wouldn’t have changed at all, but she never revealed her thoughts—except when she was pummeling Orin. The most telling expression would be his, Orin’s, who was likely feeling shock at this very—

      “Oh, stand up, you foolish drake,” Orin said.

      Davin looked up. “What?”

      “Must I repeat myself?” Orin sighed. “Look, I don’t care about what happened in the past anymore. When I decided to come all this way with Kevin and his companions, I also decided that I would work with you again. This whole prostrating yourself before me business… it’s nice, but not needed. So, stand up.”

      Shocked, Davin was unable to do anything but stand. “But I thought…”

      “You thought that I hated you?” Orin finished before Davin could. “I do. I hate your rotten guts. I hate that you tried to shove your ideals down my throat… but I’ll also admit that you were not the only reason that our group broke up. I could have been more understanding. I knew that you just wanted to create a safe haven for yokai, but I didn’t care at the time. Having achieved my goal of living in a land that was free from the influence of various yokai clans, I decided to discard the dreams of yourself and everyone else, and struck out on my own. I am at just as much fault for what happened as you.”

      “We all made mistakes back then,” Kuroneko added. “I was more interested in having fun than I was being one of the Four Saints. I could’ve been more responsible and carried some of your burdens, but I didn’t.”

      “The mistakes of youth,” Sarah said coldly. “Even we were young and impetuous once.”

      Davin did not enjoy showing emotion. He went out of his way to avoid showing others his feelings. However, in that moment, standing there with three companions from his past, Davin had never felt more grateful.

      “Thank you, you three, for agreeing to work with me.”

      “Che, don’t thank us just yet,” Orin countered. “I might have agreed to work with you, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you lead us around by the nose like last time.”

      “Of course,” Davin agreed. “I like to think that I’ve matured enough to avoid committing such a grave mistake like that again.”

      “Good.”

      “Before we go any further in this lovely conversation,” Kuroneko smoothly intervened before anything else could be said, “perhaps you could shed that… mask of yours. It is quite atrocious.”

      Davin looked at his large hands, which were attached to forearms that resembled tree trunks. Further down, his girth rolled out of his shirt, the buttons of which were straining to contain his fat.

      “Yes, I suppose you are right. I changed my appearance to atone for my sins, but with the situation being what it is now, perhaps it is time I reverted back to my original self.”

      Years ago, Davin had locked away most of his power as a means of atoning for breaking up the Four Saints. The seal was a simple one—a matter of mind really. To break it, all he needed to do was desire for it to break.

      As the lock inside of his mind shattered, Davin felt the change overcome him. His arms lost their fat, becoming lean and muscled. Veins bulged along them. Likewise, his gut disappeared into his shirt, and his chest became larger, more muscular. As his pectorals strained against his shirt, which was unable to withstand his new build and ripped off to reveal the body of a fighter, his pants were likewise torn as his thighs and calves bulged with muscles. When the transformation ended, Davin looked nothing like that Davin that everybody was familiar with.

      Clenching and unclenching his now nimble fingers, Davin sighed in relief as he felt his full power return to him.

      “Show off,” Orin muttered before straightening. “Now that we’ve gotten all of this out of the way, there is something that I need to tell all of you.”

      Everyone turned to Orin. Davin frowned in curiosity, wondering what the wizened monkey yokai had to say.

      “I haven’t seen such a serious face on you since we first settled here in the United States,” Kuroneko murmured as she placed two fingers against her lips.

      “It’s funny you should mention that because our enemy is an old acquaintance from way back then,” Orin said, his expression so grave that Davin felt the hairs on his neck tingle. “Our enemy, the man controlling the Yamata Alliance from the shadows, is none other than the Yamata no Orochi, the eight-headed snake that we sealed away half a century after journeying to this continent.”
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        * * *

      

      It was still early in the evening. School had been let out, and Lindsay was at home with Future Lilian. Her parents were, fortunately, not home right now.

      They had somehow managed to avoid Lilian being spotted by her parents, which was a blessing because it meant they didn’t have to deal with her mother. Lindsay suspected Lilian had used some kind of kitsune technique to keep herself from being seen.

      As the two of them were getting ready to go out and do some more training, her cell phone rang. She looked at it, eyes widening when she saw who had called her.

      “Lilian?!” she said after accepting the call.

      “Hey, Lindsay,” Lilian’s voice came from the other end. “How are you?”

      “I’m good.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Future Lilian, sitting on the bed and frozen stiff. “How are you? Are you, Iris, and Kevin back in Neo Seiryuu?”

      “That’s right! We just got back today. Listen, I’m calling because I wanted to ask if you’d like to have a sleepover. We haven’t done one of those in a while.”

      “A sleepover?”

      That sounded like a lot of fun, but she wasn’t sure if she’d be allowed to, since she was still training every night in how to be a magical girl. She looked at Future Lilian.

      “It’s fine,” the redhead from the future said. “You’ve been doing a good job and deserve a break.”

      “I’d love to spend the night,” Lindsay said now that she had permission.

      “Great! I’ll see you when you get here! I’ve got a surprise for you, so I hope you are looking forward to it.”

      While Lindsay was curious about this surprise, she wasn’t given time to ask before Lilian hung up. She shrugged and began packing. Since she was going to spend the night at a friend’s place, she needed to get her toiletries and a change of clothes for tomorrow. While she did this, Future Lilian watched her like a hawk.

      “I’m off,” Lindsay said once she’d packed everything. She glared at Future Lilian. “Try not to cause my family any problems, okay?”

      “Relax, I would never do something to cause you or your family trouble.” Future Lilian gave her a very unconvincing smile.

      Lindsay sighed and prayed that Future Lilian really meant what she said.
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        * * *

      

      Days after the meeting, Kanya, the nozuchi who Hebi had scolded so harshly, called for a meeting of his top members.

      The Yamata Alliance was a very divided group. Unlike humanity, who formed a singular unit, their group was composed of several dozen different species.

      Throughout their history, yokai had proven time and again that the many varied races could never get along. Half of the stories that humans told of yokai killing them was an exaggeration at best. True, many humans had been killed at the hands of a yokai, but most of those deaths were not caused with the intention of killing. Humans had simply been in the way of the many wars yokai waged with each other.

      Humans were a waste of space and effort. There was no point in waging war against a species that they could kill whenever they felt like it. Why none of the others could understand that was beyond him. Even Hebi, their esteemed leader, didn’t seem to realize that humans posed no real threat.

      That was why he had called this meeting. Hebi had proven to be an incapable leader, thus, it was up to him to put down the Four Saints, the true threat.

      Walking down the hall of his estate, which was unnaturally silent, Kanya made his way to the meeting room, entering through a set of double doors, which opened into a large dining hall. Several people were already there. They sat in seats that lined a long, rectangular table. He moved up to the head of the table and sat down.

      “I’m glad you could all make it,” Kanya said. “We have a serious issue on our hands. It seems that our esteemed leader does not see the threat that the Four Saints represent, and he has decided that we are to focus our attention on the humans.”

      Muttered whispers broke out. Among those present, a beautiful woman dressed in tight leather clothes with bluish skin and crimson eyes spoke above the muted conversation. “Did he state any reason why he felt the humans were more important?”

      “He did not,” Kanya answered.

      “That damn snake!” Another figure slammed a hand onto the table. His skin was a dark crimson, and the horns on his head would have made most people think of an oni, though he was nothing of the sort. “He doesn’t even seem to care about this war! Just the other day, I learned that he’s been periodically leaving the battlefield and traveling around with some girl. It’s a disgrace that we have a commander like him!”

      A man with dark black hair worn in a ponytail, long nails, and leathery skin, nodded. “Agreed. While I do not wish to cast doubt about our esteemed leader, I often feel like his goals and ours differ greatly.”

      A string of agreements passed through the individuals present. Kanya cleared his throat. “I agree with everything that’s been said here, which is why I’ve decided that we should take matters into our own hands.”

      The group settled down as he spoke. Clenching his right hand into a fist, he eyed each and every person currently under his commander.

      “That is why, starting now, we will wage war on and annihilate the traitorous Four Saints.”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin had gone over to Alex’s and Andrew’s place, so it was just the girls who were staying at their apartment home. Likewise, Kotohime and Kirihime had promised to keep Camellia under control so that her mother didn’t do anything foolish to interrupt their time together. Camellia had been most disappointed, but some head petting from Kirihime had cheered her right up.

      Lilian had already called up Lindsay and asked if she wanted to come over. Her tomboy friend hadn’t been informed that she had returned. Lindsay had seemed quite happy to hear from her, and she had agreed to come over.

      Unless someone lived in a different district, all residences were very close together. It wouldn’t take long for Lindsay to arrive. In the meantime, Lilian had decided to bust out the video games.

      “Ha! Don’t think your weak skills can beat me!”

      “I’ll show you weak, ya damn vixen! Ora!”

      “Get over here!”

      “Don’t quote your characters!”

      Lilian was somehow not surprised to discover that Christine absolutely loved fighting games—and she rocked at them. The girl was a beast. They’d already played two rounds, and Lilian had lost them both. Then again, her forte was first-person shooters, not third-person fighting games like Mortal Kombat.

      “Come on, Scorpion! Don’t let that stupid ice man beat you!”

      “That stupid ice man is going to kick your ass!”

      As her fingers flew across the controller, pressing button combinations too quickly for even her to follow, Christine wore the most maniacal grin that Lilian had ever seen. It was one of those Mad Hatter grins that split her entire face in half, an ear to ear smile that revealed her pearly whites. Lilian would’ve shuddered at the look, but she was too busy trying to keep her character alive.

      “Come on, Scorpion! Don’t give out on me now!”

      “Ha ha! Your health is in the red! Now to finish you!”

      “NOOOOOO!!”

      Lilian stared in horror as Scorpion was frozen solid in a block of ice, which then shattered when Christine’s character, some dude named Sub-Zero, slammed a fist into it.

      “I… I lost,” Lilian whispered as if the world had suddenly come to an end. “I can’t believe I lost again…”

      “Believe it,” Christine said with a very un-Christine-like grin. “You just got your ass kicked!”

      Her strength ebbing, Lilian fell backwards onto the pile of pillows that they had set up around them. She stared up at the ceiling for a second, then turned to Christine, who was laughing like a loon.

      “But, really, I didn’t know you were so good at fighting games,” she admitted.

      “Ah…” Christine’s cheeks turned blue. “I-it’s not that I like them. It’s just that, well, I… that’s because I’ve played them at the arcade occasionally. B-but it was only when I got bored, you understand? It’s not like I play these all the time.”

      “So you say,” Iris said, “but the kind of talent you displayed reveals the truth. You’re actually a big fan of fighting games, aren’t you?”

      “Wha… no!” Christine blustered.

      As Iris teased Christine for being a fan of fighting games, the doorbell suddenly rang.

      “I’ll get it!” Lilian leapt to her feet and raced to the door. Opening it revealed the person standing on the other side, causing a grin to break out on her face. “Lindsay!”

      “Hey,” Lindsay greeted with a grin.

      Lindsay was one of Lilian’s best friends. They had met when Lilian had decided to go to Kevin’s school two years ago. She was a tomboyish girl with pixie-cut blond hair, a slender figure from playing soccer, and doe-like brown eyes. The jeans that she wore fit snugly on her hips, and her t-shirt rose over the slight swell of her modest bust. She was holding some kind of stick in her left hand.

      When she and Lindsay had first met, Lilian had not liked the girl at all. Lindsay had been an obstacle on her path to seducing Kevin. However, ever since the blond girl had shot Kevin down so Lilian could be with him, Lindsay had become someone she dearly cherished.

      After sharing a ferocious hug that might have cracked a few of Lindsay’s bones, Lilian grabbed the girl by the hand and pulled her inside. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      “A surprise, huh?” Lindsay gave her an amused smile. “You mentioned that over the phone. What sort of surprise could you be… talk… in…” She trailed off when her eyes landed on one of the other people in the room. “C-Christine?”

      Hearing her name being called, Christine turned around and froze when she saw Lindsay standing there. “Ah… Lindsay, um, hello.”

      Lindsay’s entire body seemed to tremble as she stared at Christine. Her feelings were completely laid bare, the many conflicting emotions more than visible on her face as it twisted into an expression filled with shock, disbelief, and hope.

      “Christine, is that… is that really you?” Lindsay asked.

      “Er… y-yeah…” Christine said, holding her left arm at the elbow. “It’s really me.”

      There was a moment of silence before, like a sudden hurricane appearing off the coast of Greece, Lindsay slammed into Christine and engulfed the girl in a hug.

      “H-hey, don’t just hug me so suddenly! You can’t—”

      Christine was unable to finish her sentence. Lindsay was crying. The blond was bawling into the yuki-onna’s black pajamas, her raucous sobs piercing the room.

      In the face of such a strong emotional reaction, Christine could say nothing. Sighing, she smiled wanly and patted Lindsay on the head.

      “There, there. It’s okay.”

      The words just made Lindsay cry harder.

      Lilian stood off to the side, allowing the two their reunion. She smiled sadly, both because this moment was so touching, but also because she knew that nothing would come of this. Lindsay loved Christine, but Christine thought of Lindsay as nothing more than a friend.

      Iris walked up to her. “Are you sure it was a good idea to invite the tomboy over?”

      Turning to her sister, Lilian observed Iris with a steady gaze. “Maybe not, but I thought it would be better if we got this over with. I don’t want any of my friends getting hurt, but if they’re going to get hurt anyway, then I want it to happen quickly so they can heal faster.”

      “I guess.” Iris shrugged. “Well, it’s not like I care.”

      “Denial is an ugly thing, Iris.”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      Giggling, Lilian turned back to Christine and Lindsay. Her tomboyish friend seemed to have finished crying, though she’d yet to let go of Christine, who was beginning to look vexed at being someone’s plushie. Lilian wondered if the yuki-onna just didn’t like cuddling, or if it was because Lindsay was the one hugging her.

      “I-I’m really glad you’re back,” Lindsay choked back a sob. “You don’t… know how much I missed you.”

      Christine sighed. “I know.”

      Finally releasing the girl in her grip, Lindsay stood up and took several steps back. She clutched at the object in her left hand as if hoping it would lend her strength. “Sorry for getting all clingy.”

      “It’s fine,” Christine murmured, looking away when she saw Lindsay stare at her.

      “…”

      An awkward silence suddenly filled the room. Lilian stared back and forth between Lindsay and Christine, who both looked uncomfortable now that the heartfelt reunion moment had ended.

      Should I say something to break the ice? Or maybe I should just leave them alone? Giving that idea a moment’s thought, Lilian shook her head. No, that would be a bad idea. I don’t think Christine is ready to tell Lindsay how she feels, and I’m not sure Lindsay is ready to hear it either.

      Clapping her hands together, Lilian grinned at the pair as she said, “Lindsay, how about you change into some pajamas? Then we can do something fun.”

      A sheepish expression, like someone who just realized they’d made a mistake, suddenly crossed her face. “Actually, I, uh, forgot to bring my pjs.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll lend you some of mine,” Lilian said.

      “Oh. Okay, then. I’ll get changed.”

      “Awesome.”

      “By the way,” Iris interrupted as Lilian prepared to drag her friend to her room, “what’s with the stick?”

      Everyone looked at where Iris was pointing. Held in Lindsay’s left hand was a strange looking stick. It appeared to be a long metal rod. Studs ran along the circumference near the base, protruding like tiny circular bumps, and a large purple, heptagram-shaped jewel sat on the top. While the jewel did give it a mystical feel, the rest was all stick.

      “Is that part of a magical girl cosplay?” Lilian asked.

      Lindsay hid the object behind her. “N-no, this is…”

      “Ah! I didn’t know you were into cosplay, Lindsay!” Lilian’s eyes gained several levels of vibrancy. “This is great! Instead of dressing in pajamas, we should dress in costumes!”

      “This isn’t a—”

      “Oh, this is going to be so much fun! I’ve got several dozen costumes that we can try out!”

      “I said this isn’t a—”

      “Hold on while I go and grab them!”

      “Listen to me!” Lindsay’s despairing wail went unheard as Lilian rushed into her bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin had gone over to Alex and Andrew’s place earlier that day.

      Much of the time at his friends’ apartment was spent playing video games and watching anime—and watching his two friends bicker and fight. They had also invited Eric over, but for some reason, their perverted best friend had declined. Kevin assumed he was caught up playing an eroge or something.

      “We should watch One Piece.”

      “One Piece? You mean Crap Piece! No one wants to watch that stupid rubber man. Fairy Tail is where it’s at!”

      “Fairy Tail is a shit anime that ripped off its characters from One Piece and Natsumo Shinobi.”

      “You take that back! Fairy Tail is awesome!”

      “Fairy Tail is the biggest piece of shit ever!”

      “Why you!!!”

      Kevin sighed helplessly as Alex and Andrew began rolling around on the floor, pulling each other’s hair and biting each other. They looked like a pair of cats duking it out. Knowing that these two could fight for hours if he let them, Kevin grabbed the nearest objects he could find, a pair of game controllers, and chucked them at the two. The loud thunk of the controllers bouncing off their heads was followed by the two falling away from each other.

      “Ouch!”

      “What the hell was that for?!”

      “Stop fighting, you two. If you can’t decide what to watch without arguing, then I’ll decide for you.”

      After saying this, Kevin decided to put on one of the newer anime—a series about a hikikomori, a person who shunned society and human contact, and a goddess traveling to a fantasy world with MMORPG elements. It was a comedy series that looked interesting. He’d planned to watch this series with Lilian, but he figured it wouldn’t matter if he rewatched it with her, especially if it was good.

      Having been essentially brow beaten, Alex and Andrew were left with no choice but to moodily sit down on the floor and watch what Kevin had selected. However, as the series started and the first episode played, the fraternal twins occasionally looked back at him. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what they wanted.

      “If you want to ask, then go ahead,” Kevin said tiredly. “You want to know about what happened on my last mission, don’t you?”

      The two nodded. Since Kevin wasn’t under any obligation to remain silent, he decided that he might as well let them know about what had happened during his week-long mission. So while the anime played in the background, Kevin regaled the two with a story that sounded like it was straight out of a shonen manga. As he finished his tale, the two leaned back. They wore suitably impressed looks.

      “That sounds so cool,” Alex said.

      “Man, I’m so jealous,” Andrew added. “It’s not fair that you get to go on all of these awesome adventures.”

      Kevin smiled weakly at their comments, knowing that they were made out of ignorance. His friends didn’t understand. The missions that he went on weren’t pleasant. If he could, he would never go on another mission again. He wasn’t some shonen manga super hero, nor did he want to be one.

      He fought only because he wanted his normal life back. He wanted to wake up in the morning with Lilian and Iris and not worry about anything beyond whether he’d finished his homework. He wanted to enjoy his school life. He wanted to go out and have fun and watch anime and play video games. He wanted to be normal—or as normal as a person who was dating two kitsune could be.

      He wondered if his life could ever be normal again after everything that he had seen and done.

      Probably not, he thought with a mirthless smile.

      After all, for someone whose life had been overrun with yokai, terms like “normal” no longer existed.
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        * * *

      

      Lilian hadn’t had this much fun in a long time.

      She, Iris, Christine, and Lindsay had spent the night enjoying each other’s company. They sang karaoke, partook in pillow fights, and listened to the latest gossip from Lindsay about what they’d missed this past week. They looked through magazines and picked out their favorite clothes, and Iris proudly gave a shocked and embarrassed Lindsay and Christine the raunchiest details of her latest sexcapades with Lilian and Kevin—which resulted in her being beaten down by one embarrassed yuki-onna. Lilian also told Lindsay about what had happened during their mission.

      “Wow… so you guys really did all that exciting stuff, huh?” Lindsay said.

      The blond girl was lying on her back on her sleeping bag, staring up at the ceiling. She was wearing one of Lilian’s more modest pajama sets: dark pink bottoms and a baggy white T-shirt. Lilian wondered what her friend would think if she realized that the T-shirt had once belonged to Kevin.

      I don’t think she’d flip, but I don’t know if she would want to wear it anymore.

      The thought amused her for some reason.

      Resting beside the girl was her stick, which Lindsay had adamantly stated was not a magical girl wand. Iris had made fun of her for having it anyway.

      “It’s not as exciting as it sounds,” Lilian said. “I think it was more terrifying than exciting myself.”

      Unlike Lindsay, she was already inside of her sleeping bag, lying on her stomach, with a manga sitting on the ground in front of her. The manga was one of her favorites. It was a story about aliens invading from another dimension, and a group of strong women partnering up with males to combat them. It had a healthy helping of fan service, but it also had a deeper story and a lot of epic battles.

      My favorite combination.

      “I second that.” Iris waved her hand. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more terrified of anything in my life.”

      Lilian noticed the way Lindsay was staring at her sister, at the glazed-over eyes, flushed cheeks, and… was that blood leaking from her nose?

      Turning her head, Lilian saw why Lindsay was reacting in such a way. Like her tomboyish friend, Iris was not inside of her sleeping bag. She lay on her side, wearing nothing but panties and a spaghetti strap shirt, the strings of which slid off her slender shoulders. Her long legs and shapely figure were revealed in all their splendor. Lilian found herself mesmerized by the swaying of her sister’s bosoms.

      I don’t know whether I should be turned on or envious.

      Like all kitsune, Lilian was drawn towards beauty. While she thought Kevin was dashingly handsome, and he was still the most important person in her life, it didn’t change the fact that Iris was the most gorgeous person she’d ever met. If there was such a thing as perfection, then the vixen lying regally sprawled before her most definitely embodied it.

      Shaking her head, Lilian dispelled those thoughts and went back to her manga. She didn’t want Iris to know that she’d been looking at her. The vixen might decide to give her some extra loving, and while Lilian didn’t normally have a problem with that, she knew that Lindsay and Christine would.

      “Third,” Christine murmured.

      “By the way…” Iris started with a grin, “your nose is bleeding.”

      Lindsay’s cheeks looked like volcanoes as she leapt up and ran into the kitchen, where she grabbed a tissue to wipe away the blood. She came back, her face stained with embarrassment, which Iris delighted in teasing the girl about.

      They spoke for several more hours. Conversation flowed and topics changed at random. There was no real uniformity to what they spoke of, and Lilian was just happy that they could talk like this. It had been so long since she’d had a normal conversation about normal things.

      Kotohime eventually came in and told them that it was time for lights out. They turned off the lights and crawled into their sleeping bags, which had been arranged in a circle where the fronts were nearly touching. Lilian lay on her back. Her sleeping bag felt a little empty, but she dismissed the feeling, knowing that tomorrow Kevin would be back in bed with her.

      “Hey, Lilian,” Lindsay whispered. “Are you still awake?”

      “Yes,” she whispered back. “Did you need something?”

      There was some fabric rustling outside of her vision. Though she couldn’t see it, she imagined that Lindsay was shaking her head.

      “No, nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to let you know that… I’m glad you’re back.”

      Lilian smiled as she closed her eyes. “Me too.”
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      Lilian woke up to the feeling of someone kissing her. Since this happened quite often, as Kevin had become fond of waking her up with a kiss (and sometimes more), she didn’t think much of it and kissed back. However, despite enjoying the talents of the person kissing her, she realized very quickly that this person was not her mate. The lips were too soft, too feminine. The kisser in question was also more skilled than Kevin.

      Opening her eyes, Lilian was met with long eyelashes, dark hair, and a face that could’ve turned straight women gay.

      “I-Iris,” Lilian mumbled—only to gasp when one of Iris’s fingers slipped underneath her pajamas and into her panties.

      “Shh,” Iris whispered, and Lilian shivered at the hunger in her voice. “You’re going to wake the others if you’re not quiet.”

      “T-the others?” Lilian bit her lower lip as Iris caressed her like a gardener gently touching the petals of a flower. The moan that wanted to escape from her mouth was stifled, but only just.

      “Mm, Christine and Lindsay are still asleep,” Iris confirmed as she teased Lilian’s entrance with her fingers.

      “W-wait,” Lilian gasped. “N-not when others are around.”

      Despite saying that, Lilian’s body hummed at the pleasurable acts that Iris committed on her, and when she slipped a finger inside of her, Lilian was barely able to stifle her cry.

      “Come on, Sis,” Iris chided, rubbing her thumb against Lilian in ways that made the redhead’s body feel like it had been plugged into an electric socket. “You know the idea of having some wholesome fun while our friends are sleeping just a few feet away turns you on. There’s no point in denying it.”

      As if in response to Iris’s words, Lilian’s entire body flushed the same red as her hair. The idea of doing something naughty like this while Christine and Lindsay slept naught two feet from them was embarrassing. Iris might have an exhibitionist streak a mile wide, but she did not.

      “N-no,” she whimpered as her hips involuntarily bucked into Iris’s hand. “That’s not it… I…”

      “You what?”

      Iris leaned down and licked Lilian’s neck, slowly trailing her tongue all the way up to Lilian’s ear, which she proceeded to nibble on. Lilian felt her entire body shudder. No matter how much she denied it, Iris’s ministrations felt good.

      O-oh, no, Lilian thought as her mind became clouded with lust. I can’t… hold on…

      “I need… Iris…”

      “Yes?”

      Iris continued licking her way along Lilian’s neck. She could feel her sister’s tongue deftly moving along her skin, licking up the sweat that formed there. Lilian struggled to maintain coherent thoughts, as she couldn’t allow herself to be taken right now. Not when her friends were so close. However, it was difficult. Oh, so difficult.

      “I want you…”

      “You want me?”

      “I want you to stop.”

      Iris paused in her licking. Slowly moving her face away from Lilian, the dark-haired vixen frowned at her, and then slowly pulled her fingers from Lilian’s panties. This action caused her to sigh in relief.

      “You really know how to ruin a girl’s fun,” Iris said with a sigh.

      “I’m all for having fun… but not when others are around.”

      “Ugh…”

      Seeing Iris look so depressed, with her slumped shoulders, made Lilian smile. She leaned up and placed a kiss on the succubus lily’s mouth. It was slow and languid. There was no passion involved. However, that seemed to satisfy Iris, who stopped pouting and began kissing back. Iris did try to deepen the kiss at least once, but Lilian put a stop to that. Fortunately, Iris had already sworn to never do anything that Lilian said she couldn’t do.

      “That’s disgusting,” a voice said to her left.

      Lilian felt like she’d been doused with cold water. She pried her mouth from Iris’s and pushed the vixen away. Looking toward the source of the voice, Lilian saw that both Christine and Lindsay were wide awake. While Christine wore an expression that epitomized revulsion, Lindsay looked like she’d just discovered heaven. Her nose was bleeding.

      “Ah…” Lilian released a strangled gasp before, without warning, she smacked Iris across the face with her two tails.

      “Buwa!”

      Iris flew away from her, and Lilian used that chance to escape, scrambling out of her sleeping bag and rushing out of the room. She grabbed her towel, a duffel bag, and a change of clothes, then snuck out through the window so she wouldn’t have to see Iris again.

      She needed to take a cold shower. A really cold shower.
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        * * *

      

      As she watched Lilian run out of the room, Iris had never felt more dissatisfied in her life.

      She turned to the two girls who’d interrupted her sisterly bonding time. While the expressions they wore would have normally amused her, at the moment, all she felt was intense irritation. She clicked her tongue.

      “Tch! Way to ruin my fun, you two. I was this close to getting some.”

      “I don’t care how close you were to getting some,” Christine said, wrinkling her nose. “I can’t believe you two would do that while we’re here. I’m still in shock that you two are even in that kind of relationship.”

      “Do you have a problem with that?” asked Iris.

      “Of course I have a problem with that,” Christine’s voice was biting. “Incest is disgusting and wrong.”

      “You’ve been living too long in the human world,” Iris told her. “Don’t judge our relationship by human standards.”

      “I’m judging your relationship by everyone’s standards!”

      Iris didn’t bother responding to Christine. Much as she loved the girl, it was clear that trying to convince her that she was wrong wouldn’t work right now. She was too indoctrinated by human society.

      I’ll make her understand eventually, Iris promised herself. It would have to happen sooner or later. If Christine really did want to be with the stud, then she would have to accept their relationship in its entirety—not just the one that she and Lilian had with the stud, but also the one that she and Lilian shared.

      Looking at the other occupant in the room, Iris actually did chuckle when she saw the way Lindsay was staring at her. “Your nose is bleeding again, Sporty.”

      “Wha—oh, crap!”

      Iris chuckled as Lindsay shot out of her sleeping bag and ran into the kitchen. No doubt the girl was going to come back with pieces of napkin or something shoved up her nose.

      “I don’t understand how you can have a relationship with your own sister,” Christine murmured, half in disgust and half in morbid curiosity.

      “Like I said, that’s because you’ve spent way too much time around humans.” Iris fell onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t blame you, of course. You’ve lived your whole life among humans. You were judged by their standards, lived by the rules of their society, and acted in accordance to the social norms that humans have set down. Naturally, anything deemed wrong by human society is something that you would also feel is wrong.”

      Christine was silent for a long time. Iris used that time to think about Lilian. She was probably taking an ice-cold shower right now. Her sister hated cold showers, but she took them occasionally, when she needed to cool off.

      “Is… yokai society really that different?” Christine asked eventually, her voice soft and uncertain.

      Turning over so that she was lying on her side, Iris propped her cheek against the palm of her hand and faced Christine. “Of course, it is. Yokai don’t have the same sense of morality that humans do. We don’t have their ethics, or their taboos, and we certainly don’t follow the same laws and rules. We’re just too different.”

      Christine’s cheeks flushed blue as she squirmed in place. “So, then… you and Lilian… in yokai society…”

      “Are you asking if incest is accepted in yokai society?” Iris asked, grinning when Christine’s cheeks went from pale blue to an icier shade. “Of course it is accepted. Not only is incest perfectly acceptable, but several kitsune clans practice it to keep their bloodlines pure.”

      Growing tired of keeping her head up, Iris laid her arm down and rested her head on a pillow.

      “Basically, it comes down to procreation.” A mirthless chuckle. “Lilian and I are both female, which means that we can’t produce a child together. If I were a man, or if Lilian were a man, and our matriarch thought that having us make a baby would be good for the clan, then she’d force us to screw each other’s brains out in a heartbeat.”

      Of course, even if she or Lilian had been born male, there was little chance of their matriarch having them mate. This was not due to their matriarch having issues with incest, but because of their powers. Iris was a Void Kitsune. Lilian was a Celestial. Their powers were contradictory, polar opposites, and combining the two almost always led to catastrophic results. Her mother was the perfect example of what happened when these two powers mixed.

      Christine fell backwards as well. Iris’s nose was tickled by strands of raven hair. She could feel the other girl’s head almost right next to her own.

      “I guess we really do come from different worlds,” the girl mumbled.

      “You’re just figuring that out now?”

      “Shut up, skank,” Christine huffed with no real heat. She grew quiet a moment later. “Is that why you’re trying to convince me to join you guys in your…”

      “Harem?” Iris finished when Christine trailed off. “It’s okay to say it. However, you probably shouldn’t say anything about that right now—not until you’ve squared things off with Lindsay.”

      “W-whatever. I still haven’t agreed to this, you know.”

      “You will,” Iris said.

      Christine scowled, but before she could say anything, Lindsay walked back into the living room.

      She had stuffed tissues up her nose.

      “That’s an interesting fashion statement you’re making,” Iris teased with an unrepentant grin. Lindsay’s cheeks turned a pale shade of pink, causing Iris to chuckle.

      It was good to be a kitsune.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin discovered that he didn’t like cooking alone anymore.

      Back when it had just been him and his mom, Kevin had always cooked his own meals alone. This was partly because his mom was always out of the country on business, but it was also because his mom couldn’t cook to save her life. The last thing she had ever cooked was a grilled cheese sandwich. Even then, she’d burnt the bread to a crisp.

      That morning, Kevin worked in an unfamiliar kitchen. Alex and Andrew were still sleeping, which didn’t surprise him. It was early—too early for most teenage boys to be up and about.

      Kevin had been up for several hours already, having woken to get in his morning exercise. He’d done a 10k run, followed by 100 pushups, 100 sit-ups, 100 squats, 100 suicides, 100 pull-ups, and 100 lunges. Then he’d taken a shower and donned his clothes.

      As the sound and scent of sizzling bacon filled the air, Kevin tried not to let how alone he felt bother him. He’d grown used to spending time with other people while performing mundane tasks, whether that was cooking with Lilian, trying to teach Kirihime how to use the washer and dryer, cleaning with Iris, or grocery shopping with Kotohime. Kevin never did anything alone anymore.

      This is boring…

      Cooking at home was always a blast. He and Lilian always did more than just cook. Sometimes they’d play their favorite music and pretend they were J-pop idols, other times they would try creating new things by making food from scratch, and occasionally they would have sex on the kitchen counter. That last activity often ended up with their food being burned, but Kevin thought it was a small price to pay.

      This… this is really, really boring.

      “Nnggg,” a groan came from the hallway. Several seconds later, Kevin heard the sound of footsteps as someone stumbled into the kitchen. “What’s that delicious smell?”

      “Breakfast,” Kevin said without turning around. The scraping of a chair was followed by the dull thunk of someone letting their head drop onto the table.

      Kevin finished making breakfast, standard bacon and eggs with toast, and brought it over to the table. On his way there, he kicked Alex’s chair, making the boy jerk his head up.

      “What was that for?”

      “I’m not your mom. If you want breakfast, then go grab your own plate and utensils,” Kevin said as he sat down.

      Alex grumbled but did as he was told. Seconds after breakfast started, Andrew came in, looking more refreshed than his fraternal twin.

      “Good morning, everyone,” he greeted as he grabbed a plate and sat down.

      “What’s so good about it?” his twin grumbled.

      “It’s a beautiful day. The sky is… well, I don’t know what color the sky is, but I have a feeling that it’s quite beautiful, and—”

      “Shut up. You’re annoying.”

      Kevin grew annoyed when Alex launched a spoonful of eggs at Andrew, which splattered across the other boy’s face. Bits of egg and cheese dripped onto the table. Andrew grabbed a napkin and wiped his face off. Then he grabbed the plate. Kevin knew, in that moment, that if he did not do something, then he would have a food fight on his hands.

      “If either one of you throws food again, I’m going to knock you out, strip you naked, and then hang you by a flagpole in the middle of West Mall.”

      Alex and Andrew paused. Andrew was halfway to throwing his entire plate at Alex’s head. Meanwhile, Alex looked about ready to flip the table. His hands were gripping the table’s lip, and there was a tenseness to his body, the kind that came from someone about to exert force on something.

      “You wouldn’t really do that, would you?”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      Kevin gave them a flat look. “You’re welcome to keep fighting and find out.”

      The two took a moment to consider his words. Slowly, Andrew set his plate back on the table, and Alex let go of the table and leaned back in his chair.

      “Naw,” Alex said. “We’re good.”

      “Wise choice,” Kevin muttered as he continued eating. “I would’ve been pissed if you guys wasted all of the food I cooked.”

      Alex and Andrew gulped before they went back to eating. Kevin stopped paying attention to them and, as he ate from his own plate, tried to figure out what he should do today.

      It was December 22nd, which meant they were only three days away from Christmas. Kevin had already done most of his shopping, but he still needed to buy presents for Christine, Kotohime, and Iris. Christine would be easy enough; he already knew what he was going to get her, and Kevin figured he could just buy Iris some lingerie. He had the vixen’s taste down. The problem was Kotohime. Last time he’d checked, Neo Seiryuu didn’t have any stores that sold either kimonos or wetting stones for sword sharpening.

      “Hey, Kevin. Got any plans after this?” Andrew asked.

      “Just getting the last of my Christmas shopping done. Why?”

      “If that’s all you’re doing, then why don’t you hang out with us after this? We’re going mall crawling.”

      “Mall crawling? Is that the lingo we’re using these days?” Kevin asked no one in particular. “Sure. I don’t see why not. Do you want me to invite Lilian and the others over? They’re all staying at my place right now.”

      “You can if you want to. Actually, that does sound like a good idea. Since this place doesn’t have an arcade, inviting a bunch of chicks to come with us sounds fun,” Alex said.

      Andrew nodded in agreement. “I can see why Eric calls you the Harem King.”

      “When did he start calling me this again?” Kevin asked, then glared when he fully registered his nickname. “And there is no harem.”

      “You can deny it all you want, but it won’t change the facts,” Andrew said.

      “What facts?”

      “The fact that you’re a Harem King.”

      “Knock it off already!”
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Kevin, Alex, and Andrew left to meet up with Lilian and the others. Since their apartments were within walking distance of each other, they just traveled to Kevin’s apartment, where they found the girls were ready and waiting for them.

      “Beloved!”

      Kevin grinned as he caught sight of Lilian. She was standing next to Iris, Christine, and Lindsay, waving one of her arms like an enthusiastic child. Standing behind the group was Kotohime. He didn’t see Kirihime or Camellia, which led him to believe that Lilian and Iris’s mother was still sleeping.

      Quickening his pace, Kevin walked up to the group and gave his mate a good morning kiss. “Morning.”

      “Good morning, Beloved.” Lilian beamed at him.

      “Oi, Stud, where’s my kiss?” Iris asked.

      “You’re not getting one.”

      “Aw, come on. Don’t be cruel.” Kevin stiffened when Iris stepped up into his personal space. “It’s not like everyone doesn’t already know about our relationship. There’s no need to hold back.”

      Iris’s words rang true. Though no one ever said anything, everybody knew about their unusual three-way relationship. However, even if they knew about it, Kevin wasn’t comfortable being open about it.

      “T-that’s because Lilian’s my mate and you’re not,” Kevin tried to defend himself.

      “Now that is cruel.” Iris took a step forward. Kevin took one back. “I might not be as close to you as Lilian, but you and I are still in a relationship, or are you saying that all those times we’ve had sex meant nothing?”

      “C-could you please not mention sex while we’re in public?”

      “That is one request I won’t comply with.” Iris took another step forward. Kevin nearly stumbled as he moved backwards. “You see, while I rather enjoy our relationship, I do get frustrated when you refuse to acknowledge it.”

      “I have acknowledged it.”

      “No, you’ve swept it under the rug.” Another step forward. Another step back. “You enjoy what we do in private, but you refuse to act like we’re in a relationship in public.”

      “That’s because—”

      “Because you’re an idiot.”

      Kevin winced. “That’s not very nice.”

      “And it’s no less true. You and Lilian are both idiots.”

      “Hey!”  Lilian said, apparently taking offense to being called an idiot.

      “Why should either of you care what other people think?” Iris continued. “No one else is in this relationship, so what they think about it shouldn’t matter.”

      Kevin didn’t know what to do. He hadn’t even known that Iris felt this strongly about their relationship. Wasn’t she only with him so she could be with Lilian?

      Fortunately, help arrived in the form of Kotohime—and a katana. “Why don’t you two shelf this conversation for another time?” she suggested. Kevin and Iris eyed the long, sharp, and deadly bladed weapon that had been thrust between them.

      They gulped simultaneously.

      “Uh, sure, we can discuss this later. Right, Stud?”

      Kevin didn’t say anything. He merely nodded.

      They breathed a sigh of relief when Kotohime removed the katana from between them.

      “Ufufufu, I am glad to hear that.” She smiled. “Now, then, please have a good time Lilian-sama, Kevin-sama, Iris-sama.”

      “Uh… right,” Kevin said.

      “Don’t worry,” Iris added. “We’ll have a blast, I’m sure.”

      As Kevin and Iris reassured their maid that they would have fun, Lindsay leaned over to Lilian.

      “No offense, but your maid still scares me.”

      “None taken.” Lilian smiled, half-amused, half-disturbed. “She scares me, too.”

      “I heard that.”

      “Urk!”
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the apartment complex, the group hopped onto a monorail that took them to the western shopping district otherwise known as Mall West.

      As he sat between Iris and Lilian, Kevin felt distinctly uncomfortable. Part of it was, most certainly, because of the conversation of several minutes ago. However, another part might have been how Iris was purposefully holding his arm between her breasts, knowing that it would make him uncomfortable. Then again, Lilian, who’d not said a word about Iris’s clinginess, wasn’t helping matters.

      Of course, another reason could have been the glares that Christine was sending them. He could feel her eyes burning a hole into the back of his head.

      “S-so,” Kevin tried to start a conversation, “did you girls have fun last night?”

      “I had a blast!” Lilian cheered. She seemed grateful for the conversation. “We played video games, sang to karaoke, and I convinced Lindsay to watch an anime with us.”

      “What anime?”

      “Kimi no Todoke.”

      “Ah. Yeah, I can see her liking that.” He turned his head to Lindsay, who sat near Christine. Perhaps it was just him, but his yuki-onna friend looked both irritated and uncomfortable. He wondered if it was because the twins were staring at her like she’d suddenly grown six heads. “Did you like the anime last night?”

      Lindsay hesitated before answering. “It was… not bad.”

      “By not bad, she means amazing,” Lilian interpreted. “She loved it.”

      “I did not love it. I liked it. I thought it was cute.”

      “You would watch it again.”

      “Maybe…”

      When Lindsay blushed and looked away, Lilian grinned and gave him the victory sign.

      “I didn’t have much fun last night,” Iris said, her lips twisting into a lecherous grin. “But I did have fun this morning.”

      “Only because you violated me,” Lilian retorted with admirable swiftness.

      Iris waved a dismissive hand. “You say that, but weren’t you the one who kissed me after I stopped?”

      Lilian’s cheeks gained a good deal of color at Iris’s words.

      “Can we not talk about this shit first thing in the morning?” asked Christine.

      “Jealous?” Iris’s eyes gleamed. “If you want, I could violate you next time.”

      Christine’s glare could have melted steel—or frozen it solid. “Don’t make me shove an ice sickle up your ass.”

      “Sounds kinky.”

      “Holy shit, it’s Christine!” Alex suddenly shouted. “I was wondering why you looked so familiar.”

      Andrew nodded. “I thought I’d recognized that loli body.”

      The “I’m going to murder you” expression that Christine gave them made the two lean back in their seats. “Do you want me to shove ice up your asses?”

      “No, ma’am,” they said in unison. Kevin snorted.

      So, they only do twin syncing when they’re threatened with physical violence.

      The monorail soon rolled to a stop, and they all hopped off. Kevin found his left hand occupied by Lilian’s. Iris was still pressing her breasts into his other arm. He momentarily contemplated asking her to stop, but after what happened this morning, he decided not to.

      The western mall, which Kevin had dubbed Westeros until his friends told him that he was an idiot, looked, surprisingly, just like any other open-air mall. The layout was the same, with shops and restaurants and places to sit. However, there were two distinct differences between this mall and normal ones: Material composition and architecture.

      West Mall was designed to be easily deconstructed. In fact, all buildings in Neo Seiryuu were designed that way. Since this place was only a temporary home until the war ended, Monstrang had not seen much point in creating something that would last. Even the windows were made of easily removable plastic and not glass.

      The architecture was styled more like a Chinese palace than a mall. Everything was made of wood, from the lintel posts to the support columns to the buildings themselves. Unlike in contemporary western architecture, which typically involved surrounding a building with an open yard, the buildings here were constructed to create enclosed spaces, sky wells, and courtyards. The windows, while made of glass, were tainted and colored to contain murals and artistic depictions. Kevin guessed this had been done to make the place feel more comfortable.

      Because Neo Seiryuu followed the same school system as every other American school, there were plenty of teenagers hanging around the mall during this time. It was the weekend. Some were traveling in and out of stores, other sat around drinking and eating. As he and his friends walked past them, many of the students stopped what they were doing to watch them, and even more of them whispered.

      “Hey, isn’t that them?”

      “It is. I saw them on TV just before the war started.”

      “I hear they’ve rescued over one hundred people since the war began.”

      “Che, I don’t see what’s so special about them.”

      “Man, those girls are hot.”

      “I’d fuck them.”

      Lilian’s ears twitched several times. She no doubt heard everything being said since she wasn’t hiding her ears. Her tails writhed in agitation, and she walked closer to Kevin, using him as a shield.

      Iris, on the other hand, thoroughly enjoyed the attention. She winked at several of the people they walked by, and she even went so far as to blow one a kiss. Kevin became annoyed when each man and woman was felled in an instant, their cheeks going red and their eyes practically transforming into hearts as they swooned.

      “Can you stop that, please?”

      “Why? It’s not like I’m in a relationship with you or Lilian when we’re in public. I can do whatever I want.”

      Kevin winced.

      “Would you like me to get some ice for that burn?” asked Alex.

      “Make that joke again and I’ll pummel you,” Kevin muttered.

      “So what do you think we should do here?” Lindsay asked, seeking to change the topic.

      “I still have some Christmas shopping that I need to do,” Kevin announced. “Plus, I need to buy some wrapping paper. Would you mind if we split into groups and checked out the stores? Lindsay? Christine?”

      “I’m cool with whatever,” Lindsay said, nudging Christine, who grimaced ever so slightly.

      “Yeah, we can do that if you want,” she said. Kevin frowned at the girl’s somewhat distant attitude, but he didn’t dwell on it long.

      She probably just doesn’t know how to act around her friends anymore.
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        * * *

      

      They split up into two groups. Kevin, Iris, Alex, and Andrew were in one group, while Christine went with Lilian and Lindsay. While she was surprised that Iris had decided to go with Kevin, Christine figured the vixen planned on antagonizing Kevin about his comment this morning.

      “It nywas awfully callous of him.”

      I guess…

      Truth be told, Christine was dealing with her own issues. She’d not only been thinking about Iris’s words from that morning about the yokai world, but she also had Lindsay on her mind. Thus far, her friend hadn’t given any intention of remembering what happened last year, about how Lindsay had kissed her. She was positive that her friend remembered that event. However, she wasn’t bringing it up, and Christine didn’t feel comfortable doing that herself.

      “I think nyou should just ask her about it.”

      I-I can’t do that! What if she gets the wrong idea?

      “Then set her straight.”

      B-but what if I hurt her feelings…?

      “So, nyou’re going to pretend what happened back then didn’t happen? Didn’t Lilian say that nyou should confront this issue head on?”

      Sh-she did, but I…

      “Christine? Christine? Earth to Christine.”

      Christine blinked several times as a hand was waved in front of her. Jerking back, she looked from the hand to its owner. Lindsay was giving her a concerned look, which only made her feel worse about this whole situation.

      “Are you okay, Christy? You’ve been spacing out for a while. You almost ran into a pole.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m fine,” Christine dismissed her friend’s concern. “I was just thinking about—wait. What’s this about a pole?”

      It wasn’t until her mind caught up with the rest of Lindsay’s words that she realized that there was something long and furry wrapped around her. There was also a pole right in front of her, mere inches from her face. She looked down. Two bright red fox tails with white tips were coiled around her body, having clearly been what prevented her from smacking head first into the pole. After staring at the tails for several seconds, she looked at Lilian, whose amused smile made her cheeks flush blue.

      “That was a close one, huh?” said Lilian.

      “Y-yeah,” Christine said awkwardly. It was so embarrassing to have been saved by her friend-sorta-still-rival. “T-thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      They began moving again. Christine tried to get her mind back into sorts, but it was hard. She’d been gone for so long, and Lindsay’s spontaneous goodbye kiss invaded her mind. Still, for the sake of her friends, she did her best to ignore her discomfort. She smiled as they went into shops, laughed when Lindsay tried on goofy clothing, and argued with Lilian about what was and wasn’t considered appropriate clothing to wear in public. It was almost like she’d never left.

      Except there was still that niggling in the back of her head—the whispering voice that told her to confront her friend quickly.

      “Nyou should talk to nyour friend… nyaaaaaa…”

      Shut up, stupid cat!

      As Lindsay went into a changing room to try on another outfit, Lilian leaned down.

      “Are you spacing out because you don’t know what you’re going to say to Lindsay?” she asked in a hushed whisper.

      Christine thought about snapping at her, but only for a moment. “Yeah… I just… don’t know how to… let her down easy, I guess.”

      “Just be honest,” Lilian suggested. “If you’re not honest, then it will eventually come out, and you and Lindsay will both get hurt even more.”

      “I know…”

      Lilian offered her a comforting smile and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let me know if you need my help when the time comes. I’ll support you any way I can. For now, let’s just have fun together.”

      In the face of her friend’s sunny smile, Christine could do nothing but return it. “Right. Thank you.”

      “Ufufufu, what are friends for?”
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        * * *

      

      Iris parted ways with them after they had split up from Lilian’s group.

      “I have some things that I need to take care of. Besides, it’s not like you or Lilian care about what I do,” she had said before disappearing.

      Kevin didn’t really know what to do about her. He felt bad, of course, and he wanted to patch things up with her, but he didn’t really know how.

      It’s not like I can just start making out with her in public. If I started kissing Iris in public, people would think I’m cheating on Lilian… not that they don’t already know. Ugh, this is one really complicated relationship.

      “Hey, Kevin. What kind of presents are you gonna buy?” asked Alex.

      “First, I’m gonna get something for Christine,” Kevin informed his friend. “Which is why we’re going there.”

      Alex looked at where Kevin was pointing. Like all of the other stores, it was built to be easily disassembled. Wood lintel posts stood on either side of a doorless entrance. The glass displays were plastic and easily removable. Beyond the door and glass was an assortment of racks filled with gothic style clothing.

      Because of the nature of this war, which was being waged across civilian population centers, many yokai and humans who wanted to escape came to Neo Seiryuu and took their businesses with them. That was why the four malls and the many business centers had been built.

      Walking into the room, Kevin went straight to the section containing gothic style jewelry. He was going to buy Christine a bracelet. It needed to be cute. Her clothing, despite its gothic nature, was adorable and covered in frills, so the accessory needed to match.

      Kevin didn’t know much about gothic lolita fashion. His mom was a fashion guru, but she focused more on the fashion trends that magazines like Vogue paragoned. Still, even if he knew little of gothic lolita fashion, he knew enough about Christine to know what she would like.

      It didn’t take long to pick out her gift and have it rung up by the cashier.

      “That’ll be twenty-two dollars and fifty-seven cents,” the cashier said.

      Kevin paid the woman her money and then turned to Alex and Andrew. “I bought Christine’s present. Do you two want to stay here or…”

      Trailing off, Kevin’s expression morphed from satisfied to deadpan in seconds.

      “Piss off, Dickweed! We both know that I look a thousand times better in this shirt than you!”

      “The only thing you look good in is an environment suit that hides your ugly ass face! Now let go!”

      “You let go!”

      “No, you let go!”

      “No, you!”

      “You!”

      Alex and Andrew were fighting over a shirt. It was an admittedly cool shirt, which depicted Deadpool on the front. He was sitting on a couch and hugging a unicorn with assless chaps. At the same time… they were fighting over a freaking shirt.

      “H-hey! You guys are going to wreck my merchandise if you keep fighting!” the store clerk shouted at them.

      Kevin sighed. Then he knocked Alex and Andrew upside the head.

      “Ouch!”

      “Gya!”

      “If you’re going to fight, then do so when you’re not in a store,” Kevin scolded them.

      “You’ve become awfully violent,” Andrew complained.

      “I should sue you for marital abuse,” Alex added.

      “Whatever.” Kevin rolled his eyes. “In any event, you two do know that there are several sets of that shirt, right? You don’t have to fight over it.”

      Alex and Andrew looked at where they’d grabbed the shirt. Indeed, just like Kevin had said, there were several sets of the Deadpool shirt, and they were in the same size as the one they were fighting over.

      “Oh,” they said. “Would you look at that. I guess we didn’t need to fight over this, after all.”

      Kevin could only facepalm.
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        * * *

      

      Iris was trying to solve her newest problem, or rather, she was only now realizing that there was a problem and was rushing to fix it.

      It seems I was too careless in how I dealt with Lilian and the stud.

      She had spent a lot of time convincing Lilian to convince Kevin to let her join them, and Lilian had bent over backwards to make Kevin receptive to the idea of letting Iris become a part of their love nest. Honestly, if it wasn’t for her and Lilian going into heat on their last birthday, the relationship probably wouldn’t have happened. That said, she had assumed after it was all said and done that Kevin would become okay with the idea since there was no reason for them to stop.

      Unfortunately, she’d forgotten something important in all this: Kevin was a human.

      Iris felt a sort of irony at realizing that, in her desire to be part of Lilian’s relationship, she’d ignored this fact, especially after her conversation with Christine this morning. Kevin was a human. He followed the moral standards of his society. Even if he was willing to accommodate her for Lilian’s sake, it didn’t mean he was going to show the same devotion for her that he would for Lilian.

      He’s ashamed of it.

      That was what it came down to in the end. Kevin was ashamed to admit that he was in a relationship with her and Lilian. To him, the act of being with two women at the same time was an abhorrent breach of social mores. It didn’t help that she and Lilian were fraternal twins. Incest was even more unacceptable in the human world than polygamy. And while most men would brag about banging a pair of hot twins, Kevin was too much of a goody two shoes to even think of doing such a thing.

      Damn it. I was way too careless.

      Rather than trying to force Kevin and Lilian into letting her join them, she should have tried to slowly make Kevin accept the idea that human social standards were useless and should be discarded.

      I guess it’s back to the drawing board.

      “Hey there, baby,” a drawling voice said. “You alone? Wanna hang with us?”

      Surrounding Iris were several teenage boys. She didn’t recognize any of them, but that didn’t surprise her. She only knew the people who Kevin and Lilian spent time with, and that was only because of Kevin and Lilian. Nobody else mattered to her.

      “Sorry, but I’m not into pubescent boys who use cliché come ons like that,” Iris said.

      “Hey, now,” the spokesperson of the group started as he placed a hand on her shoulder, “there’s no need for such words. We’re not such bad guys once you get to know us. Why don’t you give us a chance? I’m sure we’ll surprise you.”

      Iris thought about telling this guy to shove off, but she paused for half a second as an amazing idea thrust itself into her mind. Grinning, Iris’s eyes began to glow like blood as she channeled youki into an enchantment.

      “Sure, I’ll hang out with you,” she said. “But in return, I’ll need you boys to do me a favor, okay?”
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        * * *

      

      After nearly an hour of traveling through stores, they decided to finally begin shopping for Christmas presents.

      “Hey, Lilian. What are you planning on getting Kevin?” Lindsay asked as they walked through the crowd of people. The number of teenagers had increased in the past hour, so she, Lilian, and Christine were forced to walk close together.

      “I’m gonna buy him the latest volumes of One Punch Man and Noragami,” Lilian answered immediately. “I’m also thinking of getting him a National Geographic movie detailing animals found in Africa.”

      “Kevin would like those,” Lindsay admitted, her face etched into a tomboyish grin. “He’s such a nerd.”

      “Nerds are sexy,” Lilian said.

      “Well… considering you’re a nerd, too…” Lindsay trailed off, her cheeks glowing pink as she stared at Lilian.

      “Your yuri is showing.”

      “My what?”

      “… Your lesbian is showing.”

      Lindsay’s already flushed cheeks went from hot pink to bright crimson. “S-sorry,” she stuttered, glancing at Christine out of the corner of her eye.

      “It’s okay. I’m not bothered by it.” Lilian tossed her friend a reassuring grin, which caused Lindsay to smile uncertainly. “Could you two wait here for a moment? I need to go to the bathroom.”

      “Oh, sure.”

      “Thanks!”

      Lilian headed off to the nearest restroom, leaving her and Lindsay alone. Christine felt uncomfortable. She also felt guilty. She wanted to start a conversation with her friend, but she no longer felt comfortable around the tomboyish blond. That was why she tried her best to ignore the other girl’s presence, even though doing so made her feel like a jerk.

      “So…” Lindsay said, looking everywhere but at her. “H-have you thought about what you’re going to get everyone for Christmas?”

      “No,” Christine admitted. “I don’t know what anyone wants, so…”

      “Me neither…”

      “Oh…”

      Silence descended upon them.

      This isn’t awkward at all.

      Thinking about Christmas made Christine remember when she’d gone shopping with Kevin just before they’d gone on that rescue mission. Back then, he hadn’t bought her a present. Would he do so now?

      “He probably will. You nyow he’s kind to his friends.”

      Y-yeah, that’s true, but if he does buy me a present, it’s only because he sees me as a friend.

      “Maybe, but nyou can always change that.”

      She wondered about that. Iris seemed to think that she could convince Kevin to “add” her into their relationship, but it didn’t seem likely considering what happened this morning. There was also another problem with her being included into Kevin’s relationship with Iris and Lilian: Polygamy.

      Having spent her entire life living among humans, Christine knew very little about the world that she came from, the yokai world. Iris was right when she’d said that Christine followed the expectations and laws that humans had set down. One of those laws was on polygamy, which was illegal in most parts of the world. She’d been taught that relationships were between one man and one woman. She didn’t know if she could accept a relationship like that. What’s more, she didn’t know if she wanted to be in a relationship like that.

      “Christine?”

      “Kya!” Christine shrieked when Lindsay’s face suddenly appeared right in front of her. Stumbling backwards, she almost fell onto her backside in her haste to put some distance between them. “W-what the hell, Lindsay?! Are you trying to give me a heart attack?!”

      Lindsay’s shoulders slumped at her harsh rebuke. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve been talking to you for the last few minutes and you haven’t responded.”

      “Sorry,” Christine apologized. “I didn’t mean to ignore you.”

      “It’s okay. I can tell that you’re thinking about something important. I’m sorry for bugging you.”

      Lindsay was another problem that she would have to deal with. She planned on talking to Lindsay later today, but she was nervous. Even though Lilian had offered her support, it didn’t change how she felt like her nerves were slowly becoming frayed the longer time passed.

      “No, you don’t need to apologize,” Christine said. “Um, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      “Ah.” Lindsay gasped, then her cheeks turned pink. “W-well, I sort of wanted to talk about, um…”

      “Lindsay!”

      Before Lindsay could say anything more, a group of girls came up to them. Christine vaguely recognized a few of them. This must have been Lindsay’s soccer team.

      Lindsay greeted the group with a grin. “Hey, you guys! Are you all Christmas shopping, too?”

      “Did you forget what today was, Lindsay?” one of them asked. It was a girl with blond hair, blue eyes, bunny ears, and a large bust.

      “Today is… oh!” Lindsay’s eyes widened. “Today’s the day that we got the last member of our current team. I remember we were…”

      “… Going to go out together in order to celebrate,” one of them finished.

      “Sorry.” Lindsay wore a sheepish expression as the girls deadpanned at her.

      “Oh, my. Who’s this?” asked one of the girls.

      Christine stiffened when several eyes turned to her. She tried not to squirm as the blond bunny girl of the group frowned at her.

      “You are…”

      “This is Christine,” Lindsay told everyone. “You probably don’t remember her, but she hung out with Kevin a lot back in—”

      “You’re the tsundere!” one of the girl’s said, snapping her finger.

      “I’m not a tsundere!” Christine exploded. What was it with everyone calling her that? She wasn’t a tsundere. She wasn’t…

      …. was she?
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        * * *

      

      Kevin had just finished buying the last of the presents and some wrapping paper. Once he got home, he planned on locking himself in his room and wrapping up the presents before Lilian or, gods forbid, Iris found them. Standing behind him, Alex and Andrew were bickering about something.

      “You clearly don’t understand what he’s doing, idiot. This is all so he can feed his harem.”

      “And I’m telling you that he doesn’t need to feed his harem. The harem feeds itself.”

      Those two are totally talking about me, aren’t they? Kevin thought with an irritated twitch.

      After leaving the store, his hands full of shopping bags, Kevin traveled through the mall with Alex and Andrew. As he looked through the mixed assortment of humans and yokai, he saw someone familiar walking through the mall as well.

      “Isn’t that…?”
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        * * *

      

      Eric was not having a good time. He was tired, cranky, had a trap trying to sleep with him, and to top it all off, he was stuck with a talking stick. This was quite possibly the worst situation he’d ever been in. Was this karma? Maybe all that peeping he’d done had somehow given him loads of bad karma. The thought depressed him.

      “Master,” the trap walking beside him started, “why are we at the mall today? We should be training so you can learn how to become a magical girl.”

      “I agree with Julius, Master,” the stick in Eric’s hand said. He didn’t know why he’d brought the stupid thing. “You have yet to even try learning the first thing about becoming a magical girl. At the very least, we should begin your training in how to cast basic spells. I refuse to have a weak magical girl as a master.”

      “I don’t want to hear that from a talking stick!” Eric shouted.

      “Eric?” a familiar voice said. “Is that you?”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin watched as Eric froze. Slowly, oh so slowly, the young pervert turned his head to face him, his expression a combination of shock and fear. Though Kevin didn’t know what his pervy friend was afraid of, he did wonder if it had something to do with his companion.

      “L-Lord Kevin!” Eric squeaked. “W-what are you doing here?”

      “Are you still calling me ‘Lord’?” Kevin sighed. He really had thought that Eric had gotten over that. “Anyway, I’m doing some Christmas shopping. What about you? What are you doing here?”

      “Ah… well, I’m doing the same thing, I guess.” Eric shifted uncomfortably. Was he hiding something behind his back?

      “Master, who is this person that you call Lord?” Someone peeked out from behind Eric.

      “This is Lord Kevin,” Eric answered as if it should have been obvious.

      “Lord… Kevin…?” the young girl blinked.

      “Kevin is my lord and savior,” Eric declared proudly. “It is only thanks to him that I am graced with the sight of so many boobies.”

      “Idiot,” Kevin mumbled softly.

      The girl, apparently awed by what she’d been told, now gazed upon him with stars in her eyes. “I had no idea that Master knew a god. I-it’s very nice to make your acquaintance, Lord Kevin.”

      “Please don’t call me ‘Lord,’” Kevin mumbled with a sigh. “It’s nice to meet you, too, um…”

      “Julius.”

      “Julius,” Kevin tested the word. It wasn’t until now that he’d realized something. Eric was traveling with a really cute girl.

      Frowning, he studied the young girl some more. Her porcelain skin was surrounded by silky black hair. Bangs framed her face and hovered over her amethyst eyes, adding a mysterious allure to her. A small nose and pink lips added to her femininity. She didn’t have anything in the way of a chest, but Kevin assumed that was Eric’s type, judging from the number of times he tried to jump Christine. She was wearing unusually masculine clothes, which hung off her thin frame. It took him a moment to realize that those were Eric’s old clothes.

      She’s wearing Eric’s clothing… Realization struck him like a bolt of lightning. Could this girl and Eric be…?

      No, no, no. Kevin shook his head. That was impossible. There’s no way such a cute girl would date Eric, right? Eric was a pervert, and no female liked a pervert—well, unless their name was Heather, but she was also a pervert, so it sort of balanced out.
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        * * *

      

      “Achoo!” Heather sneezed.

      “Careful,” Kiara said with a scowl. “You nearly sprayed mucus all over me.”

      “Sorry.” Heather wiped at her nose. “I think someone’s talking about me.”

      “If you say so. Now, help me test this new weapon, will you?”

      “Right!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There was no way this girl could also be a pervert like Heather. What were the chances of them meeting two women who were as perverted as Eric? Zero. There was no chance.

      What if Eric is blackmailing this girl into being his girlfriend?

      He didn’t want to think poorly of his friend, but considering the circumstances, he did feel a little worried that Eric might have become corrupted by his eroge or something.

      “Eric,” Kevin said, a tremulous hum in his voice. “This person, is she…?”

      “She?” Eric tilted his head. He looked positively befuddled.

      “At least now we know why Eric hasn’t been spending time with us,” Alex said.

      Andrew nodded. “Indeed, though I must say that I’m surprised by this turn of events—so surprised that I can’t even get angry.”

      “I know how you feel, brother.”

      “Still, I didn’t know that Eric’s taste went that low.”

      “What are you talking about? He was always hitting on Christine, wasn’t he?”

      “What the hell are you guys talking about?” asked Eric.

      The three of them turned to the young pervert, gazing at him like they couldn’t believe he’d asked something so stupid.

      “Eric,” Alex said with the utmost seriousness, “why didn’t you tell us you were dating someone?”

      “Dating?” Eric and Julius said at the same time. There was a several second pause as the two slowly realized what Alex meant. When they figured it out, Eric turned green while Julius held her hands to her cheeks and blushed.

      “Teehee, they think that Master and I are dating. Kya! I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Wh-what the hell are you idiots blabbering about now?! I’m not dating anyone! Just—ew, no. That’s just… so gross.”

      “Ugyu,” Julius made a strange sound as her shoulders drooped. “Master is so cruel. Am I not attractive enough for you?”

      “You stay out of this!” Eric shouted while pointing an accusing finger at Julius.

      “Hey now,” Alex said. “That’s no way to speak to a young lady.”

      “Young lady?!” Eric turned an insane gaze on Alex, who took a step back. “You think this is—are you mental?! Have you lost your mind?! Wait! Don’t answer that. Of course you’ve lost your mind!”

      “O-oi,” Andrew began, “there’s no need to get so angry.”

      “Of course, there is!” Eric exploded.

      “Um, excuse me,” Julius said in a timid voice that somehow caught everyone’s attention. Kevin looked from the argument taking place to the young girl, who was drawing circles on the ground with her toes.

      “Yes? What is it?” he asked kindly.

      “I think… that you three are misunderstanding something.”

      “Eh?”

      “I’m a boy.”

      There was a ten second pause as this proclamation detonated in their ears like a death knell.

      “EEHHHHH??!!!” Kevin, Alex, and Andrew’s surprised scream echoed across the mall.
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        * * *

      

      After Lilian came out of the bathroom, she discovered that their numbers had increased. Unbothered by this, she greeted the group of girls with a cheerful smile, then they continued shopping.

      Lilian managed to get presents for just about everybody she planned on buying presents for. The only two people she didn’t buy presents for were Iris and Kotohime, and that was only because she didn’t know what to buy yet. They should’ve been the easiest to find something for, but in truth, they were actually the toughest. Despite this mall’s oriental feel, there wasn’t a single kimono shop, and Iris was only interested in sex.

      I’ll go out with Kevin and we can find something for those two later.

      Christine and Lindsay also bought some gifts. She didn’t know what they had gotten. It had been decided that they would keep their presents a secret. Once everyone had finished shopping, they went to the food court, where they would be meeting up with Kevin and the others.

      Since the boys hadn’t shown up yet, it was decided by unanimous vote that they would get ice cream. Lilian had gotten a rocky road with cheesecake bits and hot fudge. Meanwhile, Christine was eating a sundae that looked like it was made up of more hot fudge than ice cream.

      “Christine, you’re getting fudge on your face,” Lindsay chided the girl as she grabbed for a napkin. “Here, let me get that for you.”

      Lilian almost winced when she saw the face Christine made. That sort of grimace only appeared on someone whose discomfort had reached a plateau. While Lindsay’s move wouldn’t have been out of place with someone that she was dating, when doing it to Christine, it was definitely not a smart decision.

      “Thank you,” Christine muttered.

      “You’re welcome.”

      As she ate her ice cream slowly to avoid getting a brain freeze, Lilian caught a frown out of her peripheral vision. It was Jessica, the blonde usagi. She was staring at Lindsay and Christine with a massive frown.

      “But man, Lilian, you bought a lot of presents,” one of the girls said.

      “I know, right?” another girl said.

      Lilian didn’t know anyone’s name besides Jessica, but she responded with the same good cheer anyway. They were Lindsay’s friends, after all.

      “I have a big family. Plus some of these are for my friends.”

      “What did you get for Kevin? Did you get anything naughty?” asked one of the girls with a grin.

      Naughty?

      “I bought him several manga and a six-hour documentary on African wildlife.”

      The girls seemed disappointed. “So, you didn’t get him anything… indecent?”

      “Indecent?” Lilian tilted her head. “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”

      “We mean…” The girl looked around, then leaned in and whispered, “sexy stuff. You know, like lingerie or edible clothing or something.”

      “Oh.” So that’s what they meant by naughty. “I already have plenty of lingerie to wear. Edible clothing does sound interesting, though. Do they make edible panties?”

      “Edible panties and bras,” the girl confirmed.

      Lilian cupped her chin. “That sounds pretty cool.”

      “I know, right?”

      Lilian gave the other girl an odd look. “You say that a lot, don’t you?”

      “I know… I mean, yeah…” The girl appeared a bit self-conscious after Lilian pointed out how she said “I know, right?” a lot.

      As she continued talking to Lindsay’s soccer friends, she saw the girl in question get up and run to the restroom. It looked like Lindsay had spilled fudge on her shirt. When she looked back at the table, it was to see Jessica saying something to Christine, then standing up and walking off. After a moment’s hesitation, Christine also stood up and followed her.

      I wonder what they’re going to talk about? She pondered that before returning to her conversation. Whatever it was, it wasn’t any of her business unless Christine felt like telling her about it.

      As she continued talking, Lilian couldn’t help but wonder why Kevin hadn’t met up with them yet.
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        * * *

      

      Several seconds after the shock of learning that Julius was a man wore off, Eric reluctantly joined Kevin, Alex, and Andrew as they went shopping.

      “Is he the reason you haven’t been spending time with us?” asked Alex.

      “I see how it is. You wanted to spend time with your new boyfriend,” Andrew added.

      Eric’s face turned a strange combination of red and green. “He isn’t my boyfriend!”

      “Don’t say that. You might hurt Julius’s feelings,” Alex said.

      “Hm-hm.” Andrew nodded several times.

      “Um, excuse me,” Julius started. “Master is right. I’m not Master’s boyfriend.”

      Kevin found Julius’s manner of referring to Eric as “Master” odd, but since he went by several titles himself—including Master, Stud, Lord, and Beloved— he didn’t say anything.

      “Then what is your relationship with Eric?” he asked curiously.

      A blush lit Julius’s face, and he looked down at the ground, becoming quite bashful. Kevin wondered what caused this sort of demeanor to appear. His curiosity increased when Eric suddenly became frantic.

      “W-wait! Don’t say—”

      “I’m his… sex slave.”

      … Silence.

      “I think I just threw up in my mouth,” Alex said. Kevin said nothing, but the sound of his facepalm was loud enough for several other groups to hear.

      The Facepalming Force was strong with this one.
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        * * *

      

      Several minutes later, Alex and Andrew were giving a depressed Eric a wide berth. Kevin didn’t, but that was only because he knew there was more going on than what met the eye. He didn’t know what, nor did he ask, but he could tell that his friend had become involved with something bizarre.

      The strange stick in Eric’s hand had something to do with it.

      Speaking of…

      “Eric, what’s that thing in your hand?”

      “Urk!” After coughing, choking, and sputtering for several seconds, Eric regained his composure. “This? It’s, uh, something that I found in the trash.”

      “Found in the trash?! How could—doof!”

      Kevin stared at the stick as Eric slammed it into a pole. “Did that thing just talk?”

      “T-talk? Haha! You’re a funny guy, My Lord. Inanimate objects don’t talk!”

      “I beg your pardon, but—goof!”

      “Hahahahaha!” Eric laughed as he banged the stick against the pole again. “No talking here.” And again. “Not at all.” And one more time, for good measure.

      “… Right.”

      Before anything else could be said, Kevin’s phone began to vibrate. Pulling it out of his pocket, he saw that it was a text message from Iris.

      What could she be messaging me about?

      He swiped his thumb across the screen and pulled up the message. He froze. It was a picture message. The picture was of Iris—except she was unconscious, trussed up in rope, and bound to a wall. Her face was bruised. Below the picture was text: Come to warehouse in the western business district if you want to see her returned. If you don’t come, we’ll have our way with her.

      Kevin thought his heart was going to stop.

      This cannot be happening.

      This had to be some kind of joke. Some cosmic entity must have been screwing with him. Sure, his life felt like he was in an anime more often than not, but this was going too far. This was going way too far.

      “What the—Kevin! Where are you going?!” Eric called out to him.

      Kevin ignored Eric as he ran. He ignored Alex and Andrew as they also began shouting at him. He didn’t have time to deal with them. Iris had somehow gotten into trouble. He didn’t know how, but that hardly mattered.

      I’m seriously going to hurt these people, Kevin thought as he raced toward the nearest bus stop.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lindsay returned to the table several minutes after Christine and Jessica walked off.

      Things had not been going as planned. She’d been trying to find a good time to speak with Christine, to see if they could talk about their relationship, or at least to properly confess her feelings. When her friend had gone off to study under her guardian, Lindsay had kissed her, which had made her feelings pretty clear, but she felt like she needed to confess properly. Also…

      Christine’s been avoiding me.

      It wasn’t anything overt, but Lindsay had the distinct sense that Christine was trying to avoid being alone with her. That time when Lilian had gone to the restroom was the only time that they’d been alone all day. Lindsay had tried talking to her then, but Christine had made it difficult.

      I have to at least say something to her.

      Even if something irreversible happened and their relationship was never the same again, Lindsay couldn’t allow it to just stay like this. If Kevin—who used to get so nervous around women that he passed out when one talked to him—could gather his courage and confess to someone, then she could certainly do the same.

      “Lilian, do you know where Christine went?” she asked.

      Lilian looked up from her conversation with the other girls. She had a spoon in her mouth, and Lindsay thought she looked adorable as her head tilted slightly.

      “Yeah, she and Jessica went off that way,” Lilian answered after taking the spoon out of her mouth and pointing in the opposite direction that she’d come from.

      Jessica?

      “Thanks,” she said before moving off in the direction that Lilian had pointed to.

      She eventually came upon the two. They were standing near a bathroom and seemed to be having a conversation. Jessica was blushing and flailing her arms, while Christine’s face had become deadpan.

      What are they talking about? I can’t hear them.

      Moving closer, Lindsay hid behind a trash can. She was close enough that she managed to catch Christine’s next words.

      “Lindsay is a friend. Nothing more. I don’t like her like that.”
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        * * *

      

      Christine stood in front of Jessica, who looked oddly nervous for some reason, like she might hop away if startled.

      They’d walked away from the group and gone to a secluded section of the mall. It was right near a pair of restrooms, which were marked for their gender by a small plaque.

      “So, what did you want to talk to me about?” Christine asked. She didn’t want to be rude, but she was curious. This girl, Jessica, wasn’t someone who she’d ever spent time with, so there should have been no reason for her to want to speak with Christine alone.

      Jessica dithered for a moment, grasping the hem of her skirt, then took a deep breath and asked, “What is your relationship with Lindsay?”

      “Bwa?” was Christine’s response. For some reason, that had been the question that she’d least expected.

      “Do you like her? Are you two dating? What do you think of her?” As questions spewed from Jessica’s mouth, the usagi moved into Christine’s personal space, forcing her to move backwards.

      “W-w-what the hell are you asking me?!”

      “I want to know if you and Lindsay are—”

      “You don’t just pop out of the blue and ask someone something like that!”

      “Can you just answer the question?”

      Christine shoved Jessica back to give herself some breathing room. When she’d calmed down, she sent the blond girl a blushing frown. “W-why do you even care about whatever relationship I have with Lindsay?”

      “Oh! Um… n-no reason. I was just curious.”

      There was something odd about the way Jessica said that, and the way she looked at the ground and drew circles with her toes was unusual too. Christine could’ve sworn she’d seen someone who acted like this before, but she couldn’t place where or who.

      She also had to wonder about this girl. Why would someone want to know about her relationship with someone, unless…

      “Do you like Lindsay?” she guessed.

      “Wha…?” Jessica’s cheeks turned pink. “N-no! Of course not! I mean, Lindsay is… she is… um, how do you say…”

      Christine deadpanned. “You like Lindsay.”

      Jessica’s shoulders drooped. “I like Lindsay. P-please don’t tell anyone. Nobody actually knows this, and if they did, Lindsay and I would be ostracized again.”

      While Christine had no idea what this girl was talking about, at least she now understood Jessica’s reason for wanting to speak with her. If it was just a girl who was jealous of her, then Christine could abate her worries easily.

      “I don’t know anything about that, but if all you want to know are my feelings towards Lindsay, then you can rest easy,” Christine said. “Lindsay is a friend. Nothing more. I don’t like her like that.”

      “R-really?” Jessica looked hopeful.

      “Really.”

      Before anything else could be said, a loud banging drew their attention away from each other. Christine looked at where the noise had come from and saw Lindsay standing near a tipped over trash can. Her eyes were wide, and there were tears leaking from them as she held a hand to her mouth.

      Oh, crap.

      “Lindsay…”

      Lindsay bolted.

      “Shit! Lindsay, wait! Hold up!”

      Lindsay didn’t hold up. Christine chased after the girl until she’d rushed out the door and disappeared into the crowd. She stood just outside of the restroom for several seconds, searching for her friend, but when it became clear that Lindsay had vanished, she gave up.

      This… this is a good thing, right? I was going to let Lindsay know that I didn’t like her as anything more than a friend anyway. Christine clutched a hand to her chest. But if that’s the case, then why do I feel this way?

      Standing amidst a crowded walkway but still feeling totally alone, Christine wondered if she’d just irreparably damaged her friendship with Lindsay.
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        * * *

      

      Lilian knew that something had happened, but she didn’t know what. Lindsay had disappeared, and when Christine came back with Jessica, she was completely silent. No attempts at engaging the girl in conversation worked. Because of that, Lilian had decided to leave early.

      She’d called up Kevin to let him know that she and Christine were going home, but he never answered his phone. He must have been doing something with his friends and didn’t hear his phone ring. She didn’t let his lack of response bother her.

      The bus ride home was way too quiet for Lilian’s taste. She sat beside Christine, who looked like someone had murdered her goldfish. Lilian wanted to say something, anything, if only to break this monotonous silence, but she didn’t. There were other people on the bus. She didn’t want to confront her friend until they were safely at home.

      “Hawawawawawa!”

      As they walked home, she and Christine heard the familiar “hawa-ing” of her mom. Stopping, they turned their heads and watched as a naked Camellia ran away from a frantic Kirihime, who was holding a towel and looked like she was trying to dry off the older woman.

      “M-My Lady Camellia! Please stop running! You’re showing yourself off to everyone!”

      “Hawawawa! Camellia is free! Free!”

      As the two disappeared around a corner, Lilian and Christine looked at each other.

      “Let’s pretend we didn’t see that,” Lilian suggested.

      Christine, after a moment’s thought, slowly nodded. “Agreed.”

      They made it home after that. When they entered the small apartment, both of them caught the delectable scent of Kotohime’s cooking, which had a distinctly oriental aroma to it. After closing the door behind them, Kotohime wandered out of the kitchen and smiled at them.

      “Lilian-sama, Christine-san, welcome back.”

      “It’s good to be back,” Lilian said.

      “Where are Kevin-sama and Iris-sama?”

      “I think they’re still doing some shopping.”

      “I see. And what of Lindsay-san? Has she gone home too?”

      Lilian saw Christine flinch out of her peripheral vision. They were really going to have to talk soon.

      “I think so,” she said.

      Kotohime paused, and Lilian had the distinct sense that the woman was taking in her response. Another moment passed, then she nodded. “Very well. In any case, dinner will be ready soon, so please get cleaned up.”

      “Okay.”

      Because these apartments were all temporary residences, there was no plumbing. Of course, this also meant they didn’t have water coming directly to them. Their appliances were also all electric and not gas. They ran off a series of easily removable generators that were plugged up to each building.

      Since they didn’t have plumbing, there was no shower in their apartment, which also meant they couldn’t get cleaned up. To remedy this, all apartments came equipped with sanitizer in the bathrooms and kitchen. Of course, the bathroom was nothing more than a glorified porta potty that was cleaned out every day by the sanitization unit, but that was neither here nor there.

      “Come on, Christine.”

      Lilian grabbed her nonresponsive friend by the hand and led her into the bedroom that she shared with Kevin and Iris. It was a very small room. However, some of the reason for that might have been due to how cluttered it was. While the room was neat, and the floor was clean, there was a lot of stuff in their room. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled to bursting with anime and manga. One wall was dedicated entirely to posters and wall scrolls. The bed took up a fourth of the room itself, and their desk another good chunk. Then there was the rest of the furniture.

      Iris had once suggested they get rid of the bookshelves to make more space. She and Kevin had shot her down quicker than Char Aznable shot down mobile suits.

      “Sit down.”

      She directed Christine toward the bed, then sat down herself. Lilian spent another moment of silently contemplating the yuki-onna before deciding to speak up.

      “Something happened with Lindsay, didn’t it?” Christine nodded. “Do you want to tell me about it?” When Christine said nothing, Lilian placed an arm around her shoulder. “You know, while telling me what happened may not help, I think it would make you feel a little better. Let me help you, Christine.”

      Perhaps it was the physical contact, or maybe Christine was able to feel her sincere desire to help, but her friend broke down and told Lilian about what happened between her and Lindsay. By the end of it, Lilian had pulled Christine into a hug, letting the yuki-onna’s head rest against her bosoms. While her friend didn’t cry, she did shudder a little within her arms.

      I wonder if there’s some way I can fix this, Lilian thought as she held the fragile-looking girl in her arms.
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        * * *

      

      Iris woke up with a headache and cramped limbs.

      Opening her eyes, she discovered that the reason she had cramps was because her limbs had been bound, and she’d been tied to a wall with ropes. She frowned. Had something interesting happened that she couldn’t remember? No, that couldn’t be it. The last thing that she remembered was…

      Oh, crap.

      Cracking her eyes open, Iris saw seven people hanging around what appeared to be the interior of a concrete hut. Some stood around, while others merely lounged on the floor. They were a mixture of human and yokai. To her left, a boy with floppy dog ears and a bushy tail sat. Beside him was an itachi—a weasel boy. On the other side, two creatures who looked like miniature oni sat playing a game of dice. Leaning against the wall, arms crossed, was another human.

      She recognized these people. They were the ones who’d tried to hit on her back at the mall. She’d enchanted them to “kidnap” her in order to convince Kevin to come rushing to her rescue. Her plan had been to make him realize how important she was to him, and then, after he “rescued” her, she would lecture him about how it was his fault that she’d been kidnapped. The goal was to force him into publicly announcing their relationship.

      I think something went wrong… eh?

      “I see you’re finally awake, Princess,” the human leaning against the wall said. “I hope you aren’t too uncomfortable. We were a bit rough with you.”

      Princess?

      Iris frowned internally, but smiled outwardly. “Oh, don’t worry about that. I rather like it rough, though I would like to know why you knocked me out and tied me up.”

      “What do you mean? We’re just doing what you wanted us to do, Princess.”

      “And that is?”

      “We’re going to teach that arrogant son of bitch who’s been ignoring you a lesson, of course.” The words had not come from the man in front of her, but from the inu, who was no longer crouching on the floor but walking towards her. “That is what you wanted, isn’t it? You wanted us to kidnap you and kill the fool who would dare to ignore you.”

      Uh oh. This isn’t good…

      “I think killing him is a little harsh,” Iris tried to say. “Maybe if you just roughed him up a little…”

      “What are you saying, Princess?” one of the oni-like creatures said. “Are you saying we should forgive this man for ignoring you?”

      “That’s unacceptable!” the other spat. “For someone to ignore you is blasphemy of the highest order. He deserves to die!”

      Something was really wrong here. Iris might have enchanted these people, but they shouldn’t be reacting so violently. Her orders had been to put up a fight before giving up and surrendering. Why were they acting like deranged, overly obsessive stalkers…?

      Their eyes…

      She hadn’t noticed it at first, but now that she was paying more attention, she saw the delusional glaze in their eyes. They appeared almost drugged.

      My enchantment overpowered their resistance.

      Iris knew that her enchantment, Aura of Allure, was a powerful technique. However, she’d forgotten just how powerful. Living with Kevin, who could resist it, made her forget about the effect it had on normal people—even yokai.

      I must have accidentally put more youki into my technique than I intended.

      “Hey, Princess,” the human started talking again. “Do you think we can have some fun after killing that jerk who ignored you?”

      Iris almost dreaded asking. “Fun?”

      While the dog licked his lips, the human grinned. “Of course. Shouldn’t you reward your loyal subjects for doing such a good job? It’s only natural, right?”

      Iris squirmed uncomfortably. Was he saying that they planned on raping her, or would they not do anything if she came up with an excuse for why they couldn’t have “fun” with her?

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” Iris said, and all the boys nodded in eager agreement. “But, as a princess, I have to remain pure. I can’t have sex on a whim, you understand.”

      The human chuckled. “This wouldn’t be a whim. We’re your loyal subjects, after all. It’s only natural for a princess to please her subjects.”

      The men began to crowd around her, and Iris realized that her enchantment really had gotten out of control. They were losing themselves to their lust.

      Damn it! All I wanted was to make a situation where the stud would be forced to accept our relationship more openly. I didn’t want this!

      “Ha… ha… Kyle… I don’t think I can wait for that guy we’re gonna kill to show up,” one of the oni creatures said.

      “Let’s have some fun before he arrives…” the other added. Both of them were breathing heavily.

      “That sounds like a great idea,” the human said. She guessed he was Kyle.

      Iris had never really felt panic before. Even when Lilian was kidnaped, or when she fought against creatures more powerful than her, she’d never felt the kind of terror that she was feeling now. She had always joked about how she loved to have random orgies, but now that she was in this position, the idea didn’t seem so appealing anymore.

      No… I don’t want this… I don’t want these people… w-what should I do now?

      The men closed around her.

      Why… why did I do something so stupid… damn it…

      The loud bang of a door being slammed open echoed across the room, stopping the boys in their tracks. Everyone turned around. Iris looked up, blinking several times as she realized who stood in the doorway.

      Kevin.

      Indeed, it was Kevin, and, maybe it was just her imagination, but he looked nearly apoplectic. He surveyed the men standing around her. One of them was close to groping her breasts, and his eyes seemed to lock onto that hand.

      “I don’t know who you people are, but I suggest you step away from Iris,” Kevin said. Iris shivered. There was something not quite right about the timbre of his voice.

      “Is this the guy we’re supposed to kill?” one of the oni creatures asked.

      “I think so,” the other said.

      “Then let’s hurry up and kill him.” The inu cracked his knuckles.

      Iris was worried. She knew that Kevin didn’t have his weapons on him. In a one-on-one fight, he could probably beat any one of these yokai senseless, but she didn’t know if he could beat them all at the same time.

      As the group rushed at Kevin, she tried to channel youki through her tails. However, the moment she tried, her mind exploded with pain, leaving her gasping. Something that had been coiled around her tail suddenly loosened. It was a hand, she realized belatedly.

      “Sorry, Princess,” Kyle said. He must have stayed back because he was a human. “We can’t have you using your powers to slay this man. It’s only right that you let us servants do this for you.”

      Does he really think that’s what I was going for or is he just delusional?

      Left with no other choice, Iris forced herself to watch the fight that was about to take place.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin hadn’t realized that he could get this upset.

      Sure, he’d been angry when Lilian had been kidnapped, but he’d been too worried about her to stay angry for long. And yeah, it pissed him off when he’d learned that Justin was a spy, but he understood, logically, that Justin had been a spy since before they became friends. There were extenuating factors that kept his anger from growing.

      He didn’t have anything keeping him from not being angry here. He didn’t know who he was angry at yet, but it didn’t change the fact that he was angry. Very angry.

      There were seven people in the room besides himself and Iris. One was human. Two appeared to be miniature oni. He knew what they were, though their names eluded him at the moment. There was also an inu, an itachi, a satori—an ape-man—and a kamikiri—an anthropomorphic creature with a scissor-like beak and hands like razors. All of them were gunning for him.

      That was fine.

      He needed an outlet for his anger.

      Kevin felt the wind soar past him as he shuffled across the floor. The wind that the itachi had summoned slammed into the wall on the far side and tore through it like it was wet paper. He ignored the damage and confronted the inu, who was the first opponent to reach him.

      Raising his left hand, Kevin swatted the incoming fist away, knocking the underside of the inu’s wrist and forcing it over his shoulder. Then he was in the inu’s guard. The crack of his open palm slamming into the dog’s chin resounded through the interior. Kevin felt the impact in his joints, but he gritted his teeth and pushed through it.

      Teeth flew from the inu’s mouth as the dog stumbled backwards, but it was only for several steps. Then Kevin grabbed his flailing wrist and tugged him into the line of fire for another blast of wind. The feeling of someone getting ripped out of his grasp nearly made Kevin stumble, but he planted his left foot firmly on the ground. His dog yokai opponent wasn’t so lucky. The wind smashed into the inu and sent him rocketing backwards, where he crashed into a wall, which subsequently collapsed and buried him under a pile of rubble.

      “Seth!” the itachi screamed.

      Get the weasel, a voice identical to his own whispered in his head.

      Having been taught to always go for the weakest link, Kevin rushed at the itachi, who was too surprised to do anything. There were no words given. Kevin didn’t call out the name of his attack. He leapt into the air and drilled the yokai with a reverse spinning heel kick. There was an odd crunch sound, and he thought he felt the creature’s jaw break. The itachi spun around several times before crumbling to the floor.

      “He got Michael!” one of the oni shouted.

      “Let’s get him!” the other screamed.

      Kevin danced across the floor, shuffling backwards and weaving between club swings. His hair was ruffled from several near misses. Slipping further into his false opening style, he purposefully left himself open to attack.

      A thrust was dodged when he spun around. Grabbing onto the club, Kevin yanked the oni creature into his waiting fist. As the yokai stumbled backwards, bleeding from the nose, he spun around, raised his leg, and slammed it straight into the ground. His timing couldn’t have been more perfect. The club that had been swung by the other yokai was smashed into the floor, trapped between his foot and the concrete. Kevin then swung his foot back up, clipping the yokai in the chin.

      Movement caught his attention, and Kevin spun around, knocking aside several razor-like hands that tried to pierce him. He presented an opening in his left flank. The kamikiri sensed the weak spot, as most yokai could, and didn’t hesitate to attack. Kevin shuffled to the right. As the hand whizzed past him, he grabbed the kamikiri’s wrist, then slammed the boy’s elbow into his knee.

      Crunch!

      “Gya!”

      As the kamikiri stumbled back, his arm broken, Kevin took two steps forward, jumped, and planted his foot into the yokai’s face. The kamikiri went down like a sack of bricks being dropped into a lake.

      He frowned when he saw the two oni creatures had recovered and were charging at him. Shouldn’t there have been one more opponent?

      Gibbering from above caught his attention. Kevin leapt back just as something heavy landed on the ground, indenting the concrete floor. It was the satori. It stood with a stoop, and its hairy body appeared more monkey than man. Long arms and large hands dangled to the floor, while squat legs stood with a stoop. The yokai gibbered at him. Then it charged alongside the two oni creatures.

      Kevin’s breathing grew labored as he was forced to dodge multiple punches coming in from multiple directions. Only his fighting style, which allowed him to force their attacks into a path of his design, kept him from being killed. A punch to his weak point was dodged when he slapped the hand down and leapt over it. Two club swings were avoided after he tucked himself into a forward roll. Coming up behind the oni creatures, Kevin grabbed one by the shirt, and threw him into the incoming satori. The two went down. He then attacked the other oni creature with a rabbit punch to the throat. Grabbing the club that the creature dropped, he bashed it over the head. Its body went limp.

      “Bro!” the other oni creature shouted—only to also be knocked unconscious when Kevin cracked it upside the head with a heel drop.

      Turning, Kevin faced the satori, who stood several feet away, gawking at him.

      “You’re the only yokai left,” Kevin said. “Come here and let me smash your face in.”

      The satori looked around wildly, as if the yokai was judging whether or not he could run away. One second passed. Their eyes locked, then, with a loud gibber, the satori ran straight at him like it was planning to bulldoze him over. Kevin stepped out of the way and stuck out his right leg. The satori tripped, tumbled, then slammed face-first into the ground. He didn’t get back up.

      Is he… playing dead?

      Kevin stared at the satori for several seconds. When nothing happened, he turned around and began walking away. The sound of scrambling came from behind him. Then he heard rushing feet. Crouching low to the ground, Kevin placed his hands on the floor, fingers splayed, and then lifted his legs and kicked. He felt, more than heard, his feet slamming into something. Standing back up, Kevin walked forward again. The sound of something smacking the ground echoed behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Holy shit.

      Iris wondered if she’d stepped into one of her sister’s wet dreams. That was the only way she could’ve explained what had just happened.

      Sure, she’d already known that Kevin was tough. She’d seen him fight, fought alongside him, and even watched him takedown creatures that he had no right taking down on his own. With everything they’d been through, if Kevin hadn’t grown strong, he would have died.

      That did not prepare her for this. Kevin had just taken down six yokai barehanded. Two of them might have been weak and tiny, but the others weren’t so easy to beat. Yet he’d done it.

      Kevin walked through the bodies of the yokai he’d beaten, coming inevitably closer to her and Kyle, who looked ready to shit his pants.

      “You’re the last one left,” Kevin said. Iris flinched. There really was something wrong with his tone. The pitch was all off.

      Is the back of his hand glowing?

      “S-stay back!” Kyle shouted, stumbling over his own two feet.

      Kevin didn’t stop. He marched up to Kyle who, in his panic, turned to her. “P-Princess! Please rescue your loyal servant!”

      Iris didn’t even need a second to think about it. “Um, no.”

      “W-what?! B-but I’m your loyal servant. I’ve done everything that you asked of me.”

      “Yeah… no, you didn’t. You completely misconstrued my words.”

      “That’s not true! IIIIAAAAEEEEYYYY!”

      Iris winced, both at the high-pitched squeal that Kyle made and at the fact that Kevin had just rammed his foot into the other boy’s balls. She might not have liked this guy, but no one deserved to have their testies taken out. Fortunately, before Kyle’s squealing could continue, he was knocked unconscious.

      Then Kevin turned to her. Iris almost froze. He knelt down and picked up a switchblade, which she guessed Kyle had been in possession of, and then walked up to her and cut the bindings.

      “Um, thanks, Stud,” Iris said, trying to put on airs. “I appreciate the help.”

      Kevin nodded. “Are you all right?”

      “Uh, yeah, I’m fine. They didn’t do anything other than—”

      Words fled Iris as Kevin suddenly pulled her into a hug. She was so shocked that she actually squeaked. She opened her mouth, though she didn’t know why. No sounds came out. His sudden action had paralyzed her.

      “I… I was really worried,” Kevin admitted. “When I saw that picture of you, I was really, really worried.”

      As her mind calmed down and her heart stopped racing, Iris felt something new take their place. Warmth. Kevin felt warm, incredibly so. It engulfed her like a fleece blanket.
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This feeling…

      She recognized this feeling. She’d only felt it once before—that day when the Void had tried to consume her. During that time, she’d undergone the ritual that all creatures of the Void must take, but she’d been wholly unprepared. She would have died that day, her existence erased, were it not for Kevin, who’d risked his own life—no, his own existence, for her. That was the day she’d learned of this warmth, but she hadn’t felt it since.

      I see… so this is why even I’ve…

      “I’m sorry,” Kevin muttered. His voice was muffled because his face was buried in her hair.

      Iris leaned into him, enjoying his warmth. “Sorry for what?”

      “For letting this happen.”

      She shook her head. Kevin was too quick to blame himself for things that were not his fault. It was a virtue, certainly, but it was also annoying.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      Kevin said nothing for several seconds. Then…

      “I’m glad you’re safe.”

      Iris smiled as she closed her eyes. She could fall asleep like this.

      “Me too,” she mumbled.

      On that day, Iris finally remembered why she wanted Kevin to acknowledge their relationship: Lilian wasn’t the only person that she loved.
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      Justin didn’t know how long he’d been asleep for, but when he woke up, it was to discover that he was in a jail cell. His shoulders ached. Someone had bound his wrists in chains that hung from the ceiling. Likewise, his wrists hurt, and blood leaked down his arms, the skin where the chains were locked around him having been rubbed raw.

      “I’m disappointed in you, Lieutenant,” a harsh, bear-like voice growled.

      Justin blinked. There was someone in front of him; a man with a scarred visage, bulging muscles, and a military bearing. His graying hair lent him a harsh air, and the massive scar that ran down his face made him frightening to some. Blue eyes that were like cobalts glared at him with a coldness reserved for enemies.

      “Commander,” Justin murmured. His throat was dry. How long had it been since he’d had something to drink? “I see you’ve brought those two pieces of scrap metal with you.”

      He was referring, of course, to the two large YK units standing on either side of Commander Paine. Their bulky metallic frames were hidden behind a pair of large cloaks. However, even the cloaks could not mask the bullet shape of their head, nor the tri-pronged clawed feet, and they did nothing to hide the demonically glowing eyes that peered out from underneath their cowl.

      “Machines are more reliable than humans,” Commander Paine stated. “You’re the perfect example of this. I always knew that you were a soft-hearted fool, though I never imagined you would betray me like this.”

      “Betray?” Justin needed a moment to think about that, then he chuckled. “Ah, that’s right. I did betray you, didn’t I?” A mirthless chuckle escaped his mouth. “Well, if you’d like to cast the blame on someone, you can always blame your son.”

      Justin’s face exploded with blood as the commander punched him. He felt his nose break under the assault, and despite himself, a whimper escaped his mouth.

      “I don’t have a son,” Commander Paine said. “You would do well to remember that.”

      Justin chuckled again despite the blood leaking into his mouth. “Duly noted.”

      “The information that you stole from us, where is it?”

      “Now why would I tell you that—”

      Justin gasped as Commander Paine drove a fist into his kidney. He felt his bladder loosen as the overwhelming pain slammed into him like the heavy end of Thor’s hammer.

      “I’ll ask again. Where is the information that you stole from us?”

      “Where are my companions?”

      “If you’re referring to Jack and Jill, they are dead. They didn’t have any useful information, so after interrogating them, we executed them for betraying their country.”

      The only person who’s betrayed his country is you.

      Justin closed his eyes. The pain of their loss felt worse than the kidney shot.

      “Where is the information that you stole from us?” Commander Paine asked again.

      “Fuck you,” Justin spat.

      “Insolent shit.”

      Justin felt bile rise in his throat when Commander Paine slammed a knee into his stomach. His head snapped back, teeth clacking together, when, after doubling over, he received a swift uppercut to the underside of his jaw. Everything grew blurry. He tried to focus, but he couldn’t seem to regain his sensibilities.

      “I’ll ask one more time, where is the information that you stole from us?”

      Justin struggled to reply. “I… I gave it to… your mom… after fucking her.”

      The last thing Justin saw was a boot traveling for his face.
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        * * *

      

      Commander Paine clicked his tongue as he glared at the unconscious Justin, who dangled limply within the chains that bound him.

      I should have realized that using a failed product would result in failure.

      Justin was one of their earlier products. He’d been created by splicing somatic cells of various yokai with human DNA. Having been the first child created using this method, he was stronger than the others, but that strength came at a great cost. Namely, empathy. Perhaps it was due to the yokai cells within him, but he did not harbor the hatred for yokai that was necessary for cold-blooded murder. That was why he rarely did assassination work, which was what he’d been bred for anyway.

      While the others had wanted to discard him, Commander Paine couldn’t let such strength go to waste, and so he’d sought to utilize him as a spy instead of an assassin. That had been his mistake. He should have realized that integrating him into society would result in him becoming even softer.

      Turning about, he walked out of the room. The heavy clank of his bodyguards followed him. As the door closed and locked behind him, he turned to the guard currently stationed outside. It was a tall man with light red hair that bordered on pink.

      “See to it that no one comes into or out of this door.”

      The soldier saluted smartly. “Yes, sir!”

      Walking down the corridor, Commander Paine delegated the sound of his bodyguards’ walking to the background. His thoughts lay elsewhere.

      Justin had not only stolen information from them, but had also deleted a good chunk of it from his database. Since his computer was the only one that had this information, that meant large portions of it had been lost. This wouldn’t affect his overall plans for America. However, he still needed that information for his large-scale plan for this world. Without that intelligence, his plan would be impossible to enact.

      But it seemed that, once again, his decision to utilize and train Justin had backfired. The now-former lieutenant had been formally trained by him to resist even the harshest interrogation. Standard methods of extracting information wouldn’t work.

      I wonder if I can use my enemies to gain the intelligence that I want…

      Within his mind, a plan began to form.
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        * * *

      

      Mack watched the commander disappear around a corner. Sighing, he allowed himself to relax. Infiltrating this base had been very difficult. The number of security checks he’d undergone was insane. If it wasn’t for Orin sealing away his youki, he would have been discovered for sure. Still, now he was here, and he’d just learned something very useful.

      I need to tell Monstrang about this, and soon, he thought, looking at the door that kept a young human locked away.
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        * * *

      

      Future Lilian didn’t know what was wrong with Lindsay.

      She’d gone off on her own for a while, having decided to give Lindsay a small break. There were several tasks that she had needed to do anyway. However, upon her return, the blond girl had been in a major funk. She’d discovered Lindsay curled up on her bed, tears staining her face, and bags hanging under her bloodshot eyes.

      Something happened, but what is—ah! Has it already happened?

      “Ne, ne, Lindsay, are you just going to lay there forever? Whatever happened to becoming a magical girl and having your wish granted?” she asked.

      Lindsay said nothing. Future Lilian sighed.

      “Are you really going to let something as simple as someone not returning your feelings for them get you down?”

      That comment made Lindsay stir. She sat up and turned around, presenting her with a fierce glare made all the more disturbing by her bloodshot eyes.

      “You knew this would happen, didn’t you?” she accused.

      “I’m from the future,” Future Lilian said. “Of course, I knew.”

      “Then why didn’t you say anything?” Lindsay shouted. “If you had said something, then I… I wouldn’t have…”

      “No, you would have,” Lilian interrupted. “Even if I told you what would happen, nothing would have changed. Would you have stopped liking Christine just because I told you that she would never return your feelings?”

      Lindsay suddenly appeared uncertain. “Well… no, but…”

      “But what? Would you have not confessed to her? Would you have kept your feelings to yourself, allowing them to fester and blacken until all you had left was bitterness in your heart?”

      Lilian saw that her point was striking home. Lindsay drew her knees up to her chest, her expression the kind she expected to see on someone who’d just watched their favorite anime character die. Sitting down on the bed, she drew her friend into a one-armed hug. Lindsay didn’t resist.

      “I didn’t say anything precisely because I know you. I knew that if I had told you how Christine really felt, you wouldn’t have said anything, and those feelings that you now hold for her would have become tainted. I also did this so you can move on.”

      “Move on?” Lindsay sniffled.

      “Right. Now that you know about Christine’s feelings, you can let your own feelings go and move on to someone who actually does love you.”

      “Someone who loves me?”

      “Ah! But I would wait for a while because, you know, you wouldn’t want that person to think she’s just a rebound, right?”

      When Lindsay gave her a look that said, “I have no clue what you’re talking about,” Lilian smiled. Having already seen what happened in the future, she knew what would happen, just as she knew that if things moved too quickly, her next relationship would also get a bad ending.

      Before anything more could be said, there was a knock on the front door.

      “That would be Jessica,” Lilian said.

      Lindsay frowned. “How could you tell?”

      “Lindsay, dear,” her mother said from the other side of her door. “Your friend Jessica is here to see you.”

      “Told you so,” Lilian said with a smug smile.

      Frowning even more, Lindsay eventually climbed off the bed and left the room. As the door clicked shut, Lilian fell onto her back and stared at the ceiling, wondering what would happen next.

      “I wonder if Lindsay will actually figure it out in this timeline?” she mused to herself. Lilian certainly hoped so. She didn’t enjoy the thought of her friend becoming a bitter and cynical person like the one in her timeline.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin and Iris returned home late in the evening. It had taken longer to rescue Iris than he had expected. While there was no sun visible—they were underground, after all—the clock on his android said that it was 6:57p.m.

      Iris hadn’t said much about what had happened no matter how many times he’d asked. Kevin had the distinct sense that she was hiding something from him, but he honestly didn’t think much of it right then. For all he knew, she could have just been traumatized, though he didn’t think that was the case.

      After getting off the bus, they slowly meandered along the paved path. He glanced at Iris out of the corner of his eye. She was not looking at him. It didn’t look like she was looking at anything in particular, almost as if she was lost in thought.

      “About what you said this morning…” he started.

      Iris looked up. “Eh?”

      “… C-could you give me some time?” He looked away and scratched his cheek. “I… I’m going to try to be more accepting of our… relationship in public, so…”

      Kevin trailed off as he tried to grasp the words that he wanted to say. He was ashamed to admit it, but he was ashamed of his relationship with Iris. It felt wrong. Even though he enjoyed being with her, and even though he told himself when she and Lilian had gone into heat that he was committing himself to them both, the idea of having a polyamorous relationship just felt wrong. That was why he never kissed her in public even though they were having sex in private.

      Even so, I…

      Yet, even though he thought it was wrong, he didn’t want to be the kind of person who disregarded the feelings of someone that he considered family. Iris was important to him. He might not go out to comic conventions, dress up in couples cosplay, and spend lazy days playing video games and watching anime with her, but she was still someone who was very dear to him. He still thought of her as someone that he wanted to cherish.

      He just didn’t know how to express it.

      Iris must have realized this. She smiled and grabbed his hand, entwining their fingers together. It was a very not-Iris move. He wondered if she’d learned some things from Lilian.

      “I understand.” She looked straight at him. “I think I was being a little hasty.”

      “No…” Kevin shook his head. “It’s been two months since we’ve, well, since you joined Lilian and me… I know that I haven’t been displaying my affection for you in public like I do with Lilian, and I know that it’s been bothering you. I’m the one who’s at fault.”

      “You know that kind of attitude of yours really pisses me off.” Iris’s expression suddenly became sharp. “Someone who always apologizes for stuff, who even goes so far as to contradict others, is annoying.”

      Kevin winced. “Sorry…”

      “Don’t apologize.”

      “S—okay.”

      “That’s better.” Iris nodded. “I’m being serious here. If someone says that something is their fault, don’t try to add blame to yourself. That’s not going to make them feel better. It only serves to piss them off.”

      “I’ll try to remember that.”

      “Good.”

      Arriving at their little two-story apartment building, Kevin and Iris entered their residence and took off their shoes.

      “We’re home,” they called out at the same time.

      “Welcome home,” Kotohime said as she wandered out of the kitchen. “Dinner is ready.  I would be grateful if you two could grab Lilian-sama and Christine-san while I locate my sister and Camellia-sama.”

      “Will do,” Kevin said.

      “Ufufufu.”

      “Dare I ask why you’re laughing?” Kevin asked.

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” Kotohime raised a hand to her lips, and Kevin knew that the sleeve of her kimono was hiding a smile. “I was just thinking that Kevin-sama finally seems to be acting like Iris-sama’s mate.”

      “Huh?”

      Kevin needed only a moment to realize what she meant. He looked down at his hand, which was still holding Iris’s hand, then tried to reflexively jerk it out. It didn’t work. Iris’s hold-fu must have been strong that day—or she was using reinforcement.

      “Come on, Stud. Let’s get my lovely sister and our little doll.”

      “Doll?” Kevin made a face. “Are you talking about Christine?”

      “Uhuhuhu.”

      Kevin shuddered. He would never get used to the way the women in this family laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Lilian didn’t know how long she’d been sitting on that bed, letting Christine use her boobs as pillows.

      Her friend had fallen asleep a while ago. Lilian felt fortunate that there had been no waterworks. While some men might enjoy comforting crying women for whatever reason, it was not something that Lilian liked dealing with.

      “Nngg…”

      “Oh, are you waking up?”

      Christine stirred and raised her head, blinking several times as she apparently realized her situation. She looked up at Lilian’s face. Then she looked back down at Lilian’s boobs, which were right in her face.

      “Waaa!”

      Crying out, she jerked backwards. Because she was on the very edge of the bed, she fell and smacked her head on the floor. Lilian, still sitting on the bed, gazed down at her friend in amusement.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Christine mumbled as her cheeks turned blue.

      Lilian felt her lips twitch as she held out her hand. “Here.”

      “T-thanks.”

      She pulled Christine up and was about to stand herself. It wasn’t until she tried standing that she realized her legs had fallen asleep. Tumbling forward, she pushed Christine back onto the ground, landing on top of her. She was lucky enough to catch herself, which stopped her from squishing her friend’s face in her boobs—though that didn’t stop them from dangling in front of her friend, who stared at her two breasts like they were UFOs.

      “Ufufufu, I seem to have fallen. Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t laugh about something like this, and get off me.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      Before Lilian could stand back up, the door opened and Kevin and Iris walked in. They took one look at the compromising position that she and Christine were in, then Iris whistled.

      “Oh, wow. I hadn’t realized we’d gotten to the yuri love scene yet. Isn’t that not supposed to happen for another few volumes?”

      “Technically, it’s already happened,” Lilian replied succinctly. “Several times, in fact,” she added with a pointed look.

      “Yes, but now there’s a loli involved,” Iris shot back. “The fans are going to go crazy over this.”

      “Can you two please not talk about this?” Kevin and Christine said at the same time.

      “Oh, a double tsukkomi. Nice one, Beloved!”

      “Be quiet and get off me!” Christine cried out.
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        * * *

      

      That night was the first night in over a week that they’d had dinner as a family. It was also the first time that Christine received the full kitsune family experience. Her reaction to the shenanigans of the others had been amusing, and Kevin would freely admit that he enjoyed the way Iris had teased Christine more than he should have.

      After dinner, everyone headed for the bath house. Because there was no plumbing inside of the apartments, bathing was communal. Kevin supposed that was the side effect of building temporary shelters instead of permanent ones.

      Like most bathhouses, this one was divided into a men’s and women’s section. Perhaps in an effort to make them more comfortable, the bathhouses came furnished with many amenities, and the baths themselves were similar to hot springs.

      After thoroughly rinsing himself off, Kevin enjoyed lounging in the bath. There were several other men wandering about. Some were human while others were yokai. He noticed a group of shōkera. They were large creatures with red skin and three toes. Legends said that they spent most of their time lurking about on rooftops, and Kevin had seen them lounging on top of enough buildings to confirm that they did, indeed, enjoy high places.

      As he tore his gaze from the yokai, a splash next to him drew his attention.

      “Cien.”

      “Swift.”

      The dog yokai leaned against the lip of the tub, as if trying to act nonchalant. He only had one arm. Because of that, his oh so casual way of leaning against the tub was kind of ruined. Also, while it was a little childish, Kevin was pleased to note that the other boy’s muscles weren’t as well-defined as his own.

      “Has everything been squared away?” he asked.

      Cien breathed out through his nose. “For the most part. They’ve given me my own place in exchange for the intelligence I have on the Yamata Alliance. I was forced to get a minder, though. Heh, I guess they still don’t trust me.”

      “Give it time. Once they learn that you’re about as threatening as a kitten, they’ll lay off.”

      “What was that?! Are you saying I’m weak?”

      “Oh, no. Not at all.” Kevin waved the other teen’s anger away. “I’m just saying that you’re not very threatening. I mean, if a stern voice can turn you into an obedient pup when you’re experiencing bloodlust, you can’t be that much of a threat, can you?”

      Cien’s flushed face turned several shades redder. “You… listen here! What happened back then was a fluke! It’s never gonna happen again!”

      “Sure, sure. I believe you.”

      “I’m serious!”

      “If you say so.”

      As Cien scowled at him, Kevin chuckled. He didn’t know what it was, but he really liked messing with the inu. Perhaps it was because the other boy sorta reminded him of Casey Chase, his old rival.

      Chase, huh. That reminds me, I wonder how everyone’s doing on the track team.

      It had been a long time since Kevin had thought about track and field. Before Lilian, before he learned about yokai, track and field had been his bread and butter at school. He’d dedicated himself toward becoming the fastest track star possible. At the time, his goal had been to use his track and field record to get into a good college. Unfortunately, once he’d learned about the dangers that came from being intimate with Lilian, he’d been forced to discard track and field so he could learn how to fight.

      I don’t really regret quitting, but I do kind of wish I could get back into it.

      Well, he supposed he could join his senior year, provided they weren’t still at war.

      Before he could get depressed thinking about the war, several loud shouts erupted from the other side of the divider.

      “Kya! What do you think you’re doing?!”

      “Aw, come on. What’s a little skinship between friends?”

      “Friends don’t grope each other’s boobs!”

      “There isn’t much to grope.”

      “What was that?!”

      Kevin tilted his head and looked at the divider that segregated the men’s section from the women’s section. Those voices were ones that he recognized.

      “Sounds like the girls are having fun,” he commented lightly. When Cien didn’t answer, he looked over to see that the inu had buried half of his face underneath the water to hide his blush.

      Kevin laughed.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, now, settle down, you two,” Kotohime said as Iris tried to fondle an irate Christine.

      “P-please listen to my sister and calm down,” Kirihime added. “Lady Iris, if you keep doing that, Ms. Christine will get upset, and then she might freeze the bath.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Christine said with a scowl.

      “You so would,” Iris teased. When Christine turned to scowl at her, Iris sighed. “Fine, fine. I’ll back off. But—” raising her hands, Iris made exaggeratedly creepy groping gestures, “—don’t think you’re off the hook just yet. I’ll return, and then I’ll—”

      Iris never finished her sentence, because in that moment, Lilian had coiled one of her tails around the vixen and yanked her into the water with a loud splash.

      “Please stop that. It’s disturbing.”

      Sputtering out water, Iris, rather than become upset, grinned at her sister. “I think you’re just jealous that these masterful hands were fondling Christine’s tiny titties and not your mountainous mammaries.”

      “Who’s tiny?!” Christine shouted, covering her modest B-cup breasts.

      “Don’t call someone’s breasts mountainous when yours are the same size,” Lilian retorted. “Besides, ours have nothing on Kotohime.”

      “You’re right,” Iris murmured. “They’re like a pair of giant molehills.”

      “I was thinking watermelons myself,” Christine added.

      “M-my sister’s breasts are pretty big.”

      “Hawa! Boobies!”

      All eyes turned to Kotohime’s boobs, which floated in the water like a pair of buoys. As she noticed the many eyes staring at her chest, Kotohime smiled and calmly pulled her katana out from between the gap in her towel-covered cleavage.

      “It is not very nice to stare, so I would appreciate if you all stop. Ufufufu…”

      “Ugh.” Iris looked away with a grimace. “I hate it when you do that.”

      “Ara? Do what?”

      “That! That creepy smile while you threaten to kill us.”

      “Oh, my. Did I ever say that I would kill you?”

      Iris deadpanned. “The whole ‘pull a katana out of your Extra Dimensional Storage Space’ kinda makes that threat obvious.”

      “Ufufufu, if Iris-sama says so.”

      “I do say so.”

      “Speaking of Extra Dimensional Storage Spaces,” Lilian started, “we really need to come up with another name for them. That’s such a mouthful.”

      “We could just give them acronyms,” Iris suggested. “How about we call them EDSS?”

      “No, that sounds too close to AIDS, and I’d rather not have the readership get freaked out because of that.”

      “Yeah…” Iris sank into the water. “It does sound like an STD of some kind. I don’t think that’s what the author is going for.”

      You’re right. It isn’t. Also, let’s keep this PG-13, please.

      Kotohime snorted. Beside her, Kirihime watched Camellia as she learned to doggie paddle.

      “You are writing a bath scene, yet you ask us to keep things PG-13? Surely, you can see the hypocrisy there.”

      …

      “Oh, nice one, Kotohime. I think you rendered him speechless.”

      “I try, Iris-sama.”

      “Who the fuck are you people talking to?” asked Christine.

      “What do you mean?” Lilian tilted her head curiously. “We’re talking to the—ah! That’s right. Christine can’t break the fourth wall.”

      “It’s because she’s a yuki-onna,” Kotohime said.

      “Poor girl. Her patron god must have hated her,” Iris said in a teasing voice.

      “I’d rather not know what you idiots are talking about,” Christine spat. “I only want you to stop it.”

      As Christine and Iris bickered some more, Lilian leaned against the tub and tried to relax. She hated how the baths were communal. It meant that she couldn’t bathe with Kevin. While shower sex wasn’t anywhere near as fun as the dōjinshi she’d read made it sound, they had discovered that bath sex, which was essentially the same thing only sitting instead of standing, was not only doable but also enjoyable.

      Thinking about some of the dōjinshi she’d read brought to mind her own manga. She was halfway finished with the first volume, but she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do with it yet. Naturally, the idea of publishing it appealed to her. At the same time, she was kind of embarrassed to seek a publisher. Would they even want to look at her work?

      “Someone’s spacing out,” Christine said, and though it sounded snide, Lilian understood that’s just how her friend was. “What are you thinking about that’s made you so quiet?”

      “I was just thinking about my manga,” Lilian said.

      “That’s right. In all the excitement, I nearly forgot that you were making a manga.” Christine made a face. “What is it about anyway? I remember seeing the pictures, but they didn’t seem to tell a story.”

      “T-that’s just because I’ve been making the manga panels out of order,” Lilian defended, blushing. “I got distracted with other scenes I wanted to write and ended up writing them nonlinearly.”

      “She probably ended up getting ideas for a lemon and stopped her previous work to make that,” Iris added.

      “Lemon? What do lemons have to do with anything?”

      “Ah! You don’t know what a lemon is?” Lilian gasped, then pulled out her trusty TV Tropes for Dummies book.

      “Hey, I haven’t seen that in a while,” Iris commented as Lilian flipped through several pages.

      “For some reason, watching you pull that out of your boobs pisses me off,” Christine added.

      Ignoring the peanut gallery’s comments, Lilian flipped through pages until she found the one she was looking for. She then adopted Lecture Pose number thirty-two, which involved her sitting with her calves tucked under her bottom, one hand holding her book, while the other made nonsensical gestures that were supposed to make her look smarter.

      “Ahem. A lemon is a fan fiction that contains explicit sexual content. This can range from plot-what-plot screwfests with no justification, to exquisitely plotted and crafted stories that just happen to follow their participants into the bedroom on a regular basis. It used to be a really common term, but it has seen less use recently.”

      “Uh-huh,” Christine said. Her voice suggested that everything Lilian had said was lost on her.

      Lilian continued. “The term was originally specific to the anime fan fiction community, but by the early-middle-2000s, it had spread to other fandoms as an alternative to just calling something porn or smut. The origin of the term is obscure, but the most common etymology traces it back to the classic hentai anime series Cream Lemon. There was apparently a mailing list for publishing erotic anime fan fiction called ‘The Lemon List’ in its honor. The term derives from the idea that like a lemon, sexuality looks beautiful and alluring, but when you experience it more directly, it's bitter and sour.”

      … Silence. Everyone stared at Lilian as she put away her book and faced them with a smile.

      “I don’t really get it,” Christine admitted. “But it sounds to me like lemons are really shitty sex scenes written by losers who’ve never had sex.”

      “They’re not all bad,” Lilian defended. “Some of them are really good.”

      “Wasn’t there a crappy book that got published a while back, which was basically a lemon fan fiction?” asked Iris.

      “We’re not going to talk about that,” Lilian declared.

      “You people have completely lost me.” Christine pressed a hand to her face. “I think I can actually feel my brain cells screaming in agony as they’re slowly killed by the stupidity around me.”

      “That was a really complicated insult for one so short,” Iris taunted.

      “What the hell does my height have to do with anything?!”

      “There you are, Kotohime,” a voice said from beyond their tub, interrupting Iris’s retort.

      Everybody stopped what they were doing to look at the person who’d intruded on them. Fully dressed despite the fact that they were in a bathhouse, her unkept hair as messy as ever, stood Kiara.

      “Kiara-san,” Kotohime greeted. “Was there something you needed from me?”

      “The Four Saints are asking for us.”

      “So I see.” Sighing, Kotohime stood from the bath and stepped out. Holding a towel to her chest, she gestured at Kiara. “Then let us not waste time here. If you’ll allow me to dry off and get dressed, we can leave.”

      “Then let’s hurry.”

      Turning to them, Kotohime bowed her head. “Camellia-sama, Lilian-sama, Iris-sama, sister, Christine-san, I’ll see you all later. Please be sure to prepare for bed after this. You may not have school, but that is still no excuse not to get a good night’s rest. Tell Kevin-sama the same thing, if you could, Lilian-sama.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got this.” Lilian gave Kotohime a thumbs up.

      Kotohime stared at her. “That was terribly corny, Lilian-sama.”

      “Oi!”

      Giggling to herself, Kotohime wandered out of the bathhouse with Kiara. Lilian watched them go, the smile that she’d been wearing slowly turning into a frown.

      I wonder what they need Kotohime for?

      Lilian spent the rest of her time in the bath pondering that question.
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        * * *

      

      Kotohime followed Kiara as she led her up to Davin’s office.

      Several people were already present when she arrived: the three other members of the Four Saints, Heather, Phoebe, and also a woman whom Kotohime had never met.

      Hair as dark as raven’s feathers traveled down her back like a glistening curtain. Her eyes were a vibrant and playful yellow, which followed Kotohime from underneath several bangs. Leather pants and a sleeveless top adorned a lithe, yet busty figure. The cat tail sprouting from a hole in her pants near her tailbone split in two about halfway up, and the triangular ears on her head marked this woman as a nekomata.

      “You two are late,” Davin grunted.

      Kotohime looked over at the man. She nearly stumbled.

      “W-who are you?” she asked in shock. Orin, Sarah, and Kuroneko snickered.

      A large vein appeared on Davin’s forehead, throbbing angry red. “I can’t blame you for not recognizing me, but do you really have to sound so shocked?”

      “C-could you really be Davin-dono?” Kotohime stuttered. This person certainly sounded like Davin Monstrang, but there was no way he could truly be Davin Monstrang. He was too… skinny, and he had muscles. Davin was, well, she didn’t want to say it out loud, but he was really fat.

      “You were just thinking that I couldn’t possibly be Davin Monstrang because I’m not fat, weren’t you?” Davin accused.

      “N-no.” Kotohime’s smile was uncertain. “O-of course not.”

      “Che. Whatever.” Sitting down, Davin glared at the group with his usual stern face. Kotohime found it very odd since he didn’t look like an overly large version of the Pillsbury Doughboy. “I—we have a mission for the four of you.” He pointed at her, Kiara, Heather, and the woman who Kotohime didn’t know.

      “It must be something important to send all four of us out,” Kiara deduced.

      “It is important, youngling,” Orin chided. “The mission that we have for you may very well determine the course of this entire war—at least, on the human front.”

      Those words captured Kotohime’s attention. Even if it was just in regards to the humans, or rather, to the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, anything that could change the course of the war was important.

      “By the way,” Orin continued, “has anyone ever told you that you have marvelous boobs—Alcatraz!”

      Nearly everybody winced as Orin crumpled to the floor like a soggy ramen noodle. The perpetrator of his new condition, Sarah, retracted the fist that she’d used to bash his head in.

      “What my perverted compatriot neglected to mention is how this mission is relevant to the war,” she began. “Some of you may know this, but one of Davin’s operatives managed to infiltrate the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s Headquarters in Colorado.”

      “You are speaking of Mack, are you not?” asked Kotohime. “I had heard that he was being sent to infiltrate the enemy, but I had assumed it would be the Yamata Alliance.”

      “We originally planned on doing that, but Mack is too well known by the Yamata Alliance,” Kuroneko told her.

      “So, what does he have to do with our mission?” asked the raven-haired neko.

      “Patience, Cassy. We’re getting to that part.”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      So, her name is Cassy, is it?

      “Mack managed to infiltrate the Sons and Daughters of Humanity several days ago and has been assigned standard guard duty tasks. However, it seems he’s hit the jackpot. His current assignment within the compound is guarding a young man named Justin Verrator.”

      The name sent a jolt of recognition through Kotohime. She knew who that was.

      The boy who betrayed Kevin-sama.

      Kotohime narrowed her eyes.

      “It appears Justin betrayed the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, stealing important information regarding their plans and hiding it somewhere. He’s currently locked up in a holding cell,” Orin said, recovering from the blow Sarah had dealt him.

      “Then what is our mission going to be?” asked Phoebe.

      “Your mission is to extract Justin and bring him safely here,” Sarah informed them. “We don’t know what that information is, but it was important enough that the supreme commander of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity is keeping him alive instead of killing him outright. That means it likely has to do with his plans for the remainder of this war. The four of us have concluded that we’ll likely need it if we want to stop this war.”

      “When do we leave?” asked Kiara, tapping a finger against her knee.

      “Tomorrow,” Davin said. “We want you to be well-rested for this mission.”

      “In that case,” Kotohime began, “would you mind if we brought one more person along for this mission?”

      Davin’s stern expression somehow managed to turn even more surly. “I know who you want to bring along, and the answer is no.”

      “With all due respect, Davin-dono, the person who I want coming with us has every right to be on this mission,” Kotohime shot back.

      “Who is this individual?” asked Sarah with a frown.

      Davin opened his mouth to say something, but Orin, who was rubbing his bruised noggin, beat him to it.

      “A young man by the name of Kevin Swift,” the monkey yokai said.

      “Master?!” Cassy gasped—only to be silenced with a glare from Sarah. Kotohime narrowed her eyes at the nekomata.

      How does she know Kevin?

      “Kevin Swift…” Sarah furrowed her brow. “Why does that name sound so familiar? Who is this person?”

      “He’s a surprisingly capable young man.” Orin’s smile somehow combined benign with mischievous. “I think we should send him along. He’s sure to surprise us.”

      While Davin looked disgruntled, everyone else was in agreement. Thus, Kevin was added to the roster of those who’d be going on the mission to rescue Justin.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on! You think you can beat me? Eat this!”

      “Ha! Your moves are weak! Now taste my steel, bitch!”

      “You two are really getting into this, aren’t you?”

      It was late into the evening. Kevin didn’t know what time it was exactly, but he knew that they probably should have gone to bed already. Instead, he, Lilian, and Christine were playing King of Fighters XII. Since it was only a two-player game, they’d decided to play best two out of three, with the loser giving up their controller to the next person. The players had been decided by a classic game of rock, paper, scissors. Kevin had lost.

      “Flying Squirrel Furiante!”

      “You don’t have to shout out the name of your attacks, you know?”

      “Ufufufu, you’re just jealous that I’m not afraid to shout out attack names.”

      “You think so? Then how about this! Psycho Sword!”

      Kevin and Iris sat on the sidelines, watching as Christine and Lilian tried to beat the crap out of each other. Lilian was playing Mai Shiranui, while Christine fought with Athena Asamiya.

      “I hadn’t realized Christine was this good at video games,” Kevin muttered as he watched the fighting on screen. He hadn’t even thought Christine liked games. Then again, she had been at the arcade when he saw her during their sophomore year.

      “I can’t believe these two are getting so into it,” Iris said blithely. She didn’t seem to care about the game. “It’s just a game.”

      “It is not just a game,” Lilian snapped, though she didn’t look away from the screen, and her fingers continued pressing buttons, creating attack combinations one after the other.

      “Yeah. Shut up, skank!”

      “Hmph! You two are really rude when you’re playing games like this.”

      Kevin felt sweat trail down his forehead. It was almost eerie how in sync those two were right now.

      As the battle waged on, the door to their apartment opened and Kotohime walked in. She glanced at the group sitting around on the living room floor, then at the TV, then back to them.

      “Kevin-sama,” she said in a stern tone.

      Oh, crap.

      “Listen, I know that you wanted us to be in bed earlier,” Kevin started, “but we—”

      “It’s good that you’re awake. I wanted to speak with you.”

      “—wanted to speak with… wait, what?”

      “Come.”

      Kotohime opened the door again and gestured for him to follow her. Unsure of what this was about, Kevin stood up and followed her outside. The last thing he saw before he received a most shocking revelation was Mai Shiranui’s boobs bouncing as she struck a victory pose on the screen.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin lay on his bed, his hands behind his head as he stared at the ceiling.

      Lilian and Iris weren’t with him that night. They were sleeping in the living room with Christine. He’d been invited to join them by Lilian, but he’d declined. Christine hadn’t seemed comfortable with the idea, and he also wasn’t sure if sleeping with a trio of pretty girls would be good for his health.

      However, without someone else present, Kevin was left to contend with his thoughts, and his mind was in disarray.

      

      “It seems that your friend has betrayed the Sons and Daughters of Humanity. He is currently being held prisoner. Myself, Kiara-san, Heather-san, Phoebe-san, and another have been tasked with rescuing him and acquiring the information that he stole.”

      

      Kotohime’s words from less than an hour ago rang within his mind.

      

      “I feel that you, of all people, have the right to come with us on this mission. Davin-dono has allowed it. That said, I will not force you if you don’t want to go.”

      

      She was offering him a chance to go rescue Justin, his one-time friend and the person who’d betrayed him. Kevin was going on this mission, of course. That was a given. There was no way he’d let himself be left out of this, but he still felt uneasy… or maybe reticent was a better word.

      What would happen after they rescued Justin? How would he respond after coming face to face with his betrayer again? He honestly didn’t know. Even if his former friend had betrayed the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, it didn’t change how he’d betrayed Kevin first.

      I guess… I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.

      The sound of the door opening and closing alerted Kevin to someone entering the room. Quiet footsteps padded softly along the floor, their gait delicate and feminine. Iris, then. Lilian’s footsteps didn’t sound that graceful.

      Turning over in bed, Kevin looked at the raven-haired vixen just as she stopped at the edge of the bed. “What are you doing?”

      Rather than act surprised, Iris grinned as she climbed into bed with him. “I’ve decided to spend the night here.”

      “What about Lilian and Christine?”

      “Asleep.”

      Iris climbed on top of Kevin, until she was straddling his waist. Even though he was underneath the covers and she was on top of them, he could still feel the heat from her body. It was like a furnace. She leaned over, presenting him with a picture-perfect view of her breasts, visible through the notoriously large gap in her shirt.

      “I never did thank you for coming to my rescue, did I?” Iris asked.

      Kevin tore his eyes from her cleavage. “There’s no need for that, especially since those people were under your enchantment to begin with.”

      “Ah, so you noticed that.”

      Iris winced when he glared at her. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice once that guy started calling you ‘Princess’?”

      “So observant,” Iris whispered. “I really should learn not to underestimate you. It seems that, even now, you continue to surprise me.”

      Kevin sucked in a deep breath when she pressed her body against him. The feel of her breasts against his chest, that supple elasticity that was enough to drive any man to delirium, and the scent of her body made his arousal skyrocket.

      “What are you doing?”

      A coy smile appeared on her face. “What do you mean what am I doing? I’m thanking you, of course.”

      Kevin opened his mouth to say something—and then moaned when he found his mouth suddenly full of Iris’s tongue. Perhaps it was her scent, or maybe it was her body, or it could have even been due to intimate familiarity, but Kevin quickly found himself becoming lost in her touch and actions.
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He reached up and placed one of his hands behind her head, while the other slid across her back and slipped underneath the pajamas that Lilian made her wear. She wasn’t wearing panties. His body flush with desire, he didn’t hesitate to move his hand until he was touching her most intimate place from behind. She was already wet. The inside of his mouth vibrated with Iris’s muffled moan as he spread apart her lips and played with her.

      Kevin’s body was burning. His mind had become lost. He was lost in Iris’s voice, in the seductive overtones of her moans. He was lost in her body, in the slenderness of her waist, the delicate curve of her hips, and the swell of her breasts. He was lost in her heat, both in the heat of her passion and the heat that he could feel as she ground herself against his erection.

      They stopped kissing so Iris could discard her shirt, allowing her breasts to spring free. Kevin zeroed in on her tits, which swayed as she slipped underneath the covers. He leaned up to take one of her nipples into his mouth, rolling it between his tongue before gently biting on it. Iris’s pleased gasp drove him insane. He wanted to hear more of that sound.

      “Stud—no, Kevin,” Iris said as she buried her hands in his hair. “T-tonight… I want it to be just the two of us.”

      Just the two of us. Those words gave him pause. While Iris had cuddled with him on many occasions, they had never had sex without Lilian. That was one of the rules he’d set down. He didn’t think it was right if Iris joined him in bed when Lilian, his mate, was not with them.

      These thoughts gave him pause, but it was only for a moment, and then he remembered what he’d told Iris on their way home.

      Iris squeaked in surprise when Kevin flipped them over. Her breasts jiggled as she landed on her back, but she didn’t have time to say anything before Kevin’s mouth hampered her own. Rather than speaking, Iris kissed him back with just as much passion, filling his mouth with saliva as her tongue danced against his and her hands reached into his boxers.

      That night, the sound of their passion was accompanied only by the creaking of the bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Five

          

          
            Rescue Operation

          

        

      

    

    
      Guilt often struck people at the worst possible time. It could come without warning or after a big fight. It could hit people when they least expected it or when someone did something that they knew was wrong. Sometimes, people just felt guilty even when there was no reason for it.

      That morning, Kevin woke up and felt guilt strike him like Misty’s sledgehammer hitting Brock for hitting on Nurse Joy. He was lying on his back. Someone else was in bed with him. It wasn’t Lilian. It was Iris.

      His mate’s sister was sleeping against his side. He could feel her naked body snuggled against him. It was heaven, but Kevin felt like he was in hell.

      Slipping out of bed, ignoring the vixen’s whimper when his warmth vanished, Kevin dressed in a pair of sweatpants and left the room. Everyone else was still asleep. After grabbing a towel, he left the apartment and took a quick bath at the complex’s communal bathhouse. It only took about fifteen minutes before he returned to the apartment.

      “Oh, Beloved,” a voice said. Kevin froze. Lilian was awake, sitting up in her sleeping bag as she stretched her hands above her head.

      “Lilian…”

      “Morning.”

      Kevin felt awful, but he really didn’t want to see her right now. Seeing her made him remember the night before, and that made the guilt he felt squirm around in his stomach.

      Standing up, Lilian sauntered over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Kevin flinched.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “N-nothing.”

      His guilt increased. Kevin knew that he should just come clean, but he didn’t.

      Lilian frowned at him. Did she know?

      “Kevin.” She reached up and placed her hands on his cheeks. He knew that he had no right to, but Kevin closed his eyes and enjoyed the feel of her soft hands against his skin. “You know that you can tell me anything, right?”

      “I-I know,” Kevin mumbled.

      After looking at him for several more seconds, Lilian leaned up and kissed him. Kevin kissed her back, and he hated himself for it.
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast was the same as it always was.

      Camellia was still the same klutz as always, Kirihime still tried to keep her mistress under control, Kotohme still cooked breakfast, Christine and Iris still sniped at each other—though Christine did send him the occasional queer glance as if she didn’t know what to make of him—and Lilian still told Kevin about her manga. It was so normal. Kevin was thrown off his game.

      After breakfast, Kevin donned his bodysuit. The matte black fabric creased as he moved. Kotohime had informed the others that she and Kevin would be going on a mission together. Lilian had asked if she could come with them, but Kotohime had told her that only Kevin was allowed on this mission. She’d complained, but Iris had grinned, wrapped her arms around Lilian’s waist from behind, and told Kevin not to worry.

      

      “Don’t worry, Stud. I’ll keep your mate company.”

      

      Kevin had frowned. He’d frowned even more when Iris had sensually nibbled on her sister’s ear. It might have been due to what happened between them last night, but the lack of guilt that Iris had shown bothered him.

      “Are you feeling well, Kevin-sama?” Kotohime asked.

      Stumbling, Kevin caught himself and presented her with a smile. “Oh, yes. I’m fine.”

      “Kevin-sama is a terrible liar.” He winced, but Kotohime gave him a gentle smile. “I do not know why you are feeling so guilty, but if you would like to talk about it, please know that this humble Kotohime is always willing to listen to you.”

      Warmth spread through Kevin’s chest. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Kotohime’s smile turned devious. “Your guilt wouldn’t happen to be because you and Iris-sama had sex last night, would it?”

      “Urk!”

      This time, Kevin did not catch himself. He tripped over his own two feet. His arms pinwheeled as he fell flat on his face. Pain ripped through his nose and blood welled up in his nostrils. Grimacing, he stood up and pinched his nose together.

      “Are you okay, Kevin-sama?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I am not sure why you feel guilty,” Kotohime continued. “You have been sleeping with Iris-sama since October.”

      “The only times Iris and I have ever had sex was when she joined Lilian and me for a threesome.”

      “And that somehow makes it different?” The tone in Kotohime’s voice suggested that she didn’t understand the difference between a threesome and regular sex.

      “It makes a big difference.”

      Kotohime paused for several seconds before speaking. “Have you spoken with Lilian-sama about this?” When Kevin remained silent, she shook her head. “Kevin-sama, you are an intelligent and determined young man, but you can also be a stubborn idiot.”

      “… I know.”

      “I suggest you speak with Lilian-sama about this when we get back from our mission.”

      “I… I will.”

      Kevin hated this feeling. He hated feeling guilty. He hated the fact that Iris didn’t feel guilty. More than anything, though, he hated how he hadn’t said anything to Lilian. She would not have kept something from him. Whenever something happened, Lilian told him. When he asked her what was wrong, she told him. He despised how he couldn’t do the same thing.

      “I promise.”

      Kotohime ruffled his hair. “I expected nothing less from Kevin-sama.”

      Kevin tried to pretend he was offended by her affectionate gesture. He pushed her hand off his head, which made Kotohime giggle.

      “Ufufufu, Kevin-sama has become a fine harem protagonist.”

      “Gurk!”
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        * * *

      

      There was a car waiting for him and Kotohime when they arrived at the only road near their apartment. The driver, a yokai with three faces and six arms, drove them across Neo Seiryuu. It wasn’t long before they’d entered a tunnel, which eventually opened into a massive underground garage.

      “Thank you,” he and Kotohime said to the driver as they stepped outside.

      “Follow me, Kevin-sama.”

      They strode across the garage as the car reversed course and left. Passing by car after car, they swiftly moved to the back, where several familiar faces were already waiting for them.

      “Master Kevin!”

      Kevin had barely a second to recognize the dark-haired woman with yellow eyes bounding toward him.

      “Cassy—oof!”

      This hasn’t happened in a while…

      Kevin blinked several times as he stared up at the ceiling. Lying on top of him, Cassy purred as she rubbed her nose against his suit.

      “Nya… Master. It’s been so long since we last saw each other. Nnnyaaa, I’ve missed Master’s wonderful male scent.”

      “Uh…”

      Kevin had no idea what to say to that. The last time he and Cassy had met, she’d been trying to keep him from rescuing Lilian and Iris, who’d had a hit put on them. They hadn’t really been enemies, but it still made him somewhat wary—the fact that she’d been the stray cat he’d picked up when he was younger notwithstanding.

      “Master. Master. Master.”

      Kevin squeaked when Cassy licked his neck—the only exposed part of his body besides his head. He gave Kotohime a pleading look, begging her to help him. She just smiled.

      “Ufufufu, Kevin-sama is such a ladykiller.”

      Traitor!

      He looked at the others. Kiara was grinning, Phoebe was staring at Cassy like she wished they could trade places, and Heather was giggling as she jotted down in a notepad.

      I hate my life. Still lying on top of him, Cassy giggled like a cat who’d gotten high off catnip.
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        * * *

      

      Lilian had decided to visit Lindsay that morning.

      Iris had gone off with Christine. After giving her a peck on the lips, the raven-haired vixen had dragged the yuki-onna off. Supposedly, they were going shopping, though she believed that her sister had other plans in mind.

      Knocking on the door to her friend’s apartment, Lilian waited for Lindsay to answer.
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        * * *

      

      Lindsay was thinking about Christine when the knock came to her door.

      The previous night, Jessica had come over and comforted her. Her blond friend hadn’t spent the night, but she was grateful for the other girl’s support. It had helped ease the pain she felt at Christine’s words.

      “Are you going to get that?” Future Lilian asked.

      “I’ll let Mom get it,” Lindsay said.

      “I’m not sure you want her answering the door.”

      “Why is that?”

      As if answering her question, her mom’s loud voice rang throughout the house. “What do you want, Harlot?”

      “Harlot?” came an achingly familiar voice. It sounded just like a younger version of the one that belonged to the person lounging on her bed, reading a manga that had come from who knows where.

      “Do not play dumb with me! Because of you, my daughter is… my daughter has…!”

      As her mom began blubbering, Lindsay stood up and opened the door to her room. “I’m going to deal with this. You should probably make yourself scarce.”

      “Don’t worry,” Future Lilian assured her. “I’m a nine-tails. If I don’t want to be seen by my younger self, then she won’t see me.”

      “Right.”

      Leaving her room, Lindsay padded down the short hallway and entered the living room. There, she found her mom arguing with Lilian.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. All I want to do is see my friend.”

      “I refuse to let a scarlet woman like you see my daughter! You’ve already stolen Kevin from me—I-I mean, from Lindsay! I’m not going to let a vixen like you corrupt her further! Your days of debauching my daughter are over.”

      “Debauching?”

      As Lindsay listened to her mom’s outcries, she felt both a blush and the urge to facepalm come over her. “What are you doing, Mom?”

      “Oh, Lindsay, dear.” Her mom sent her an unconvincing smile. “Please do not come over here. I am just making sure this vixen doesn’t—”

      “Lindsay!”

      Shoving her mom out of the way, Lilian burst into the room like a vibrant hurricane, grinning from ear to ear as she bounded up to her.

      “Lilian, what’s up?” Lindsay grew more relaxed. She wasn’t upset at Lilian, after all, and seeing that vibrant smile of hers made her feel oddly peaceful—despite the headaches that her future version had been giving her.

      “Ufufufu, I was wondering if you would want to watch a movie with me.”

      She deadpanned. “I’m not interested in watching anime.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I don’t have anime.”

      Her grin widening even further, Lilian held up a DVD case. Lindsay took one look at it, gasped, and then snatched it from the two-tails.

      “This… this is Blue is the Warmest Color! I’ve wanted to see this for nearly a year now, but Mom never let me. Where did you get this?”

      Lilian puffed up her chest in pride. “I asked someone who’s knowledgeable about this kind of stuff to get it for me.”

      “Heather?”

      “Heather.”

      “I thought you didn’t like these kinds of movies.”

      “I don’t.” Lilian shrugged, then smiled. “But you do.”

      Lindsay chest felt warm. Lilian really was a good friend. It was a shame that she was Kevin’s mate.
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        * * *

      

      After barging into her friend’s residence, she and Lindsay popped in the movie and watched it in the family room. Lindsay’s mom, the large woman who spent way too much time drooling over men less than half her age, had tried to kick her out, but her tomboyish friend had put her foot down. Mrs. Dianne had left in a huff. Lilian assumed she’d gone to that strange club of hers.

      Blue is the Warmest Color was about a woman named Adèle and her explorations as a lesbian. Lilian likened it to a yuri anime, though she didn’t like it as much as Kuma Ken or Pandora in the Crimson Shell. Maybe it was the fact that this was a live-action movie. Lilian preferred anime to live action.

      “Thank you for watching this with me,” Lindsay said as she stretched underneath her blanket. Lilian didn’t have a blanket of her own, but she’d wrapped her tails around herself in a makeshift blanket.

      “You’re welcome. So, about Christine…”

      Lindsay flinched. “What about Christine?”

      “What do you plan on doing about her?”

      With the appearance of someone who’d just swallowed a lemon, Lindsay shrugged. “There isn’t much that I can do, is there? Christine made her opinion perfectly clear yesterday.”

      “You know Christine still thinks of you as a friend.”

      “A friend, is it? Well, maybe I don’t want to be just a friend.”

      “But… you can’t really change how people feel…”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” Lindsay snapped. “After all, you did change how Kevin feels.” Lilian winced, which caused Lindsay to flinch as she realized that she was getting angry. “S-sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

      “It’s okay,” Lilian tried to play off her friend’s words. “Um, out of curiosity, do you still like Kevin?”

      Lindsay shook her head. “No, I’m over him. He’s a nice guy and kinda cute, but I’m not really into men anymore.”

      “Thought so. Just checking.”

      An uncomfortable silence descended upon them. Lilian wondered if she should say something, but she didn’t want her friend getting angry again, so she kept her peace.

      “Hey, Lilian…”

      “Yes?”

      “What do you think I should do about Christine?”

      Because she didn’t want to give Lindsay bad information, she didn’t say anything at first. She wanted both of her friends to be happy. What’s more, she didn’t want Christine and Lindsay’s friendship ruined over something like this.

      “I think you should talk to Christine. I mean, you and she never actually spoke, did you? You just overheard Christine’s conversation with Jessica. The best way to clear the air between you two is to talk it over.”

      The blanket she was under shifted as Lindsay drew her knees up to her chest. “I guess… but I’m worried about what will happen if we talk. I’m afraid it will make things worse.”

      “Things will get worse if you don’t talk,” Lilian said. “Trust me on this. The only way to have a healthy relationship of any kind is to communicate with each other.”

      “Did you learn that from your relationship with Kevin?”

      “Of course!” Lilian puffed up her chest. “I tell Kevin everything!”

      “Does he tell you everything?”

      Lilian shook her head. “Not always—not at first, at least.”

      “Doesn’t that make it hard? I mean, if you’re being honest and he isn’t…”

      “Kevin is honest. It’s just that he sometimes needs time to get his mind in order.” Laying on her back, Lilian put her feet on the couch and stared at the ceiling. “He and I are different. He tries to accept those differences, but Kevin has a lot more hang ups than I do. Still, even if it takes him longer to tell me something, he always does in the end.”

      Lindsay said nothing. Lilian reached up and played with her own tails.

      “Anyway, we’re not talking about my relationship right now. We’re talking about yours.”

      Gracing her with a wan smile, Lindsay sighed as she said, “Right, right. I’ll talk to Christine some time tomorrow. Are you happy now?”

      “Very!” Lilian beamed as she leapt to her feet. Clenching her right hand into a fist, she eyed her friend with a massive grin. “Now, since we’ve watched one of your movies, it is time to watch one of mine.” Reaching into her cleavage, Lilian pulled out six different anime box sets. “What would you prefer? Inuyasha, No Game No Life, Vampire Knight, One Piece, Gurren Lagann, or Valkyrie Drive?”

      Lindsay’s response was to give a discontent groan and bury her head into several pillows.
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        * * *

      

      It took six hours to drive from Neo Seiryuu to Cortez.

      Cortez was a tiny city with a population of 8,568 people. Kevin didn’t even know if it could be called a city. It was more like a village. There were only a few buildings, some of which were houses while others looked like stores and warehouses. There was only a single gas station and Kevin also saw a McDonalds, Taco Bell, Subway, and Burger Queen. A trickle of sweat ran down his scalp at that last one.

      Someone has been watching Freezing, I see.

      The trip to Colorado had been difficult—for him, at least. Kevin had been forced to deal with Cassy, who was like an overly affectionate housecat. She’d spent almost half an hour nuzzling her face into his crotch. It had gotten to the point where Kotohime had been forced to knock her out. The rest of the trip, Kevin had been forced to deal with Kotohime, Kiara, and Heather teasing him. That would have been bad enough, but then Phoebe had decided to follow Cassy’s example.

      Kevin had been the one to knock her out.

      Heather parked their military vehicle—which had been stolen from the Sons and Daughters of Humanity for this mission—behind a small hotel. Everyone then unbuckled and exited the vehicle—except for Cassy and Phoebe, who were still unconscious.

      “Hey, Boya. Wake those two up, will ya?”

      “How about you wake them up,” Kevin shot back.

      Kiara grinned. “You’re getting awfully cocky if you think you can talk back to your master like that.”

      “Urk!”

      Knowing a losing battle when he saw it, Kevin resigned himself to his fate. He first woke up Phoebe, who he had more experience with and therefore felt safer waking. As the woman groggily opened her eyes, she looked around before happening upon him.

      “Please tell me that you’re waking me up after you filled me with your sperm and got me pregnant.”

      Kevin twitched. “Yeah… no, we did not have sex, I did not fill you with sperm, and you’re definitely not pregnant. We’ve arrived in Cortez.”

      “Damn,” Phoebe swore, “so it was just a dream.”

      “What are you dreaming about?!”

      After waking up Phoebe, Kevin shook Cassy awake.

      “Nya…” The woman stretched her arms and legs as she sat up. Smacking her lips, she blinked several times, and then her eyes landed on him. “Nya! Master!”

      Kevin held a hand up, forestalling what looked to be the beginning of a mighty fine pounce. “We’ve arrived at Cortez.”

      He felt relief at seeing Cassy’s expression turn serious. He was safe… at least for the time being.

      After exiting the vehicle, everyone followed Kiara as she led the way into the hotel. They booked a single room—and Kevin received a disgusted look from the receptionist, who no doubt thought him a sexual deviant. After they entered the bedroom, which only had two beds, everyone made themselves comfortable on the floor.

      Kiara grinned at them. “Right. Before we infiltrate SOB headquarters, we all need to know the plan that we’re going to use to get in.”

      “Hold on. What’s SOB headquarters?” asked Kevin.

      “Sons of Bitches headquarters,” Kiara said proudly. “It’s what I’ve decided to call the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Now, then, listen up. Here’s the plan we’ll be using to infiltration SOB headquarters…”

      As Kiara laid out their plan, Kevin wondered if it would really be as easy as she seemed to make it sound.

      I’ve got a bad feeling about this.
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        * * *

      

      The morning after spending time with Lindsay, Lilian decided that she was going to help her friends make up.

      She’d cajoled her sister into helping her—in exchange for some extra alone time while Kevin was out on his mission. Lilian saw no problem with this and agreed.

      That morning, she’d called up Lindsay and asked if she wanted to spend time with them. Her friend had seen right through her, which didn’t surprise Lilian as they’d had a conversation about Christine the day before. However, when she reminded her friend that she’d promised to talk to Christine, Lindsay had reluctantly agreed. They were going to meet up at a small maid café that Kuroneko had established after moving to Neo Seiryuu.

      “Which one do you like better?” asked Lilian.

      Christine groaned. “Do I really have to do this?”

      “Yes. Now which one do you like better?”

      “I like the one with less clothing better.”

      “Nobody asked you, Iris.”

      “That’s harsh, Lily-pad.”

      “Christine?”

      Lilian stared expectantly at her friend, who squirmed like she had to pee. Christine looked from one pair of clothes to the next. Lilian patiently waited for her friend to make a decision.

      “I’d go with the skirt and sleeveless top,” Christine mumbled. “They have more frills.”

      “Of course, you’d go for the frilly one, goth loli.”

      “It’s no different than you choosing the skimpy one, fox skank.”

      “The frilly one it is,” Lilian decided, much to Iris’s very vocal displeasure.

      She donned the clothing that Christine had chosen. It was a frilly black skirt and sleeveless pink shirt combination. The shirt had several frills along the shoulder, neckline, and hem, giving it a floral appearance. As always, she finished her outfit off with the gladiator sandals that Kevin had bought her so long ago.

      “All right!” Lilian beamed at the other two. “I’m ready to go!”

      “Great,” Christine said with mock cheer. “Then let’s hurry up and get this over with.”

      “There’s no need to sound so irritated.” Lilian frowned.

      Christine clicked her tongue but didn’t say anything.

      After saying goodbye to Camellia and Kirihime, they left for the monorail stop. They would’ve normally met with Lindsay upon arriving, but Lilian thought it would be better if they met at the café instead.

      Café Yokai looked nothing like its Los Angeles counterpart—at least on the outside. It was a quaint, two-story building built to look like a well-loved home composed of red bricks and dark brown roof tiles. There were several support columns holding up a balcony, and the outside eating area was lined with cobblestone.

      Several people were already eating there. Lilian was amused to notice that most of them were human. Wandering around the tables were nekomimi, usagi, and at least one kitsune.

      “What a weird place,” Christine muttered.

      “I think it’s cool,” Lilian said with a pout.

      “I just want to wear a maid uniform,” Iris declared. “In fact, I think I’ll ask them if I can borrow one of those.”

      “Fetishist.”

      Iris winked at Christine. “You know it.”

      They walked in and were greeted by one of the maids. She was a tall woman with a muscular physique and red skin. A pair of horns sat on her head, and her breasts looked several sizes larger than Kotohime’s.

      “Welcome home, Mistresses,” she said in a deep, stilted voice. “If you could… oh, it’s you. What do you want?”

      Her disposition changed the moment her eyes landed on Lilian. For her part, Lilian felt a surge of annoyance. This was her first time visiting this café, and she’d been hoping that this particular kijo wouldn’t be there.

      Why couldn’t she have stayed in California?

      “Is that any way to speak to your mistress?” Lilian asked, stressing the word “mistress.” The kijo, who she knew as Hina, gritted her teeth.

      “My apologies… Mistress. If you would come right this way, I’ll find you a place to sit.”

      Grinning smugly, Lilian followed the kijo to a table. The kijo pulled out a seat for all three of them. Lilian was last. When she moved to sit down, however, all her butt met was air, and she crashed to the ground.

      It was like an electric jolt traveling up her tailbone. A shiver passed from her tails all the way to her scalp, then it traversed down to her feet. When the pain was properly grounded, she looked up and glared at Hina, whose smug grin told her everything she needed to know. She grumbled under her breath as she stood up, grabbed the chair, and sat herself down on it.

      “One of our waitresses will be right with you in a moment, Mistresses,” the kijo said before walking off.

      “I really hate her,” Lilian muttered harshly under her breath.

      Christine looked curious. “Why?”

      “Because she’s an oni.”

      “You hate her because she’s an oni? Isn’t that racist?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      A maid soon came and took their orders. Lilian asked for lemon tea for herself and hot chai for Lindsay, who had yet to arrive. Christine and Iris ordered hot chocolate and black tea respectively. Seconds after their orders were taken and the bakeneko maid wandered off, Lindsay walked in through the front door.

      “Hey, you guys!”

      Christine stiffened in her seat. Lilian gave her a compassionate look before beaming a smile at Lindsay and waving her down.

      “Lindsay, over here!”

      Walking over to them, Lindsay paused in front of the table. She looked at Christine, and her posture suddenly became stiffer than a board.

      Lilian tried to break the ice. “Come on. Sit down.”

      “Oh, uh, thank you,” Lindsay muttered as Lilian pulled out a chair. She sat down. Lilian moved back to her own seat.

      “I ordered you a hot chai. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “I don’t mind. Hot chai is my favorite.”

      “I know.”

      Conversation petered off again and a stifling silence filled the air around them. Christine was looking guiltily at the table, while Lindsay wore a prominent frown. Iris wasn’t even paying attention, which she guessed was a good thing, as it meant she wouldn’t say something to ruin any chances these two had at reconciliation. Lilian bit her lip.

      Should I try to keep the conversation going, or would it be better if Iris and I left so they could talk without us?

      Lilian didn’t know. It wasn’t like this had ever been a problem before. She was used to everyone laughing and joking around, verbally sniping at each other and having a good time. This tension that filled the area, threatening to choke the life out of her, was annoying.

      Abruptly standing up, Lilian placed her hands on the table and forced a smile. “I-I think I’m going to go to the bathroom. Iris, would you come with me?”

      “Hm?” Iris eventually realized what she wanted and stood as well. “Yeah, sure.” She licked her lips. “Going to the bathroom means I get to be alone with you.”

      “… We’re not having sex in the bathroom.”

      “Tch. Way to spoil my dreams. In that case, I won’t go with—ow! Ow! Ow! Okay, okay! I’ll go with you! Just stop yanking on my ear!”

      Lilian uncoiled her tail from around Iris’s ear. She grabbed her sister’s hand, then dragged her to the bathroom. She didn’t go into the bathroom, of course. That wasn’t why she’d come this way. Instead, she hid around the corner and peeked her head out, watching her two friends as they sat stock still, awkwardly looking away from each other.

      “Come on,” Lilian muttered to herself. “Please… please just talk to each other.”
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        * * *

      

      Christine didn’t think she’d ever been more uncomfortable in her life.

      She was uncomfortable when she was with Kevin, but it was a completely different kind of discomfort. That kind made butterflies flutter in her chest and warmth travel to her cheeks. This made her insides squirm like a bunch of worms were wiggling around inside of her intestines.

      I need to say something, but what should I say? Should I apologize? How would that even work? I can’t see something like, “I’m sorry you heard me talking with Jessica. It’s all true, but let’s still be friends,” working here.

      “Nyo, it definitely won’t.”

      Please don’t say anything right now.

      It was a really screwed up predicament that she was in. Did anyone else have to deal with this crap? She didn’t think so.

      Ugh! Come on, Christine! Just say something!

      She took a deep breath.

      “So…” she started.

      “Listen I…” Lindsay began.

      They stared at each other awkwardly.

      “You go first,” they said at the same time.

      … More silence.

      “A-about what happened with Jessica…” Christine said.

      “You don’t have to explain,” Lindsay interrupted. “I-I get it. You don’t like me. I understand.”

      “Don’t interrupt someone when you don’t even know what they’re going to say,” Christine snapped. “I do like you, just not… like that. I don’t know if you’ve realized this, but I’m straight. I’m not into girls.”

      “So things would be different if I had a dick?” Lindsay muttered bitterly.

      “P-probably not,” Christine admitted.

      “Why? Because I’m not Kevin?”

      Christine blushed, but she forced herself not to overreact. This was important. Her friendship was on the line, so she couldn’t afford to let her embarrassment get the best of her.

      “Yes… but it’s not in the way that I think you’re thinking, so let me explain before you say anything, okay?”

      Lindsay crossed her arms, as if bracing for impact. Christine closed her eyes. This was the heart of the issue right here. She needed to be honest.

      “Yuki-onna are an odd species. There are two things about us that have always held true. The first is that yuki-onna are only ever women. You’ll never find a male yuki-onna. Ever. The second is that we need humans to produce children. It’s normally impossible to produce a child with a yokai. I say normally because I’m proof that yuki-onna can have children with other yokai. I’ve also heard of some other children besides myself occasionally being born between yuki-onna and another yokai, but not only are they rare, they are always and without exception exiled.”

      “Were you exiled?” asked Lindsay suddenly.

      “I guess.” Christine shrugged. “I grew up in an orphanage, so I’m pretty sure I was abandoned.”

      Lindsay said nothing, perhaps because she had nothing to say and knew that an apology would only piss her off.

      Christine stared at her drink. The next part that she was going to talk about was something that no one else knew—not even Lilian, Kevin, or Iris.

      “Because we are a clan of all women, we cannot mate with our own species. We need human men, as I have said. Of course, this means that all yuki-onna are born straight. There is no such thing as a lesbian yuki-onna. Furthermore, yuki-onna birth rates are extraordinarily low. Only certain human males have the ability to successfully produce offspring with us. I don’t know exactly what makes one man more capable of reproducing than another. All I know is what Orin told me.”

      Christine paused. She wasn’t used to speaking for so long, and she was out of breath. This was also an embarrassing topic.

      Really, the things I do for my friends…

      “When yuki-onna come of age, they are sent into the world to find and bring home a man. It’s sort of like a coming of age ceremony, I guess. Each yuki-onna has a different idea on what makes the ideal man. However, there is one thing that never changes between us. Our bodies tell us when someone is fit… t-to reproduce with us…”

      Christine flushed heavily as she continued talking. She could feel her face turning both hot and cold as both sides of her became embarrassed. Lindsay looked bemused.
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“I… I don’t think I understand…”

      “I-it’s hard to explain. It’s like… like a soul mate… kinda… I mean, they’re not really our soul mate, but they’re kinda like our soul mate because we can have a kid with them. And so your body starts to get all hot and t-t-t-tingly… it’s like… and ha… I mean…”

      “Christine… there’s steam coming out of your head.”

      “Look, j-just shut up!” Christine was feeling dizzy. Her entire body felt like a furnace that had been stuck on top of Mount Everest. “I-I’m aware of what’s happening to my own body! I-I-I—”

      “Woah, woah! Easy, I get it.” Lindsay raised her hands in a placating gesture. “I understand, so you can just relax now.”

      Christine did relax. She slumped face-first onto the table. Her body shuddered from exhaustion. Who knew telling someone all that could be so embarrassing?!

      “So… Kevin,” Lindsay started, “he’s kind of like… seriously the only one for you, huh? If you want to have kids, I mean.”

      Christine flushed. “I-it’s a bit more complicated than that. Basically, t-the body, heart, and mind of a yuki-onna are one. I-if the body doesn’t accept someone, then the heart and mind won’t either… something like that.”

      Lindsay frowned into her drink, brows furrowing as she thought this through. Finally…

      “So… Kevin… he’s the only one for you then?”

      Sitting up and covering her face with her hands, Christine said, “There might be other people out there who give me the same reaction, but Orin once told me that the chances of me ever finding someone who my yuki-onna and bakeneko sides will both accept is about one in seven billion.”

      There were seven billion people on earth. While that made it sound like Orin was saying there might be one person out there, that was actually inaccurate. About a billion or so of those people were yokai.

      “I see…” Lindsay blew out a deep breath. “Those are long odds. You know that Kevin is with Lilian, right?”

      “He’s also sleeping with Iris.”

      Christine still didn’t know what she was going to do about Kevin. She wasn’t lying when she said he was likely the only person she would ever love. While she didn’t want to use the term soul mate, it was true that Kevin had already been imprinted on her body, heart, and soul. Even if someone else who was compatible with her miraculously appeared, she didn’t think she would be able to accept them.

      “That is true… and with how much he’s changed, you might very well be able to join his… harem.” Lindsay wrinkled her nose. “I can’t believe I actually said that.”

      “I can’t either,” Christine admitted wryly—before the situation hit her and she suddenly became self-conscious again. “So, um, are we friends again?”

      Lindsay’s reassuring smile made her feel a lot better. “We never stopped being friends. Just because we fight occasionally doesn’t mean we’re not friends anymore.”

      Unbidden, Christine felt her entire body relax. “Thank you. I’m glad for that… and I’m sorry for, you know, what happened and stuff.”

      “There’s no need for that. In fact, I want to apologize. I shouldn’t have run away after hearing you talk to Jessica.”

      “Speaking of Jessica, you know that she likes you, right?”

      “Well, of course. She’s my friend.”

      Christine felt a vein throb on her forehead. “No, you idiot! I don’t mean like that. She likes you the way that you said you like me.”

      Lindsay paused. Her eyes were wide. “Wait. Really?”

      “You mean you didn’t know? What kind of idiot are you?”

      “But she never gave any signs that she liked me!”

      “Maybe you just didn’t see them.” Christine shrugged. “She told me that she likes you. The whole reason she asked me about my feelings for you is because she was jealous.”

      “Oh…” Lindsay pressed a hand to her face. “I really am an idiot, aren’t I?”

      “Yeah, you are, but considering who I… l-love, I think we’re all a bunch of idiots.”

      “Heh, you actually admitted that you love Kevin,” Lindsay teased with a grin.

      “I-it’s not like I haven’t confessed to him already. Shut up,” Christine muttered. She tried to hide her blush by drinking her hot chocolate. It didn’t work.
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        * * *

      

      Lilian frowned as she leaned closer to the wall. Even with her ears reinforced, she couldn’t hear what Christine and Lindsay were talking about.

      Maybe I should get a little—

      Thoughts fled her mind as she felt a hand slip underneath her shirt to fondle her breasts.

      “Kya—mmph!”

      Lilian’s squeal was muffled by a pair of delicate fingers intruding into her mouth. She felt one of them caressing her tongue. She recognized the fingers, and the body that was now pressed against her back.

      “Shh,” Iris whispered before nibbling on her ear. “You don’t want anyone to hear us, do you?”

      “Hmph! Mmph!”

      “Now, now. Just relax and let your dear, sweet onee-chan please you.”

      “Mm muggrlle mph!”

      Lilian squirmed against her sister’s skilled hands. When she had said that she would spend time with Iris, she hadn’t meant in public like this. She tried to reinforce herself, but Iris put a stop to that by caressing her tails, which turned her body into putty.

      “Ah, ah, ah. I can’t have you escaping. For the rest of our time here, you. Are. Mine.”

      Putting up a feeble defense, Lilian knew that she was moments away from giving in. Her sister was too skilled with her hands, and she knew her far too well.

      “What are you two doing?” a voice behind them asked.

      Iris must have been as shocked as her. They both let out a loud squeal of surprise and tumbled to the floor, where everyone could see them. Several people began snapping pictures, and Lilian realized that her shirt had ridden up her chest, exposing the underside of her breasts. Flushing a bright shade of red, she yanked her shirt back down and tossed Iris her fiercest glare.

      “Iris…”

      For once, Iris looked nervous. “W-what is it?”

      “You’re sleeping on the couch from now until Kevin returns.

      Her eyes growing to the size of milk saucers, Iris let loose with a horrendous scream as if undergoing the most excruciating physical torture imaginable. “NOOOOOOOOO!!!!”

      A little ways off, still sitting at the table, Christine looked at Lindsay. “Let’s pretend we don’t know those two, okay?”

      Taking one look at the pair who were still on the floor, Lindsay turned back to Christine and nodded.

      “Agreed,” she said.

      They shook on it.
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        * * *

      

      Their mission started at midnight.

      Kevin sat in the back of their military transport as Heather drove up to the base they would be infiltrating. Peering out the window, he saw a large wall surrounding a massive building and numerous watch towers. The towers appeared to have gun turrets on them. He took a shaky breath and wiped his sweaty palms on his body suit.

      “You nervous?” Kiara asked with the calm of an experienced warrior.

      He glanced at her. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Yes. You look close to hyperventilating.”

      “I don’t think I’m that bad.”

      “You’re not,” Kotohime reassured him. “Kiara-san is merely teasing you.”

      “Hmph! Way to spoil my fun, Kotohime.”

      “I try.”

      “Nya, don’t worry, Master. I’ll protect you, nya.”

      “For some reason, I don’t feel very reassured when I hear you say that.”

      “Nya?”

      “Don’t worry, goshujin-sama,” Phoebe suddenly said. “I will make sure that your baby maker is still in working order after this.”

      “Who the heck is goshujin-sama?!”

      “We’re pulling up,” Heather announced. “The mission’s about to start. Time to look alive, you guys.”

      It was almost amazing how quickly everyone went from joking to serious. The sudden shift in atmosphere almost made Kevin lose his composure.

      I guess this is what it means to be an elite.

      Heather pulled up to a large gate. Kevin and the others were forced to hide as several soldiers moved alongside the car, inspecting it. One of the soldiers held a tablet in his hand. This one walked up to the window that Heather had rolled down.

      “I’ll need to see your ID,” he instructed.

      Heather said nothing as she handed the falsified ID over. Mack had supposedly hacked into the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s security system and created a false persona for Heather. Kevin waited on baited breath.

      “Hmm,” the guard murmured. “It looks like everything checks out. However, due to an incident several days ago, we’re going to have to inspect your vehicle.”

      Kevin froze. This had not been part of the plan.

      “Sure,” Heather agreed without hesitation. “Go ahead and take a look.”

      “Thank you.”

      While Kevin remained frozen in place, Kiara and Kotohime moved to the backdoor, Phoebe readied her tonfas, and Cassy flexed her fingers. The doors opened. Everyone besides him exploded into action. Blood sprayed from the throat of a soldier when Kotohime slid her blade across his neck. The other one was sent flying, his face caving in, when Kiara punched him. Phoebe than darted out and took down two more soldiers with her tonfas in quick succession. The last soldier, the one up front, tried to bring his rifle to bear, but Heather shot him in the head with a silenced pistol. The fight was over in the blink of an eye.

      The others moved quickly, grabbing the bodies and hiding them inside of the guard station. Kevin sat with his back pressed against the vehicle wall, his hands shaking.

      That… is this what a real spec ops mission feels like?

      “Nya, it looks like I didn’t get to do anything,” Cassy said, and then she frowned. “Are you all right, Master?”

      “I’m fine,” Kevin mumbled.

      I need to calm down. This is no different than any of the other missions I’ve been on.

      Except it was different. It felt different. This wasn’t some action-packed race to reach a safe point. This was no massive battle where he was too pumped with adrenaline to feel fear. This operation was quiet, everything was done quickly, and death came before people even had time to blink. If Kevin had to put it into words, he would have said that it felt like a black ops mission and not a shōnen-style quest.

      While he was lost in thought, the gate slid open, and everyone climbed back inside before Heather drove them into the base.

      “I thought we were trying to avoid unnecessary casualties,” Kevin said as they left the massacre that had taken place.

      “During actual combat, we do, but not when we’re on real missions,” Kiara informed him. “Since this is all covert, we can’t afford to leave our enemies alive and merely defenseless. Otherwise they could alert their allies and all our efforts will be for naught.”

      Kevin clenched his hands into fists. “O-oh…”

      “This bothers you, does it not, Kevin-sama?”

      He gave Kotohime a shaky smile. “Yes, it does.”

      “I apologize. Perhaps it would have been better if I had not asked you to come along with us.”

      “N-no, I’m glad you asked me. I want… to be one of the people who rescues Justin.”

      “Ufufufu, anything for a friend.”

      Heather followed the path set before them, and it wasn’t long before they reached what appeared to be the entrance to an underground garage. Kevin slid into Kotohime as the elevation suddenly slanted. The ramp they were driving down must have been very steep.

      “Careful, Kevin-sama. I might think you’re coming onto me if you get so close.”

      “Wha—th-that’s not it at all!”

      “Ufufufu, I was only teasing you.”

      Kevin pouted as Kotohime ruffled his hair. However, he felt a little better now. It might have been the familiarity of her actions, but he was no longer as nervous.

      The moment Heather parked and shut down the vehicle, he and the others vacated it and stepped into the massive garage. Kevin checked his weapons, making sure his twin handguns were where they were supposed to be. He also made sure that all of his ammo was equipped.

      “We have less than an hour before the next shift change happens,” Heather said, hefting a large backpack over her shoulders. “Let’s move quickly. Kotohime, Kevin, and Cassy, you three meet up with Mack. Phoebe and Kiara will create a distraction. Meanwhile, I’ll set explosives on all of these vehicles so no one can follow us when we escape.”

      Wow. She really knows how to take charge. Where is that perverted teacher who tried to teach Eric how to peep on women?

      “Very well. Come along, Kevin-sama, Cassy-san. Let’s be off.”

      “Right.”

      “Nya.”

      They split up. Kevin and Cassy followed Kotohime while Kiara and Phoebe took off in another direction. Their footsteps sounded abnormally loud on the concrete floor, and he could hear them echoing all around them. As they reached a large sliding door, the trio found someone waiting for them.

      His hair was a reddish-pink. He wore the military… spandex that had become synonymous with the Sons and Daughters of Humanity. Slung across his shoulders was a rifle.

      “Mack,” Kotohime greeted the usagi.

      “Good to see you.” Mack grinned before his eyes landed on Kevin. “Well, look at that. I didn’t expect to see you on a mission of this caliber.”

      For some reason, Kevin was annoyed by that comment. “Are you trying to say I’m incapable?”

      “No. I’m just saying you’re young. I didn’t think the boss would let someone so young come on a mission like this. You know how he is.”

      “Oh…” Kevin blushed.

      “Nya, where is this person that we’re supposed to rescue?” asked Cassy.

      “Right.” Mack got back on track. “Follow me, and move quickly, please. If people notice that I’ve left my post before we complete this mission, there’s gonna be trouble.”

      The door before them slid open, revealing a metal hallway that gleamed brightly from several lights that had been strategically spaced at even intervals. They walked in. Mack’s pace was quick, which forced Kevin and the others to increase their stride to keep up.

      “Kiara and Phoebe should be starting their distraction soon,” Kotohime informed him. As if in response to her words, a massive explosion rocked the base and sirens began blaring. “There you go. I doubt anyone is going to notice that you are no longer at your post. They’ll likely assume that you’ve gone to help defend the base.”

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      Kotohime and Mack quickened their pace from a trot to a sprint. Kevin put on a burst of speed to keep up. Cassy stayed right beside him. As they rushed around a corner, the group ran into several soldiers who’d been coming the opposite direction.

      “Shit! Are there more intruders?!”

      “We’ve got yokai! Lay suppressive fire!”

      Before the contingent of soldiers could do much more than shout, Kotohime had unsheathed her blade and vanished.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Ein Ni.”

      Reappearing on the other side, Kotohime slowly sheathed her katana. As the soft click of her tsuba meeting her sheath echoed through the hall, all of the soldiers that had been trying to bring their weapons to bear crumpled to the ground.

      “Are they dead?” asked Kevin.

      “I only knocked them unconscious,” Kotohime admitted. “Kevin-sama doesn’t like killing unless it’s necessary, right?”

      Kevin smiled. “Right!”

      They moved quickly, following Mack as he raced through several corridors. They ran into a number of soldiers along the way, but Kevin, adrenaline pumping through his body, shot them down before they could respond. He used light youki bullets and aimed at their hands and legs. Once they were on the ground, Kotohime or Cassy knocked them out.

      Because the garage was on the second basement, they needed to take an elevator. The prison was on the first floor. Kevin wondered why it wasn’t in the basement, but he supposed it didn’t matter.

      They entered the elevator and Mack pressed the button that would take them up. There was a soft ding, followed by the doors sliding shut. Then they were cut off from the world.

      Kevin wondered if he was the only person who felt that the sudden silence was awkward. He tapped his index finger against his ebony gun.

      “So,” Mack started, “a guy walks into a bar and—”

      “I do not wish to hear any horrible jokes,” Kotohime said. “Let us keep the elevator clichés to a minimum, please.”

      “Fine. Fine…”

      Silence descended once again. The door chimed softly, then slid open. The hallway they stepped into was mercifully empty. Kevin assumed that Kiara and Phoebe were the reasons for that. Mack soon led them to a door that was locked with a card reader.

      “You guys are lucky I’m so slick,” he said as he held out a card. “It wasn’t easy filching this from the commander’s office. Guy’s got security like you wouldn’t believe.”

      A beep emitted from the reader as he slid a keycard through it. There was a click as the locking mechanisms unlocked. Mack slid the card back into a holster on his thigh and opened the door.

      The other side was most definitely a holding cell. Drab gray walls, ceiling, and floor left little to the imagination. That there was also a figure dangling by the wrists from chains that were hung from the ceiling only confirmed what Kevin already suspected: This was an interrogation/torture chamber.

      The person dangling limply from the ceiling was Justin. Blood leaked from the cuffs around his wrists, his face was covered in bruises, and there were lash marks that ran along his skin as if he’d been struck by a whip.

      “Justin!”

      Justin jerked at someone calling his name. Kevin dashed over to him, but he didn’t touch his once-friend, unsure if doing so would aggravate his multifarious injuries. Dark brown eyes partially glazed over stared at him, blinking several times. Then he grinned. His teeth were stained with blood.

      “Wow… if it isn’t Kevin. How ya doing, Kevin?”

      “Better than you.” Kevin glanced at Kotohime, who unsheathed her katana quicker than he could blink and sliced through the chains. Before Justin could drop to the floor, Kevin caught him. Justin hissed.

      “Ow… you should learn to be a little more gentle. Your mate’s not gonna like it if you’re too rough… ya know?”

      “You’re delusional,” Kevin muttered. “Now, keep quiet. We’re getting you out of here.”

      “Where am I getting out of?”

      “I said keep quiet.”

      Holstering one of his guns, Kevin carefully lifted Justin so that he was carrying the other boy over his shoulder. He held up his silver gun, which had been dubbed Ivory in honor of a video game character that he liked.

      “Okay,” Mack said. “We’ve extracted the prisoner. Now let’s go.”

      “Who’s a prisoner?” asked Justin.

      Everyone ignored him.

      They began to backtrack through the base, which was rocked by several loud explosions. Kevin recognized the sound. They were not explosions caused by actual explosives. Those were detonations caused by Kiara tossing around her youki. He could just imagine her laughing like a loon as she sent dozens, maybe even hundreds, of soldiers flying.

      I hope Phoebe didn’t get caught in one of Kiara’s techniques.

      Upon reaching the corridor with the elevator in it, Kevin saw two lines of troops blocking their way. One line was holding massive man-sized shields. The other line stood behind the first and aimed rifles from holes in the shield.

      “Fire!”

      Kevin closed his eyes as the loud crackle of a dozen rifles going off slammed into his ears. Yet seconds later, when the pain that he’d expected to come didn’t come, he opened his eyes and saw that Kotohime was standing in front of him. She held out her arms, and from her palms, a large dome of water had formed. The bullets that had been fired were stuck in the water, floating like so much useless lead.

      “Water Art: Aqua Aegis.”

      “Nya!”

      Cassy leapt over the wall of water, her fingers coated in hellfire. The soldiers changed their target from the barrier to her, but she slashed her hands out, creating a wall of hellfire that melted the bullets before they could reach her. Then she was among the enemy, tearing them apart.

      The barrier went down. While Mack darted forward, Kevin took aim and fired off several rounds of ice projectiles. Each time he fired, he could feel the gun recoil, but he kept a steady hold on it and continued firing. Despite the jerking, his aim was perfect. Each shot slammed into a gun, freezing them on contact. This allowed Cassy and Mack to take care of everyone in a few seconds.

      “Please stay behind me, Kevin-sama.”

      “Hehehe, she called you ‘Kevin-sama,’” Justin giggled. Kevin wondered if his friend’s mind had snapped.

      Running feet echoed behind them. Kevin turned around in time to see nearly two dozen spandex-wearing soldiers rushing around a corner. Wishing more than ever that he had a potty mouth, he took aim, pulled on the trigger, and held it. One second. The men knelt down. Two seconds. They took aim. At three seconds, Kevin released the trigger, sending a spray of icy shards at the soldiers. This time his aim wasn’t as precise. Many of the soldiers went down screaming as they were impaled by thick icicle-like shards. Kevin winced but didn’t let up.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Ougi.”

      Kotohime shot forward like a tornado was under her feet. Her katana flashed in the light, a mere glimmer of liquid silver. Rotating, she slashed her katana horizontally in front of her. A ripple seemed to spread through the soldiers. Nothing seemed to happen at first. Then, without warning, a long cut opened up on all of the soldiers’ bodies. It traveled straight across their chest in a long line. Blood spurted from the open wounds as the troops fell to the ground.

      “They’re all down. Let’s go,” Mack said.

      They ran for the elevator, leaving behind the bloody hallway. After reaching it, they were given another long trip up. This time it was even worse because Justin, still not in his right mind, kept talking.

      “Hey, Kevin?”

      “Yes?”

      “Have you ever been tempted to play one of Eric’s pervy games?”

      Kevin sighed. “No, Justin, I have not been tempted to play Eric’s eroge.”

      “I guess not.” Justin chuckled. “You’ve got Lilian.”

      “And Iris-sama,” Kotohime added mirthfully. Cassy hissed at hearing those two names.

      “Iris?” Justin blinked. “She’s screwing Kevin?”

      Kevin blushed. Kotohime smiled. “Kevin-sama and Iris-sama had sex two nights ago.”

      Cassy’s angry cat-like hissing increased in intensity. Justin whistled. “Damn.”

      “I’ll say,” Mack added. “Way to go, Ladykiller.”

      “Can we not talk about my sex life, please?” Kevin spat, feeling the evidence of his shame burning his cheeks.

      The door opened with a ping, and Kevin, Mack, and Cassy were forced to hide behind Kotohime as she created another barrier.

      “Water Art: Aqua Aegis.”

      The bullets struck the water with a splash, then stilled before they could penetrate the barrier.

      “Switch to armor piercing rounds!”

      That doesn’t sound good.

      “I suggest you all duck,” Kotohime said as she let the shield drop.

      The soldiers switched from using their semi-automatic rifles to the larger rifles that had been slung across their backs. Kevin dropped to the ground, accidentally letting go of Justin, who grunted. Cassy and Mack also fell onto their stomachs. Kotohime did not. She stepped out of the elevator just as the soldiers opened fire.

      Then she danced.

      Kevin had seen Kotohime’s sword dances before. Back when Lilian had been kidnapped, Kotohime had danced when she’d fought Shinkuro, the Celestial Kyūbi. She’d held her ground then, and she more than held her ground now.

      She moved like an endlessly elegant stream. Her arms wove intricate patterns, the sword in her hand creating infinite streaks of silver. Sparks burst into existence several times as she sliced through a bullet. Each spark was accompanied by the bang of gunfire. Over and over and over guns rang out like crackling thunder, and over and over and over Kotohime cut through each and every bullet fired. Eventually, the guns clicked empty.

      That was when Kotohime struck back.

      “Ikken Hisatsu. Sen.”

      Kotohime shot forward like a bullet. A thousand flashes of light were all that Kevin could see. The next thing he knew, every enemy soldier that had been standing before them was now lying on the ground, blood leaking from innumerable wounds.

      Kevin felt the loss of life like a lightning bolt to the chest, but he’d already grown somewhat used to killing, so he shrugged the feelings of guilt off, telling himself that he was doing this for world peace. It helped, but only a little.

      “Can someone pick me up?” Justin asked, his voice sounding oddly lucid. “I hurt.”

      He seems to have picked up a verbal tick. I hope it doesn’t last.

      Lifting Justin back onto his shoulder as he rose to his feet, Kevin followed Kotohime out of the elevator and into the garage. Mack and Cassy guarded the rear, on the lookout for more enemies. Heather was waiting by the car.

      “Wow, that was pretty fast,” she said.

      “And we need to be faster still. Kiara and Phoebe did not manage to draw all of the attention away from us,” Kotohime informed her as Kevin rushed to the back and climbed in after Mack yanked the door open. He sat down after laying Justin on the floor. Cassy sat beside him. Unlike before, she did not try nuzzling her face into his crotch, a fact for which he was very grateful.

      “Are you feeling well, Master? You’re looking a little pale.”

      “I guess I’m still not used to seeing that much death.”

      Kevin had been in many fights since the war started, and he’d even been forced to kill on quite a few occasions, but even with all that, he’d never seen that much killing in a single mission. It seemed as if Monstrang had done a better job of keeping him out of the most violent battles than Kevin had thought.

      With a loud vroom the vehicle’s engine started up. Kevin was knocked out of his thoughts as Kotohime sat on his other side and placed a calming hand on his knee.

      “You did well, Kevin-sama.”

      I could seriously fall for this woman right now.

      “Thank you.”

      “Hold on tight back there!” Heather shouted. “We’re gonna pick up Kiara and Phoebe, then we’re moving out!”

      Kevin flinched when the sound of tires squealing burst through his eardrums. As the vehicle tore across the garage, he tried to keep his mind on everything except the fact that they were letting a madwoman drive. He was so frightened by the gut-wrenching turns that he actually held onto Cassy as she glomped him with a frightened hiss.

      Despite his internal fear that Heather’s driving was going to get them all killed, the woman was actually quite skilled. She wove around vehicles until she reached the exit ramp, then hit the ramp without slowing down.

      A hand suddenly grabbing his leg caused him to look down. Justin was staring at him, his expression lucid but indecipherable.

      “You came to rescue me.”

      It was not a question.

      “Of course, I did. You’re still my friend. Besides, I have to punch you in the face for all the crap you put me through.”

      “Heh. I guess that’s fair.”

      “Hey, Kevin! You can have your touching reunion later,” Heather shouted. “I need you to do something for me!”

      “What’s that?”

      In response to his question, Heather tossed something at him. Kevin reflexively caught it. The object was a gray cylinder with a button on top.

      “On the count of three, push that button,” Heather told him.

      Kevin could already guess what this thing was. Nodding to Heather, he closed his eyes and counted down. Three. Two. One. Pressing the button, Kevin nearly shrieked at the blast of numerous explosions going off in quick succession. Turning around, he saw that the entire base was collapsing on itself like a house of cards.

      “How many explosives did you use?” he asked.

      “All the ones in my bag, so… about forty pounds of C4.”

      Kevin deadpanned. “And you didn’t think that was a little too much?”

      Through the rearview mirror, Kevin could see Heather’s solemn explosion. “In the words of Michael Bay, you can never have too many explosions.”

      “Michael Bay never said that!”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in his secure command bunker, Commander Paine listened to the report from one of his subordinates—some random lackey—as he explained their situation.

      “On top of prisoner number 2234A323 being successfully extracted, several dozen pounds of C4 were detonated in our main garage. The entire western half of our facility has collapsed on itself and will take several months to repair. We also incurred heavy losses, with over three hundred and sixty-two casualties and one hundred and sixty fatalities.”

      Commander Paine grunted at the loss of life. “Have our forces focus on locating the survivors and rendering first aid. We also need to gather the dead and give them a proper funeral.” That would further endear him to his subordinates, and he could use this incident as a means to incite their rage against the yokai who’d killed so many humans.

      “Yes, sir.”

      As the communication line shutdown, Commander Paine stood up and made his way out of the office. The metallic thunk-thunk of his two guards’ footsteps echoed behind him. He ignored them and strode down the hall and into an elevator. After sliding his keycard through a small slot on the side, he stepped back and waited as the elevator took him down to the deepest levels of his Cortez base.

      As the door slid open, Commander Paine stepped into a subterranean room. It was not a massive room, but it was large enough to house several giant cylindrical containers filled with water. Within those containers floated lifeforms. Children. Much like codename Justin, these children had all been artificially created, bred and born for a single purpose. Unlike Justin, however, these children were perfect.

      “Ah, Commander Paine. Have you come to see the specimens?” an older man asked. The one standing before him stood with a noticeable stoop, as if he spent far too much time leaning over a console. His gray hair was long and went down past his shoulders. He wore a white lab coat on his lanky frame, which seemed a perfect match for his ghostly white skin.

      “I have a mission for one of them,” he confirmed. “Activate project 0010 ATHENA. I have a mission for her.”
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      While the fighting had calmed down in Phoenix for the most part, that did not mean they had ceased entirely. Both the Sons and Daughters of Humanity and the Yamata Alliance occasionally still sent contingents into the city. Monstrang had assumed they were probing into his territory to try and locate Neo Seiryuu. It was a useless endeavor. They would never find the base unless they had access to a yokai more powerful than the Four Saints, but that didn’t stop them from trying.

      Thoe and Euryale were among several of the forces that had been sent out to deal with the latest group that had invaded their territory. It was the Yamata Alliance this time. Thoe didn’t know why, but the yokai faction seemed to have become more active in their area as of late.

      Twirling a spear around her like it was an extension of her own body, Thoe cut down several kamikiri that tried to cut her open with their scissor-like hands. A quick thrust impaled one through the chest. She yanked the weapon out, blood spraying everywhere, then twirled to the left and sliced another one, drawing a line through its flesh from left shoulder to right hip.

      Kamikiri were rather weak yokai. While their scissors would cut flesh as easily as any blade, they did not possess that much physical strength. It didn’t help that all of them were rather small. Most barely came up to her waist. That being said, while kamikiri weren’t strong individually, they could cause a problem in large numbers.

      Thoe grimaced as several dozen kamikiri poured in through a number of alleys. There must have been at least one hundred of them. Looking at Euryale, whose heavy breathing told her all she needed to know, she made a snap decision.

      “We should retreat and find a choke point.”

      “Sounds like… a good idea.”

      Fighting a retreating battle, Thoe and Euryale swiftly left Peoria Avenue and moved down 23rd street. There was a sports complex up ahead, and if they could fortify a hallway inside of it, they would be able to force the kamikiri into something more closely resembling single person battles.

      While they were retreating, Thoe heard a frightened wail pierce the air. The voice sounded young. If she had to guess, the person who’d screamed couldn’t have been more than nine or ten.

      “Euryale! Cover me!”

      “W-wait, Thoe! Don’t go off on—damn it!”

      Thoe darted forward, her spear spinning, cutting down kamikiri left and right. She followed the source of the screams as she danced around her foes. She winced as several cuts appeared on her skin. They weren’t deep, so she ignored them. The scent of a hundred unwashed yokai covered in blood filled her nose as she ran into an alley.

      At the end of the alley were several kamikiri who’d broken off from the main pack. They were surrounding a small figure that was huddled on the ground.

      Letting out a soundless battle cry, Thoe ran up to the wall and jumped. She ran along the wall. When she began to lose traction, she leapt off and launched herself at the kamikri. Her first attack was a downward slash that cut through one kamikiri’s face. Twirling around, she launched another attack that carved her opponent straight through his ribcage. Flicking the blood off, she stepped back as Euryale leapt onto the shoulders of one kamikiri, using her powerful leg muscles to snap the yokai’s neck.

      “Nice of you to join me,” Thoe said.

      Euryale scowled. “I didn’t have much choice! I thought we were going to the sports complex.”

      “Plans change.”

      Dispatching of the last enemy immediately next to them, Thoe turned and knelt down next to the figure while Euryale stood guard.

      “Hey, there,” she said softly so as not to startle the person. “Are you okay? Don’t worry, we’re not here to hurt you.”

      The person who she and Euryale had rescued was a young girl. Her blond hair was so pale it almost looked silver. Eyes that were reminiscent of the sky peered out from underneath thick bangs. She had a cute little button nose and a small cleft chin. Thoe wanted to take her home with them.

      “You won’t hurt me?” the girl asked.

      “A little help here!” Euryale shouted as she fended off several kamikiri that tried to break through. She was using two swords to great effect, spinning around like a dancer as she cut her enemies open.

      “What’s your name, little one?” Thoe ignored her companion.

      “It’s Athena.”

      “Athena. That’s a very pretty name.” Standing up, Thoe smiled at the little girl. “Don’t worry, Athena. We’ll protect you.”

      Turning, Thoe twirled her spear around in complicated patterns as she joined Euryale.

      “I can’t believe you decided to take us so far out of the way just to save a single girl.”

      “You know I could never leave someone so cute to fend for themselves.” Thoe shrugged her shoulders. It was the only action she could take before the kamikiri bore down on them in earnest. Then she became lost in a sea of bloodshed.
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        * * *

      

      “Give me a Magical Shooter!”

      Magical Actualization. Start up. Shooter.

      Lindsay pointed her wand at Future Lilian. Light burst from the tip, which then formed into a sphere that shot at her nine-tailed opponent like lightning. A golden shield rose up to meet it. The lightning shooter attack splashed harmlessly against the shield, dispersing.

      She and Lindsay were in a clearing far from any residences. The field they were using was actually one of the agriculture plants that Monstrang had several yokai growing to keep Neo Seiryuu self-sufficient. She had set up a barrier around them, one that not even a member of the Four Saints could penetrate, so there was no chance of them being discovered.

      “Good. Now make a shield.”

      Magical Actualization. Start up. Barrier.

      Closing her eyes and bringing her wand up to her face, Lindsay visualized a barrier appearing before her. As she conjured an image within her mind, light emitted from her wand, which soon spread out of it like streamers in the wind. The streamers quickly congealed together in front of her, forming a barrier of ethereal silver energy. A sphere of golden youki slammed into the barrier, cracking it but not breaking through.

      “Ufufufu, not bad. That wasn’t bad at all. However, you still have a long way to go before we can call that combat ready. The time it takes for you to conjure the barrier is too long, and your attacks take too much time to be effective. Against those golems that you’ve been fighting, this might be enough, but against sentient opponents, you have much work to do.”

      Lindsay frowned at Future Lilian’s assessment of her abilities. “I thought the whole point of this was to be capable of defeating those golems.”

      “No, the golems are merely a symptom to a much larger problem.”

      Actually, the golems were her own creation, and she was just using them to train Lindsay, but her friend didn’t need to know that.

      “A larger problem?” Lindsay blinked. “What kind of problem are we talking about? And if that’s the case, then why is an ordinary high school student like me the one dealing with it? Shouldn’t we let Monstrang and the others know?”

      Lilian shook her head. “Monstrang cannot deal with this threat, and that is because… this is something that only a magical girl can solve.”

      “Don’t say that with such a straight face!” Lindsay shouted.
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        * * *

      

      Thoe stood in the hallway of a hospital, arms crossed, index finger tapping an impatient rhythm against her bicep.

      After rescuing Athena, she and Euryale had retreated and let the other yokai fighting alongside them deal with the kamikiri. They’d made their way back to Neo Seiryuu. Athena had been in complete awe of their underground home. However, before she could take the girl home with her, Polydora, who was in command of their squad until Phoebe returned from her mission, ordered her to take Athena to the hospital for a checkup.

      That was how she found herself waiting in the middle of a hallway.

      How long is something like this supposed to take? Surely giving one little girl a checkup shouldn’t take that long?

      Even as she thought this, the door to Athena’s room opened and the doctor stepped out and walked up to her.

      “Thank you for waiting,” he said.

      “No problem. Is the checkup done now?”

      “The checkup is complete,” the doctor said, looking down at a clipboard. “There are a few anomalies that I found with her physiology. I’ll need a few days to look this data over and see what it means. However, there doesn’t appear to be anything wrong with her.”

      “Does that mean I can take her home with me?”

      “I would clear it with customs, but if they say it’s okay, then I don’t see a problem with it. In either event, we’re done here, so you can go in and grab her.”

      Thoe nodded, thanked the man, and hurried into the hospital room. It was a mostly normal room, the kind she’d expect to see in a hospital. The difference lay in the bed, which looked more like a tube with an advanced scanner. Athena was putting on her shoes.

      “Hey, Athena.”

      “Auntie Thoe!” Athena grinned as she finished lacing her shoes. Thoe giggled at being called “Auntie.”

      “How was your check up? That doctor didn’t do anything weird, did he?”

      Athena shook her head. “No. He didn’t do anything weird.”

      “That’s good. Are you ready to head home with me now?”

      “Yes!”

      Smiling, Thoe held out her hand for Athena to grab, and together, the two of them left the hospital.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin arrived at Neo Seiryuu on December 24th, Christmas Eve.

      Rather than head straight home, he went to the hospital, where Justin had been allocated due to his injuries. Kotohime had already gone home, and Kiara had gone to deliver the report. Phoebe, despite wanting to stay with him, had also left, saying that she needed to check on her people and see how they’d been in her absence. The only person who stayed with him was Cassy.

      “Nya, Master?”

      Why do so many people call me that?

      “Yes?”

      “How have you been, um, since that time?”

      “You mean since you and that kitsune assassin tried to kill my mate?”

      “Urk!”

      “I’ve been fine, I guess. With the war going on, my life has been essentially derailed, but I’m getting by,” Kevin answered as Cassy pounded on her chest as though trying to dislodge a hairball as she coughed.

      “T-that’s good, nya.”

      Kevin wondered how Justin was doing. He’d passed out about an hour after they escaped from the Cortez base. Kotohime had healed all of his physical injuries, but she’d said that he likely had several mental scars, which were keeping him unconscious.

      Squirming beside him, Cassy, a soft pink hue lighting up her cheeks, said, “Nya, Master. After this, I was wondering if you wanted to…” Kevin turned his head as the woman’s voice grew softer until she was mumbling incomprehensibly under her breath.

      “What did you say?”

      “Nya! I-it’s nothing.”

      “Hm.”

      He was pretty certain that he knew what Cassy wanted to ask him, and he was kind of glad that she’d seemingly lost her nerve. There was no clean way to break it to her, but while she might have been interested in him, he wasn’t interested in her. She was pretty, certainly. However, he knew nothing about her, aside from the fact that she was the cat he’d taken in when he was a child. That was not enough for him to desire intimacy with her.

      Though it’s apparently enough for every yokai I’ve ever met.

      Kevin wondered why yokai seemed to fall in love so easily. Granted, he was going off his own experiences, but it seemed like most of the yokai that he met fell in love with him on their first meeting, or was he just being arrogant?

      Let’s see, there’s Lilian and Christine, though I am kind of hoping she doesn’t still love me. Hum. Cassy also seems to feel something for me, but I don’t know why. There’s also Hina. She tried to force herself on me back in Los Angeles. Then there’s Phoebe. I think she just wants a baby, but still…

      There were a lot of yokai who wanted him for something. Oddly enough, none of the human girls he knew liked him that much. He was friends with Lindsay, but she was apparently into chicks, which made him wonder what her interest in him had been. None of the human girls he knew, like Lindsay’s soccer team or the track and field girls, would give him the time of day.

      Just then, the door to the hospital room opened and a doctor stepped out. His floppy brown ears and bushy tail gave away his species.

      “How’s Justin, doctor?”

      “Your friend is fine, for the most part,” the inu doctor said. “He seems to have suffered innumerable physical injuries, but those were healed by, if I had to guess, a River Kitsune of considerable talent.”

      Kevin had to contain his grin at the compliment that the inu had paid to Kotohime.

      “In either event, he is fine now. He’s currently sleeping, which is what he needs the most, especially since he was hiding a USB device in his rectum.”

      … Silence. A crow began cawing in the distance, which was odd because they were underground—and in a hospital.

      “I’m sorry,” Kevin started, his face blank. “What did you say?”

      “I said that your friend was hiding a USB drive inside of his rectum. His butt hole. His sphincter. His—”

      “I heard you the first time!”

      “Then you should not have asked me to repeat myself.”

      “Tch!”

      As Kevin clicked his tongue, the inu doctor produced a plastic baggy from within his white lab coat. Sitting securely inside of the baggy was a small device shaped like a rectangle with rounded edges.

      “In any case, here is the USB drive that was stuck inside of your friend’s—”

      “I don’t need to hear it!”

      “—ass hole. You should probably deliver this to Davin Monstrang.”

      Kevin glared at the inu doctor as he tentatively took the bag. He felt a shudder course through him as he held it. Just knowing that the object inside of this bag had been shoved up another person’s butt made him green.
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        * * *

      

      After pocketing the USB drive, Kevin left the hospital.

      “Master.”

      It had been a thankless task, one that he hoped he never had to do again. Even now, just thinking about touching something that touched something which had been shoved up someone’s butt hole made him want to vomit. Fortunately, he had other things on his mind.

      “Master?”

      Meandering down the paved pathway, Kevin let his gaze wander across the expansive greenery and buildings that surrounded him. Neo Seiryuu was an underground city, so there was no sun. However, artificial lights had been created to simulate sunlight. They turned off during the night. Since they were lights, there were no sunsets down here.

      “Hello? Earth to Master. Come in Master.”

      Now that he was back, he planned to speak with Lilian, which was all well and good, but he didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry for sleeping with your sister,” sounded weird. He didn’t even know if that was the right thing to say. Maybe if he, Lilian, and Iris hadn’t been having sex, that sort of apology would make more sense. The problem was that they were sexually active together, all three of them.

      “Nya! Master!”

      “Gya!” Kevin winced when someone leapt onto his back. “Cassy, what are you doing?”

      Cassy’s cheeks swelled like a chipmunk with too much food in its mouth. “I’m trying to make you pay attention to me. You were ignoring me.”

      “Was I? I’m sorry. I have a lot on my mind. Anyway, could you get off me please?” Cassy did climb off him, though she was still pouting. “So, did you need something?”

      “I wanted to know what you were thinking about?”

      “Oh, just some personal stuff that I need to take care of.”

      “Hmph! There you go ignoring me again.”

      “Sorry.”

      They were coming up on his apartment. He could tell because Kirihime was chasing Camellia around outside. The five-tailed kitsune was dressed in a very skimpy Santa suit, laughing and hawa-ing all the way. She was holding onto a string of lights, which he assumed were to decorate the outside of their complex building.

      “She’s going to get tangled in those,” Kevin predicted.

      “Nya?”

      “M-My Lady, please don’t run with those lights! You might—”

      “Hawa!”

      “—trip.”

      Kevin sighed as Camellia tripped over her own two feet, tumbled to the ground, and then became tangled in the string of lights. Trotting over to the woman, he knelt down and began untangling her.

      “Hawa! It’s Kevin-kyun!” Camellia beamed as her five tails wagged happily.

      “Hello, Camellia,” Kevin said dryly.

      “Lord Kevin,” Kirihime greeted, bowing. “I am terribly sorry you had to see this, um, again.”

      “It’s all right. I think it would feel weird if I didn’t see this at least once a day.”

      “That is very kind of you to say, Lord Kevin—oh! Who is this?” Kirihime asked upon finally noticing Cassy.

      “Just a stray that I picked up.”

      “Nya, that’s a cruel thing to say, Master.”

      “So I see,” Kirihime murmured. “Should I inform Kotohime that we have one more guest staying over for dinner?”

      One more?

      “That’s okay. I’m heading up there anyway, so I’ll let her know. As for you…” Kevin took Camellia’s hand and pulled the woman to her feet. “… no more running around with lights, okay? Let Kirihime help you or she’ll be despondent with worry.”

      “Hawa. Okay. Sowwy.”

      “It’s fine. No harm done.”

      Kevin patted Camellia on the head. And Camellia experienced true happiness.

      “Hawa…”
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        * * *

      

      When Kevin entered his apartment with Cassy, it was to find the living room bursting to capacity with people. Every one of his friends and then some were present. Alex, Andrew, and Eric were lounging on the couch. Eric was fighting off the trap, Julius, who was trying to feed him. Lindsay and Jessica were standing next to Lilian, Iris, and Christine. Even Phoebe, Polydora, and the other yama uba were present.

      There was a festive atmosphere inside of the room. Decorations hung from the walls and ceiling, bright red and green streamers that glittered from the lamplight. Kevin heard music in the background, which was overwhelmed by the loud chatter of everyone that had gathered. A Christmas tree stood in a corner of the room.

      Lilian was the one who noticed him first.

      “Beloved!”

      Kevin barely had time to brace himself before he was glomped by an overly affectionate fox-girl. He stumbled backwards as Lilian kissed him fiercely, as if attempting to put the twenty-four hours worth of kisses that they’d missed into this single action. Despite considering himself a skilled kisser, he was overwhelmed by her sheer passion.

      “L-Lilian—hold on for a second!”

      He pushed her off him. While Lilian pouted, Kevin didn’t want to kiss her until after he’d cleared the air. His guilty conscious wouldn’t allow him to do anything less.

      “I see you finally showed yourself,” Iris sauntered up to them. “Kotohime’s already told us all about what happened. It seems you were successful in rescuing that friend of yours.”

      “Yeah, we were.”

      “And I see you brought along a friend.”

      At the mention of his “friend,” Lilian finally noticed the woman behind him. At the same time, Cassy appeared to have gotten over her surprise at seeing so many people in a single room. The two girls looked at each other, and then…

      “AHHHHH!!!” they screamed at the same time while pointing at each other. “IT’S YOU!”

      “You’re the stupid cat that tried to kill me when we went to California!” Lilian continued.

      “And nyou’re the skank who stole Master from me, nya!” Cassy screamed as well.

      “Who are you calling a skank, Ms. I-Dress-In-Skintight-Leather?!”

      “Nya! I’m calling the person who stole Master’s chastity a skank! Nyaturally, that would be nyou!”

      “Ha! Big words coming from a woman who’s chasing after a guy several centuries younger than her!”

      “Are you calling me old, nya?!”

      “I calls ‘em like I sees ‘em!”

      “Y-you…! For your information, I’m only fifty-six!”

      “You’re still lusting after a minor!”

      “Nya, coming from someone who’s at least one hundred and sixty, your words don’t mean anything!”

      Kevin and the others watched the back and forth. Christine, who’d wandered up to him with Lindsay and Jessica, casually asked, “Is there something you’d like to tell the rest of us, Kevin?”

      Taking one last look at Lilian and Cassy as they traded barbs, Kevin shook his head. “Nope. Not a thing.”
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        * * *

      

      The party that night was big. Massive even.

      Kotohime had made over a dozen dishes in a variety of different cuisines. Everyone seemed to enjoy themselves immensely, laughing and talking the night away.

      Eric had tried with little success to hit on one of the yama uba. He might have actually been successful—one of the girls called Cleo had seemed interested in him—but Julius had gotten jealous and told everyone that he was Eric’s love slave. His perverted friend had looked like someone had just ganked him in the stomach with a hacksaw. From that point on, the poor perv remained depressed for the rest of the party.

      Alex and Andrew had met with success in the ladies department. They had chatted up Thoe and Euryale, and when the party ended, the two ladies had left with his friends. He wondered if they were going to try and produce offspring together, but he didn’t want to think about his friends doing the hanky panky, so he stopped before the knowledge could plague his mind. One thing that Kevin had noticed about Thoe was that she’d had a tiny blond girl attached to her side. He’d wondered about that, but it didn’t seem important.

      Kiara and Heather arrived sometime during the party. They, along with Kotohime, had stuck mostly to themselves, though several of the yama uba had gone up and joined them. It seemed they were looked up to by the other women. He even thought he’d heard someone calling Kiara “senpai.”

      Perhaps the most surprising duo were Lindsay and Jessica. Kevin had been shocked to find out that they were now dating. He’d known that Lindsay was into girls, but he hadn’t realized that Jessica was too. There was also the fact that he’d thought his soccer playing friend was in love with Christine. He didn’t know if her feelings had inexplicably changed, or if there was something else going on, but he’d congratulated the two of them either way.

      Lilian and Cassy had continued to fight throughout the night, which he supposed was only natural, seeing how Cassy had tried to kill Lilian several times. Fortunately for everyone involved, Sarah, one of the Four Saints, had come to take Cassy home.
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        * * *

      

      “There you are!”

      Cassy froze mid-insult as a voice was suddenly heard over the din of noise. It wasn’t a particularly loud voice, nor did it sound very threatening. Yet even so, as the voice spoke, Cassy visibly shuddered from her head to her tails. Everyone else stopped whatever it was they were doing and turned toward the source of the voice.

      The person who’d spoken appeared to be a little girl with blond hair done up in twin pigtails. She was staring at Cassy with ice blue eyes and an emotionless gaze that made the nekomata take a step backward in fear.

      “M-Mistress Sarah,” Cassy stuttered. “W-what are you doing here, nya?”

      “Obviously I was looking for you,” Sarah began to walk forward. “When you did not show up after your mission, I figured you must have attached yourself to that human boy.” She glanced at Kevin, who seemed more confused than anything else, then looked back at Cassy. “I was right, it seems. Now, then, it is time for you to come with me.”

      “Nya? B-but I wanted to stay with Master a little longer!” Cassy complained.

      That was a mistake.

      Nobody saw Sarah move. One moment, she was standing before them. The next moment, her body vaporized into wisps of flame.

      “NNYYYYAAAA!!!”

      Everybody winced as a loud shriek penetrated the room. They turned to see Sarah standing next to a struggling Cassy. One of her tiny hands was fiercely gripping the nekomata’s hair, tugging on it.

      “That hurts, Mistress, nya!”

      “Good. It’s supposed to hurt.”

      Nobody stopped Sarah as she dragged Cassy through the room by her hair. They were all too shocked by this unprecedented situation to do much of anything. Cassy seemed to sense this, for she immediately sought aid from Kevin.

      “M-Master! Help me!”

      “Nobody is going to help you,” Sarah said.

      “Nya!”

      Reaching the door, Sarah turned around and eyed everyone there. She gave them all a nod. “Sorry for interrupting your party,” she said. Then she left, leaving only an awkward silence in the room.

      “Hawa,” Camellia said into the silence.

      Kiara nodded. “Hawa indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      People slowly began to leave after that. The group of yama uba went first, though Thoe and Euryale stayed and left with Alex and Andrew. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, especially since the little blond girl had followed them. Phoebe had tried to convince Kevin to let her stay with him, but he’d shot her down before she could even get the words out of her mouth. Polydora had been the one to take her home.

      Eventually, everyone who didn’t live there had left, leaving Kevin, Lilian, and Kotohime to clean up the apartment. He would’ve had Iris and Christine help them, but they were fast asleep, lying on the couch together, with Christine resting her head on Iris’s chest. Looking at them, he wondered how it was possible for anyone to look that cute.

      “Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama. Why don’t you two head on to bed? You both look tired. I can finish cleaning this mess up.”

      “Are you sure, Kotohime?” Lilian frowned.

      Kotohime smiled like an older sister reassuring her sibling. “Of course. Just leave all this to your humble maid please.”

      “Thanks, Kotohime,” Kevin said. This actually worked out to his benefit. He’d been wanting to talk to Lilian anyway, but he hadn’t had the chance to get her alone because of the Christmas Eve party.

      “Ufufufu, you’re very welcome.”

      Taking Lilian by the hand, Kevin led her to their room. After closing the door behind him, he turned to face Lilian, who was smiling widely.

      “That was so much fun,” she exclaimed. “I didn’t think having such a large party would be that fun. Last Christmas it was just us. Now we’ve got a whole bunch of people coming over.”

      “Do you prefer large parties over what we did last Christmas?” he asked.

      Lilian thought for a moment before shaking her head. “No. I like spending time with you more than anyone else. Still, I had a really good time.”

      “Yeah… me too.”

      Wearing a sunny grin, Lilian held her hands behind her back and rocked on her heels. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      “How did you know I wanted to talk to you?”

      “Ufufufu,” Lilian giggled. “You forget who you’re talking to. Of course, I would know when my mate wants to talk to me.”

      Kevin felt a wan smile appear on his face. “Yeah… I guess you would know what I was thinking.”

      He paused. He hesitated. Kevin knew what he wanted to talk about, but he had trouble getting the words out. How should he say this? How should he do this? His throat had closed, his hands felt sweaty, and his heart felt like someone was driving a stake through it.

      Lilian must have noticed this, but she merely waited patiently for him to continue. It was one of her virtues.

      “I… I’m sorry.” Lilian blinked. Kevin clenched his hands into fists. “I am so sorry. I…”

      “Sorry?” Lilian didn’t seem to understand. “What are you sorry for?”

      “I… the night before my mission, I slept with Iris.”

      Lilian blinked again. “I already know that.”

      “That’s why I… wait. What?”

      “I already know that you and Iris had sex the other night,” Lilian repeated.

      “I… but then… how?”

      “You two weren’t very subtle, you know,” Lilian said, her tone just a tad amused.

      “I… I don’t understand.” Kevin looked at the ground. “Aren’t you… angry with me?”

      The look of genuine confusion that crossed her face threw Kevin completely off guard. “Should I be angry?”

      “Well, I… I mean… I slept with your sister.”

      “You’ve had sex with Iris plenty of times.”

      “T-that was only because she joined the two us in bed! This was completely different!”

      “How?”

      “H-how? What do you mean how?! I-it just is!”

      He gawked at Lilian, who didn’t seem to understand why what he did was wrong. She continued to look at him with that befuddled expression of hers.

      “Why… why aren’t you angry with me?”

      Lilian hesitated. “Do you want me to be angry with you?”

      “It would probably make things easier for me,” Kevin admitted.

      Giggling, Lilian wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek to his chest. He stiffened in her grip, but then his body unconsciously relaxed as her warmth permeated him.

      “Kevin, did you think I would have asked you to let Iris join us if I had not considered the possibility that this would happen? Iris might think she’s tough and doesn’t need anyone but me, but the truth is that she’s a very needy person. She needs the acceptance that people like you and me can give her. I asked you to let her join us knowing this would happen.”

      He couldn’t hide his shock. “You expected it?”

      “Of course.” Lilian took a deep breath. Her body relaxed into his. “When we were living in the Pnevma estate back in Greece, Iris was treated like a pariah even worse than me. No one would talk to her. No one would go near her. I was the only person she had. That’s why we’ve always been closer than sisters should be.”

      Kevin didn’t say anything. He instead listened as Lilian spoke.

      “As much as I try to be there for Iris, as much as I love her, I can’t always be what she wants me to be. I love her, but you are my mate, and nothing she can do or say will change that you are more important to me than she is.”

      “That’s… kind of a harsh thing to say.”

      “And it’s no less true.” Lilian sighed against him. “I love my sister dearly, but when it comes down to it, I love you more. However, I still want Iris to be happy.”

      Kevin tried to wrap his mind around her words. “So you thought that if she joined us, you—no, we could make her happy?”

      “I thought that if she became a part of our relationship, the two of us could make her happy together. She would be able to remain with me, but when I couldn’t give her the affection that she needed, I was hoping that you could do it in my stead.”

      “I-I see.” Kevin paused. “Aren’t you worried about what might happen between Iris and me?”

      “Are you saying that you’ll stop loving me?”

      “Of course not!” Kevin shook his head as if the very notion was preposterous. “I’ll always love you! Now and forever. Nothing is ever going to change that!”

      “Then I don’t have any reason to worry,” Lilian said succinctly.

      Gazing at the girl with his uncomprehending eyes, Kevin eventually gave her a tired smile. “You really are too good for me—for me and Iris.”

      Lilian leaned up and kissed him on the lips. “I should be the one saying that,” she mumbled against his lips. “You’re always putting up with my selfish requests, even though it goes against your nature.”

      “That’s because I love you so much,” Kevin said as Lilian pulled away for a breath.

      “I love you, too.” Lilian’s breathing was heavy as she spoke, and her skin was flush. After taking another breath, she leaned up and kissed him again.

      Kevin wrapped his arms around her body, relishing in the feel of her full chest pressing against him. His back hit the wall. Lilian released lyrical music as he pushed his tongue into her mouth, swirling it around and hooking her tongue with it. She slipped her hands underneath his shirt. However, after a moment of roaming over his chest and abdominals, she decided that the shirt was in her way and, with a reinforced tug, ripped it off.

      As a human, Kevin did not have the strength to tear off Lilian’s shirt. He lifted her shirt up until it was over her breasts. Lilian then lifted her arms and allowed him to slide it off and throw it to the ground. Then she was kissing him again.

      Now skin to skin, Kevin groaned as an electric discharge passed through him. Lilian’s hands scratched at his back. Her nails left pleasant shivers in their wake.

      After nipping his lip with her sharper than normal teeth, Lilian licked her way along the underside of his chin. Kevin closed his eyes as the cool air hit the trail of saliva that she left. When she got to his neck, she immediately zeroed in on the places where she knew that he was weak.

      “L-Lilian…”

      The hunger in his voice was undeniable. Lilian must have heard it, because she ground her pelvis against his knee. He could feel the dampness sinking into his pants.

      “Bed,” Lilian murmured in his ear.

      Kevin got the message and, grabbing plentiful amounts of her ass, he lifted her up. Lilian hooked her legs around his waist. He walked over to the bed and slowly lowered her down. Hovering over her, his hands on either side of her head, Kevin looked at the kitsune whom he’d become the mate of. Lilian’s skin was flushed red. Her chest, in particular, had become a lovely shade of magenta as all the blood rushed to her chest.
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“Beloved,” she murmured.

      Kevin smiled. “I don’t know what I did to deserve someone like you, but thank you for coming into my life.”

      Lilian shook her head. “I’m the one who wants to thank you. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. You’re the Rito Yuuki to my Lala Deviluke.”

      “I hope that doesn’t mean you plan on creating the harem plan.”

      “I’m not Momo,” Lilian said as she pulled him down into another kiss. “If anyone is going to try that, it’s going to be Iris.”

      “You seem awfully calm about all this.”

      “I don’t care who joins us in bed, just so long as you remain mine.”

      “I’ll always be yours,” Kevin promised.

      “Actions speak louder than words, Beloved. Show me how much you love me.”

      Knowing what she wanted, Kevin kissed and licked his way down her body, paying attention to her chest and stomach. He swirled his tongue around her nipples and tugged on them with his teeth. He kissed her taut stomach and paid special attention to her sensitive belly button. When he got to her shorts, he grabbed her zipper between his teeth and slid it down. Then he unbuttoned it with his tongue and pulled her shorts off. Lilian helped by raising her hips.

      Discarding her shorts, Kevin came back up, positioning himself between her legs. As he stared into her eyes, which shone with the flawless beauty that no emerald would ever possess, Kevin remembered why he’d fallen for this girl.

      That night, he and Lilian became one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kanya and his forces had gathered just outside of Phoenix.

      It was late at night. A chilly breeze swept through the Yamata Alliance base. Above their heads, millions of stars twinkled, their luster shining against the velvet canvas.

      Their temporary base was nothing more than a series of tents, which, while uncomfortable, would serve their purpose well enough. He and his subordinates were arrayed around a table inside of the largest tent. The tent served as their war room. Laid flat on the table was a map of Phoenix, which was marked with red marker in several sections.

      “Our forces have thoroughly investigated Phoenix, and we have determined that these are the entry points for Neo Seiryuu,” said his second in command, a massive onikuma whose thick black fur denoted his black bear ancestry.

      Alice Visam stared at the map with her crimson eyes. “Then we were correct in assuming that Neo Seiryuu has been separated from this dimension?”

      “It appears that way,” said the onikuma, who went by the name Clawson Urs. “The barrier they’ve set up to create their own dimension is powerful. However, it relies on a sealing system instead of a technique. While this makes the barrier more stable, it’s also easier to break.”

      Pressing a thick, black-furred index finger on the map, Clawson pointed out each of the circled points.

      “These are where the barrier seals are located. There are four of them—one at the north, south, east, and west points of the city. My men have already placed breakers on every seal, disguised properly with an illusion that would fool even a kitsune. On your word, the barrier will fall.”

      “Excellent.” Kanya felt a smile tug at his lips. “Tomorrow night, the Four Saints and all of the people living in this wretched city will be annihilated from the face of this world.”
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        * * *

      

      Hebi breathed in deeply as he felt more of his power return to him.

      He’d defeated the guardian and forced Kushinadahime to break the seal. The guardian of the third seal, an ape-like creature that towered over even mountains, lay on its back several yards away, its sightless eyes gazing at the sky. There was a massive hole in its chest.

      Kushinadahime lay on the ground, breathing heavily, her now ashen skin slick with sweat. He’d forced her to break the seal several times, which had drained her of significant portions of her life force. He supposed that’s what happened when someone became a human. They just didn’t have the stamina that they did when they were a goddess.

      “Reincarnation is a bitch, isn’t it?” he asked the girl. She said nothing, but the glare she sent his way, which could have sliced through a mountain, was fierce indeed. He chuckled.

      Just one more seal to go. He grinned.

      He was looking forward to having his full power again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Seven

          

          
            Christmas Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas day was met with a large breakfast courtesy of Kotohime: eggs, pancakes, bacon, hash browns, and French toast—a traditional western breakfast, which she didn’t make often. After eating the wonderfully prepared meal, Kevin went to where he’d hidden the presents for everyone, Kotohime’s room, and brought them out. Likewise, Lilian and the others grabbed the gifts they’d bought as well.

      “Hawa! Presents! Presents!”

      Camellia was probably the most joyful of the entire group. She sat on the floor, giggling childishly as she clapped her hands together.

      “C-calm down, My Lady,” Kirihime said. “You’ll be able to open presents soon.”

      “Muuu!” Camellia made a strange noise as she pouted. “I want to open presents now!”

      Wearing the widest of grins, Kevin placed the present that he had bought for her in her lap. “Here you go, Camellia. A present.”

      “Hawa! Presents!”

      Camellia tore through the wrapping like a tiger tearing through its prey. She opened the box and peered inside.

      “Hawa?”

      Pulling out the object revealed that Kevin’s present to Camellia was a stuffed nine-tailed fox with bright red fur and a cherubic face. As she stared at it, her eyes glittered like a pair of diamonds. She turned to Kirihime and, her beaming smile brighter than the sun, presented it to her.

      “Look, Kirikiri! Look at what Kevin-kyun got me!”

      “I see that,” Kirihime said with incredible tenderness. She sent him a warm smile, which caused him to smile back. Camellia hugged the fox to her chest. Oddly enough, Kevin didn’t feel the least bit envious—that poor fox plushie.

      “All right. Me next!” Iris declared, grabbing the nearest present and ripping it open without looking at who it was for.

      “H-hey!” Lilian shouted. “That was mine!”

      “Too bad. It’s mine now.”

      “Then I guess that means you’re not getting the present that I got you.”

      “… On second thought, you can have this back.”

      There weren’t that many presents to go around. Kotohime, Kevin, and Lilian had bought something for everyone, but they were the only ones. Iris hadn’t bought anyone presents, and neither had Camellia. Kirihime hadn’t either, but she at least had the excuse of being too busy watching over her mistress to go Christmas shopping.

      From Kotohime, Kevin received a new thigh holster for a knife. He thanked her even though he didn’t know what he’d do with an empty holster. Lilian had bought him every volume of UQ Holder! and a two-hour National Geographic video on Arctic wildlife. From Iris, he received…

      “Iris?”

      “Yes, Stud?”

      “Whose panties are these?”

      In Kevin’s hands were panties. They were quite risqué—nothing but a triangular patch with thin strings. Even Lilian didn’t have something this deadly in her arsenal.

      “… What if I said those were mine?”

      “Then I wouldn’t believe you.”

      “Uhuhu, you know me too well.”

      “Eep!”

      Everyone turned when a loud squeal emitted from Christine. She was staring at the panties in horror. The sheer amount of terror pulsating from her eyes like two solar flares was enough to make Kevin realize who these panties belonged to.

      “Damn… I didn’t realize you wore stuff like this.”

      “P-p-p-p-p-p-PERVERT!”

      “Guag!”

      After Christine slammed her fist into a startled Kevin’s gut, the group resumed opening presents. Kirihime seemed to like the new boots that he’d bought, which would go well with her maid outfit. She promised to keep them in perfect condition. Kotohime had ruffled his hair and thanked him for the sword cleansing oils. When Iris had opened the gift that he’d given her, a piece of lingerie that he’d seen her looking at during one of their trips to the mall a few months back, she’d given him the sloppiest kiss since… well, since the last time they’d had sex. Christine had shouted at them, but she’d been quickly silenced when Iris responded to Lilian’s gift the same way.

      Lilian’s reaction had been almost the same as Iris’s when she received her Wacom tablet. Actually, if it wasn’t for Christine, Iris, and Kotohime pulling her off him, Kevin was almost certain they would’ve done it right there on the floor.

      As the present unwrapping continued, Kevin noticed that Christine, aside from when Iris had stolen her panties and handed them to him, remained apart from the group. She stood off to the side, leaning against the wall. She looked out of place.

      Frowning, Kevin found the present that he’d bought for her, grabbed it, walked over to her, and held out the gift. It was a nicely wrapped box with black and silver paper. He’d thought about going with Christmas colors, but he believed that she would like these ones more.

      “Here. I hope you like it.”

      Christine took it with shaky hands. “You… bought this for me?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t give it to you if I hadn’t.”

      “T-thank you.”

      Hiding her suspiciously blue cheeks, Christine unwrapped the gift. She was much more meticulous than anyone else, taking off the tape and unwrapping the paper without ripping it, as if she planned on saving it later. The gift, which she gave an uncomprehending stare, was a lace-woven gothic bracelet. The center featured a silver gem. Outlining the gem was numerous frills which took on the semblance of roses. The bracelet was attached to a ring via a small chain.

      “I thought this would go well with your outfit,” Kevin said.

      “Idiot…”

      “W-what?”

      “N-nothing.” Christine’s lips trembled. Looking up at him with large eyes and blue cheeks, she held the bracelet out to him. “C-could you put it on?”

      Not seeing the harm in that, Kevin took the bracelet from her and slid it onto her slender wrist. He also slid the ring on her middle finger. Christine eyed the ring like it was something foreign, then looked at him and smiled. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her give such a breathtaking smile before.

      “Thank you. This is the best present I’ve ever gotten.”

      Not bothering to hide his pleased grin, Kevin said, “You’re welcome.”
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Maybe it was because they had been apart for so long, but this was the first time in a long while that he had seen her smile like this. He wondered if there was a way to make her do so more often. It looked much better than her usual surly expressions.

      “Hurry up and suck his face already,” Iris muttered.

      “S-s-s-s-suck—SHUT UP!”

      Christine’s powers over ice exploded from her body. Hoarfrost covered the ground and quickly spread across the floor, starting from her feet and working its way forward. Camellia let out a loud “HAWA!” as she slipped and fell onto her back. The others also panicked.

      “Christine! Your powers! Stop using your powers!”

      “Ugh… I should have known you’d respond like this, Frosty.”

      “Ara? Her ice powers are awfully strong. Ufufufu.”

      “Now’s not the time to laugh!”

      After Christine turned the room into a winter wonderland, the group finished opening presents. They soon split up. Lilian went into their room, presumably to try out her new Wacom tablet. Iris followed her. Kevin was sure she was going to try and seduce her sister. Kirihime watched Camellia as she found a place on the floor to play with her stuffed animals, and while Christine sat on the couch and stared at the two gifts that she’d gotten—his bracelet and a necklace from Lilian—he and Kotohime picked up the wrapping paper.

      “Thank you for your help, Kevin-sama.”

      “You’re welcome. Thanks for the gift.”

      “Ufufufu…”

      Before they could finish cleaning, a knock came at their door. Kotohime answered it to see that Kiara and Heather were on the other side.

      “Oh, Kiara-san, Heather-san. What a nice surprise. Would you like to come in?”

      Kiara shook her head. “Can’t. We only came here to get you.”

      Kotohime’s nose wrinkled. “Get me? What for?”

      “Don’t know, but the Four Saints are calling for all of their elite members.”

      “I see. In that case, please give me a moment to throw this trash away.”

      “Kay.”

      As Kotohime went into the kitchen, Kevin came up to the doorway. “Is something going on?”

      Heather and Kiara looked at each other.

      “We’re not sure,” Heather admitted. “Though I assume so. There’s no way the Four Saints would call on a meeting of the most powerful people in Neo Seiryuu if something wasn’t going on. Gods only knows what that is, though.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m ready,” Kotohime announced as she came back. Ruffling Kevin’s hair again, she said, “Please inform Lilian-sama and Iris-sama that I will be back later.”

      “Will do.”

      As Kotohime stepped outside, Kiara turned back around and grinned. “Before I forget, here you go, boya. This is from me and Heather.”

      Kiara handed him something, then left with Kotohime and Heather, tossing a wave over her shoulder. Kevin closed the door with a frown. Then he looked down at the object in his hand.

      The black knife glinted within the light.
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        * * *

      

      All of Neo Seiryuu’s elite members had assembled.

      Of course, calling them “elite” anything was a misnomer. The people who protected Neo Seiryuu weren’t a military, though a few did possess military training. Everyone who sat within the room was considered “elite” simply because they were either powerful, influential, or both. These were the people who, in some manner or form, protected Neo Seiryuu.

      Kotohime sat at a long table. Kiara sat on her right and Heather on her left. On the other side of the table was Mack, and Dr. Henry Von Stein sat to his right.

      Dr. Henry Von Stein was an oni with orange skin, curved horns protruding from his head, and more horns that sat around his cranium like a crown. He didn’t have eyebrows, but he did possess a thick brow ridge. Two tusk-like teeth jutted from his lower lip.

      The other people who sat around the table—which numbered twenty-four in all—were people that she knew by name but was not necessarily familiar with. She’d worked with some of them. However, there were others that she had never worked with before.

      Sitting at the head of the table were the Four Saints. Davin and Kuroneko sat on one end, and Sarah sat on the other. Orin was currently slumped over his seat, unconscious. There was a suspicious lump on his head.

      “Thank you all for coming so quickly,” Davin started. “A grave problem has come up that could affect the outcome of this war.”

      While no one said anything, several people glanced at each other in concern. Kotohime didn’t blame them. There was an expression on Davin’s face that all but said, “Something horrible as happened.” His entire countenance was grave.

      Clearing her throat, Kuroneko began where Davin left off, “Early this morning, there was a massive surge of power coming from the south. We have reason to believe that the Yamata no Orochi has regained most of his power.”

      This time, people did begin muttering. Even Kotohime was concerned by this. The Yamata no Orochi was a powerful entity said to be on par with the legendary Kyūbi. It was a massive serpent-dragon with eight heads and eight tails, and it was said to possess an enormous body that spanned eight valleys and eight hills.

      According to ancient myth, when Susano—the god of seas and storms—was exiled from the heavens, he found a couple and their daughter crying by a river. It was explained to him that every year, the Orochi came to devour one of their daughters, and that year they had to give up their eighth and final daughter, Kushinada. Deciding to save her, Susano proposed to Kushinana. She accepted and he transformed her into a comb so Orochi would not find her. He then had Kushinada’s parents brew sake, refine it eight times, and build an enclosure with eight gates, each of which included a vat of sake. When the Orochi arrived, he was lured in towards the sake and dipped each of his heads into one of the vats. The beast became drunk and disoriented, and Susano was able to slay him quite easily. That was how the legends went anyway. Kotohime did not know how much of it was true and how much of it was false, but it was a story that had been passed down in Japan for thousands of years.

      “One hundred and fifty years ago, we Four Saints fought against the Yamata no Orochi,” Davin said. “During this time, we managed to split his power and seal it away. However, it appears that he has not only found a way to revive himself, but he’s also located the places where his power has been sealed. Three of the four seals have already been broken, which means there’s only one seal left.”

      Orin, who’d recovered some time while Davin was talking, rubbed the bump on his head and said, “We’re going to the last seal, to wait for the Yamata no Orochi, who is sure to be searching for it even as we speak.”

      “Are you sure that is wise?” Dr. Henry Von Stein asked. “I do not mean to dissuade you. I understand that the Yamata no Orochi must be stopped before he can regain all of his powers. That being said, there are more threats than just the Yamata no Orochi.”

      “That is true, but the Yamata no Orochi is the biggest threat to us right now,” Sarah said with an emotionless voice.

      “Bigger even than the Sons and Daughters of Humanity?” one of the humans asked. Kotohime knew him as Sergeant Kernel Johnston. At one point, he’d been a member of the US army, but when the war against yokai began, he’d abandoned his post. His wife was a nure-onna, an amphibious yokai with the upper half of a woman and the lower half of a sea snake.

      “None of you have fought him like we have,” Sarah said. “We nearly died during that battle. It took all of our power just to seal his youki away. However, he is a cunning snake. The same trick that we used to seal him will not work twice.”

      “That is why we need to go,” Kuroneko added. “Before the Yamata no Orochi can regain all of his power, we need to confront and defeat him. If we do not defeat him before he breaks the last seal, then everything that we have fought to protect up to this point will be destroyed.”

      “We’ll be leaving Mack in charge of the daily operations. Johnston, you’ll be in charge of defense,” Davin said.

      “Just leave everything to us, Boss,” Mack said with a lazy salute.

      “I’ll do everything in my power to ensure that Neo Seiryuu remains safe in your absence,” Johnston added.

      Davin nodded. “We’re counting on all of you.”

      As the meeting adjourned, Kotohime stood up and made her way out of the room with everybody else.

      I wonder… what is this strong sense of foreboding that I feel?

      In the skyless city, Kotohime could only pray that nothing would happen while the Four Saints were gone.
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        * * *

      

      Thoe sat in the hospital room as Athena was given another checkup.

      Since the girl had been cleared by customs, she was now living with her and the other yama uba. While a few had thought it odd, most of her sisters had gushed over how cute Athena was. Thoe was glad that everybody had accepted her.

      Of course, even though she was now allowed to live in Neo Seiryuu, Athena still needed to undergo a series of checkups. These were different from the tests the doctor had done previously. Unlike before, where they were checking her for any harmful substances that might be inside of her body, now they were simply doing a standard doctor’s checkup.

      “Now to test your reflexes,” the doctor said. “Don’t worry, this won’t hurt a bit.”

      Thoe held the girl’s hand as the doctor tapped her knee with a Taylor hammer. After testing her reflexes, he observed her pupils then checked her throat, heart rate, and blood pressure. Athena seemed to take it all in stride, so she must have done this before. Theo remembered the first time she’d been forced to do this. It was when she and the others had first arrived in America. It had been humiliating.

      “It looks like everything checks out,” the doctor said as he finished. He jotted some notes down on a clipboard, then turned to her. “You two are free to leave now.”

      “Thank you.” Holding her hand out to Athena, Thoe said, “Come on. Let’s go home.”

      “Okay.”

      Hopping off the patient bed, Athena took the hand and walked out of the hospital room with Thoe.
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        * * *

      

      That morning after opening presents, Kevin decided to visit Justin in the hospital.

      Lilian was busy playing with her new Wacom tablet, and Iris and Christine went off somewhere together. However, that did not mean that he was alone. Walking down the hall with him were Camellia and Kirihime, who’d decided to join him.

      “I want to play with Kevin-kyun!” had been Camellia’s words.

      He kept a firm grip on Camellia’s hand as he wandered through the halls. Knowing her as he did, if he let go for even a second, she would try to wander off.

      “Are you sure it is okay for you to see this boy, Lord Kevin?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Kirihime’s face scrunched up in an adorable fashion. “What I mean is that this boy betrayed you. It seems dangerous to go near him.”

      “Maybe, but that’s why you’re here, right? I’ll be counting on you if something happens.” Kevin winked at her.

      Eyes widening, Kirihime flushed at his words. “Of course. I will do everything in my power to protect you.”

      “Camellia will protect Kevin-kyun, too!”

      “…”

      Kevin and Kirihime both stared at Camellia, who returned their blank expressions with a bright smile.

      “Camellia will also protect Kevin-kyun!”

      “We heard you the first time,” Kevin sighed. “Right, I’ll be counting on Camellia, too.”

      “Tee-hee!”

      As they turned a corner, they almost bumped into a pair that was walking in the opposite direction. Kevin immediately recognized Thoe and, of course, he remembered Athena from the night before, though they hadn’t spoken beyond initial introductions.

      “Oh, morning, Thoe,” he greeted.

      “Good morning, Kevin—or should I call you goshujin-sama?”

      “Please don’t,” Kevin deadpanned.

      Thoe grinned cheekily. “So, what are you doing here on Christmas morning? Shouldn’t you be with your mate and her sister?”

      The suggestive tone in Thoe’s voice made him sigh. “Does everyone know about our relationship?”

      “Of course. Lilian might spend most of her time making those drawings, but Iris has visited us on occasion. She likes to tell stories of her sexcapades with you and Lilian.”

      “S-sexcapades.” Kevin rubbed his head. “Does she really call it that?” When Thoe just smiled, he groaned and changed the subject. “Lilian’s currently having fun with the gift I bought her—”

      “Is it a sexy gift?”

      “—and Iris and Christine went off somewhere,” Kevin continued, a vein throbbing on his forehead. “So I decided to visit my friend who’s in the hospital.”

      Thoe hummed. “This friend wouldn’t happen to be the one that you and Phoebe rescued the other day, would it?”

      “That’s right. Justin was in bad shape when we rescued him, so he’s resting in the hospital right now.”

      He glanced at the little girl a bit as he spoke, and he could see why Thoe was so smitten with her. The innocent blue eyes, bright blond hair, and tiny figure made her seem like a porcelain doll. Kevin wasn’t the kind of person to gush over cute kids, but he could at least understand why someone else might.

      Thoe smiled at him. “And you’re going to see him. You’re a good friend.”

      Kevin shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Anyway, I’ll see you later.” Thoe waved at him as she and Athena walked past them.

      “Bye,” Kevin said in return.

      Eventually reaching Justin’s room, Kevin knocked several times. A familiar voice said, “Come in,” and he entered to see that Justin was wide awake and sitting up in bed.

      “Oh! Kevin! What’s up? Come to spend time with me instead of your mate?”

      “My mate’s busy right now.” Kevin wandered into the room with Camellia and Kirihime. “So, I thought I’d see how you were holding up.”

      “Hawa! Hullo, biribiri!”

      Justin stared at Camellia, then looked back at Kevin. “I see you’ve brought company. Didn’t know you were into MILFs.”

      “M-MILF?” Kirihime muttered with a blush.

      “He means Camellia,” Kevin assured her.

      “I-I know that…”

      “It looks like you’re doing well,” he continued speaking to Justin as he sat down. Camellia also chose to sit… in Kevin’s lap. “Camellia, what are you doing?”

      “Hawa. Camellia saw her daughters sitting on Kevin-kyun’s lap and wanted to sit there, too.”

      “Please get off.”

      “H-hawa… but Camellia wants to sit here.”

      Kevin groaned as the fox-woman squirmed on top of him. Her plump bottom was actually even more amazing and womanly than her daughters,’ but that was exactly why she needed to get off him. This woman caused him no end of trouble.

      “Hawa?” Camellia’s tone suggested that she was confused. “T-there’s something hard pressing against me.”

      Kevin squeaked when Camellia reached between her legs and grabbed little Kevin. Acting quickly, he stood up, forcing the woman off him with a loud, “Hawa!”

      “My Lady!”

      Kirihime dove for her mistress. She ended up getting a face full of boobs for her trouble. Kevin and Justin stared down at the duo lying on the floor. Kirihime’s face had been shoved into Camellia’s ginormous jiggly joggers, and Camellia was lying on top of her, moaning as her maid squirmed around underneath her.

      “H-hawa… that tickles, Kirikiri!”

      “Mphm!

      “Hawawawa!”

      Chuckling, Justin sent a sidelong glance at Kevin, his lips twisted into a half grin. “I was right. Hanging out with you is much more interesting than being a member of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.”

      “I’m glad you're so entertained,” Kevin said with a sigh.
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        * * *

      

      “Hmm… this is harder than I thought…”

      Lilian should have known that using a Wacom tablet wouldn’t be a simple matter. It didn’t have the same feel as pencil and paper, nor did the stylus respond like she wanted it to. Supposedly, it was a pressure-sensitive stylus, which allowed her to add “weight” to her lines, but that feature didn’t seem to be working.

      “Ugh… did I even set this up right?”

      Photoshop was open, and she’d created a new file of 6x9 inches and a resolution of 300. Staring at the screen, she watched lines appear as she moved her stylus across her Wacom tablet. None of the lines changed in thickness no matter how much pressure she used.

      “Mou… this is harder than I thought it would be…”

      Lilian’s words were met with silence.
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        * * *

      

      Awkward was the word that Kevin would have used to describe this moment.

      When he’d decided to visit Justin, he hadn’t really thought about what he would say. What did someone say to the person who betrayed them? It wasn’t like he had experience dealing with these kinds of situations. While Lilian might have decided to go the shōnen route and welcome her companion back with open arms if she was in his place, Kevin was not so altruistic.

      Camellia was playing with her stuffed nine-tailed fox. Her occasional giggle broke the awkward silence, though having a full-grown woman giggle like a nine-year-old was awkward in and of itself. Kirihime watched her mistress play. The compassionate look in her eyes told Kevin all he needed to on what she was thinking.

      “It’s been awhile since we’ve had a face to face like this, hasn’t it?” Justin said casually.

      “I guess it has,” Kevin admitted. “The last time you and I really spoke was after I kicked your butt.”

      “I think it would be more accurate to say that you had to fight an uphill battle to beat me.”

      “That’s what everyone who loses says.”

      “So harsh.”

      Conversation petered off again. Camellia looked up at Kevin, but when it became clear that he wasn’t saying anymore, she went back to playing with Mr. Nine.

      “I still haven’t forgiven you,” Kevin said into the silence.

      Justin’s smile was mirthless. “I figured as much. That’s why I told myself I was going to work hard so that you would forgive me. I even brought some information on the Sons and Daughters of Humanity for you.”

      Kevin furrowed his brow. “This information… it wouldn’t happen to be on a USB device, would it?”

      “Yes, it is. How did you know?”

      A grimace. “Because the doctor found it when he was scanning you for internal injuries.”

      “Oh…” Justin needed a second to respond. “That was the only place I could think of where Commander Paine wouldn’t—”

      “I don’t need to know anything about that. In fact, why are you even telling me something so disgusting? Do you want me to hate you?”

      Justin grinned. “Of course not.” The grin soon died away. Justin leaned back and looked at the ceiling. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said that day when we fought. Ever since I was little, I’ve always done as Commander Paine ordered. It was all I knew until he sent me to infiltrate your school. I felt like, because of that, I needed to do my duty, even when doing so went against my own beliefs.”

      “And I’m guessing you believe differently now?” theorized Kevin.

      “Yeah, I do. Thanks to you, I’ve decided to follow my own path.”

      Kevin didn’t know what he should say to that, so he said nothing.

      The silence that pervaded the room wasn’t so awkward this time.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin returned home later that day.

      He didn’t spend the whole day with Justin. After leaving the hospital, he and Kirihime took Camellia to a park. There were several that dotted Neo Seiryuu. They’d been built as a place for families to gather and relax. With everyone on edge from the war and unable to even see the sky, Monstrang had gone to great lengths to create places that would put noncombatants at ease.

      Entering his apartment, Kevin discarded his shoes and held the door open for his two companions.

      “We’re home,” he called out.

      The gentle pitter-patter of feet proceeded Kotohime appearing from within the hallway. She smiled at them as she clasped her hands in front of her and bowed. “Welcome back, Kevin-sama, Camellia-sama, Sister.”

      “Kotohime, we went to the park!” Camellia exclaimed.

      “That sounds lovely,” Kotohime said with a tender smile.

      “You know, I’ve always wondered this; why does Camellia call Kotohime by her name but not you?” Kevin asked.

      Kotohime hid her mouth with the sleeve of her kimono. “Ufufufu, that’s because I require anyone who wishes to speak with me to address me properly.”

      “Uh… I-I don’t mind if My Lady gives me a nickname. I consider it a term of endearment,” Kirihime mumbled.

      “Right. Are Christine and Iris still out?”

      “I believe so, yes.”

      Kevin nodded. Bidding the three kitsune farewell, he entered his room. Just as he expected, Lilian was still sitting in front of the computer. He could only see her back, but she was hunched over what he could only assume was her new Wacom tablet.

      Walking up behind the girl, he leaned over and placed his arms around her shoulders. Lilian squeaked in surprise. He chuckled and, after kissing her temple, set his head on her shoulder.

      “Having fun?”

      “Ugh, no,” Lilian groaned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I can’t get the pressure sensitivity to work. My artwork is dependent on the weight of my lines. Changing its thickness is the key to all of my art.” She pouted and shook the stylus in her hand. “This stupid thing isn’t letting me draw properly.”

      Lilian was never able to make programs work the way she wanted them to, though not for lack of trying. He’d been teaching her how to use a computer since they started dating. She just wasn’t used to it. He guessed 100+ years of not having a computer increased the learning curve difficulty.

      “How about we see if I can make it work properly?” Kevin suggested.

      They traded places. Kevin sat down and Lilian leaned over his shoulder, watching him work. He would never call himself the greatest computer expert in the world, but having grown up in an era where digital technology was constantly evolving, he was reasonably confident in his ability to solve Lilian’s problem. It didn’t take very long to figure out what her problem was.

      “… Lilian?”

      “Yes?”

      “You forgot to check the pressure sensitivity box in the preferences.”

      “Is that bad?”

      Kevin deadpanned, then, with glacial slowness, he nodded. “Yes, that is bad. If the box isn’t checked, then it means you’re telling the program that you don’t want the stylus to be pressure sensitive.”

      “Oh.” Lilian paused. “You’re right. That is bad.”

      They stared at each other for several more seconds, then unanimously decided to pretend this incident never happened. Afterwards, they traded places again. Kevin noticed the thick notebook sitting on the desk next to the computer. It was open to the first page of what he recognized as her current work in progress.

      “Are you planning on redrawing all of your panels into Photoshop?”

      “Yes. I figured it would be easy to redraw them since I can use the original drawings as references.”

      “Couldn’t you just scan these into Photoshop and trace them?”

      “I could, but that wouldn’t help me learn how to draw using this program.”

      “Makes sense.”

      Kevin continued watching Lilian work for a little while longer, putting down line after line, changing the thickness from slender to thick. She didn’t seem to be doing much more than tinkering with the program right now.

      He understood very little about artwork. That being said, he sort of understood what she was doing. She was trying to familiarize herself with the feel of the stylus and how the Wacom performed when compared to pencil and paper. And yet as the minutes passed by, Kevin saw Lilian becoming frustrated.

      “Problem?”

      “Ah… not really. It’s just that this tablet doesn’t feel right.”

      “Is there something wrong with it?”

      Lilian’s fox ears twitched as she shook her head. “No… I think it’s just because I’m so used to using pencil and paper to draw. Using a device like this feels unusual.”

      “I see.” Kevin regarded his mate with even eyes. “Why don’t you take a break? You’ve been at this since this morning, right?”

      “I guess.” Lilian sighed. She never liked doing things half-assed, which was probably what this felt like, but she was also clearly growing frustrated with her lack of progress. A little rest would fix her right up.

      He took her by the hand, pulling her out of the chair, then directed her to the bed. He flopped down onto his back lengthwise across the bed. Meanwhile, Lilian lay with her head on his chest and her feet dangling over the side. Seeing her ears twitch, Kevin reached out and tenderly caressed them. Her ears stiffened under his touch before, with a content sigh, the ears and girl they were attached to became utterly relaxed.

      “Hawa…”

      Lilian took after her mother in more ways than one, it seemed.
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        * * *

      

      If there was one thing that everyone could get behind, it was relaxing to a nice anime after dinner. Even Christine enjoyed some anime, though you couldn’t pay her to watch any of Lilian’s recommendations, or so she said. The only one among them who didn’t like at least one anime was Iris.

      “Why can’t we watch a good porno?”

      Iris would rather watch porn. Apparently.

      Christine wrinkled her nose. “Why the hell would we want to watch porn?”

      “For research purposes?”

      “Don’t answer my question with another question!”

      “Come on, you two,” Kevin interrupted them. “Keep it down. We’re trying to watch this.”

      The anime they were watching was called Inuyasha and, aside from Fruits Basket and Inu x Boku SS, it was the only anime that Christine would willingly—or at least publicly admit to—watch. That did not mean that he and Lilian weren’t interested in it. Inuyasha was an older anime that had been popular in the late 1990s, and neither of them had seen it. That said, Lilian did have all fifty-six volumes of the manga.

      “Excuse me, Lord Kevin?”

      Kevin turned his attention to Kirihime, who stood several feet away, hands clasped in front of her. “Hm? What’s up, Kirihime?”

      “Nothing. It’s just… I was going through your laundry, and I discovered this strange device in your back pocket.” She held out what Kevin immediately recognized as a USB drive—the same USB drive that had been in Justin’s butt hole for gods knew how many days.

      “Don’t touch that!”

      “Kya!”

      Kirihime dropped the device onto the ground. Kevin leapt to his feet.

      “Quick! Get some sanitizer and clean your hands!”

      “B-but I’m wearing gloves!”

      “Then throw those in the wash and clean your hands!”

      “B-but I—”

      “Do you want to be contaminated, woman?! That thing’s been up someone’s bunghole for several days!”

      Kirihime turned green. She then rushed out of the hallway. Kevin could hear the thump-thump of her hurried footsteps as she opened the door, raced out, and slammed the door shut.

      “What’s going on, Stud?”

      Kevin ignored Iris’s question and rushed into the kitchen. He stopped hearing the TV play and assumed that Lilian had paused it. Kneeling down, he opened the cupboard and pulled out a set of latex gloves, which he put on as he dashed back into the living room.

      “Oi! Stud, don’t ignore me!”

      “Sorry, Iris, but this is important.” Kevin picked up the USB drive and stood up again. “You guys keep watching the anime. I’m going to see what’s on this USB drive.”

      “You can’t expect us to keep watching when you’re acting like this, can you?” Christine asked.

      “I want to see what’s on the device,” Lilian added.

      Not up for a battle of words, Kevin shrugged. “You’re welcome to follow me, then.”

      I can’t believe I forgot about this.

      He’d meant to give this to Kotohime so she could give it to Monstrang, but she was out on patrol now. Since there was no one he could give it to right now, he decided to check the contents himself.

      Ignoring the others, Kevin entered his bedroom and sat down in front of his computer, turning it on and inserting the USB drive after his computer had booted up.

      “What do you think is on this?” Lilian asked.

      “Maybe it’s the stud’s stash of porn,” Iris suggested.

      “Only you would think up something so lewd,” Christine admonished.

      “It’s from Justin,” Kevin told them. “He said there was something important on here.”

      “Justin’s stash of porn?”

      “Enough with the porn already!” Kevin and Christine shouted at the same time.

      Kevin opened a folder and accessed the files inside of the USB drive. There were a lot of them. Counting down, Kevin saw that there were over 1,600 files, and all of them were dated. He opened one. A word document appeared on the monitor, which described things such as logistics, battle plans, after action reports, and casualty reports.

      “These… these are missions that the Sons and Daughters of Humanity have undertaken,” Kevin murmured. Everyone else was silent. They knew how big of a find this was.

      “We need to inform someone,” Lilian said at last.

      “But who should we tell?” asked Christine. “Kotohime told us that the Four Saints have left Neo Seiryuu.”

      “We’ll tell Kiara.” Kevin unplugged the USB and turned off the computer. “She’s not on patrol right now, I don’t think.”

      Lilian’s nose scrunched cutely. “How do you know?”

      “Because they’d never have two of their most powerful forces working the same shift,” Kevin explained. “It’d mean they wouldn’t have anyone for the next shift. Now, let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Kiara was fast asleep when incessant knocking struck her hearing.

      Groaning, she sat up in bed, blinking several times as she rubbed her eyes. The knocking became louder.

      “Ugh, hold your damn horses,” Kiara muttered as she pushed herself off the bed. Though the air was not cold, the stump leftover from where she’d ripped off her own left arm gained goosebumps. She blamed it on the heating blanket.

      “Kiara!” Kevin’s voice was shouting from the other side. “Kiara! I need to talk with you! It’s urgent!”

      What could be so urgent that you’d wake me up in the middle of the freaking night?

      Growling like an irritated beast, Kiara exited her room, went over to the front door, and ripped it open. Kevin was on the other side, along with Lilian, Christine, and Iris. She glared at all four of them with a look that all but screamed, “Explain yourselves before I murder you.”

      “What the hell do you want, boya?” she asked. When he said nothing, she scowled. “Well?”

      “Uh… it’s… well…”

      As Kevin stumbled over his words, Kiara wondered what the hell his problem was. It wasn’t until she remembered something that she’d forgotten in her irritation—namely, that she slept naked—that she realized what sort of malfunction he was suffering. She glanced at herself. Then she looked up at him.

      “Are you really so unused to the female figure that you’d be disoriented from seeing me naked?” Kiara asked, amused. “Seriously, boya. I thought you’d be better than that.”

      Kevin still didn’t answer. She surmised that he hadn’t been expecting to see her naked when she opened the door. Seeing this, Lilian stepped forward.

      “We have information that we think will be vital to defeating the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.”

      Whatever Kiara had been expecting, it hadn’t been that. She looked from the young redhead, then to her mate. Kevin had finally stopped gawking at her. When he saw that she was staring at him, he nodded.

      “Justin had a USB drive, which has reports on, if not every action taken by the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, then most of them. I meant to give it to Monstrang after getting it, but it slipped my mind.”

      “It slipped your mind?” She raised an eyebrow. “How does something like that slip your mind?”

      Kevin’s cheeks turned so red they were nearly luminescent. “L-look, it just does, okay?”

      “Whatever.” Kiara decided that she didn’t want to know. “Give me a second to get dressed. Then we’ll go and find someone who can sort through all of this information, okay?”

      Kevin and the others nodded. Kiara shut the door, then entered her room and dug through her dresser. Sighing to herself, she realized that the chances of her getting anymore sleep tonight were slim.

      She was beginning to regret answering the door.
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        * * *

      

      The night was too quiet for Kotohime’s taste. She knew that she was being pessimistic, but when she considered how she was neck deep in combat most nights—especially recently—the lack of violence tonight made her edgy.

      Her squad that she was in charge of was one of the regulars that she worked with. They were a mixed group of humans and yokai, whose names she knew by stint of having worked with them for so long. Each one had a unique talent. Josh was a skilled sniper, Ursula could use enchantments that even some kitsune would be envious of, and Bertrand was skilled at trap setting and recon; he also made a damn fine cup of tea.

      “Are you feeling unwell, Kotohime?” came the respectful but quiet voice of Josh. He was a very soft-spoken young man. In some ways, he reminded her a more mature, less tsukkomi-like version of Kevin.

      He also lacks Kevin’s adorableness.

      “I am fine,” she said.

      “‘Tis strange how quiet it is this night,” Bertrand said, sniffing the air. “For the past week, we have been beset upon by the Yamata Alliance, yet now there is no one to greet us in combat. This silence is disquieting.”

      “I’m rather fond of the silence,” Ursula countered. “I think it’s much better than having to constantly exert myself.”

      “Be that as it may, I feel like this quiet bodes ill for us.”

      Kotohime agreed with Bertrand. Something told her that it wasn’t quiet because the Yamata Alliance had pulled back. Was it because they were waiting for something? Reinforcements, perhaps? She wished they had more information.

      Shifting alerted her to Bertrand, who was staring off into the distance. He looked startled.

      “Something wrong?” she asked.

      “The barrier around Neo Seiryuu just went down,” he informed her.

      Everyone stiffened. The barrier was one of the key reasons Neo Seiryuu had not yet been discovered by enemy forces. It acted as a gate that separated the underground community from this dimension, working as a sort of dimensional barrier, or bubble, which kept Neo Seiryuu out of phase with the real world. If the barrier was gone, then it meant that whoever had broken it would be able to find Neo Seiryuu.

      “Split up,” Kotohime ordered. “We each need to investigate the seals and see whether they were destroyed or just damaged and how it was done. Josh, you take the north. Ursula, the south. Bertrand will take the east, and I’ll take the west.”

      “Roger!” the three said at the same time.

      As they split off to their own destinations, Kotohime reinforced her muscles to the max.

      There was trouble afoot, and she needed to discover the reason why.

      She only prayed that this wasn’t an unfixable situation.
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        * * *

      

      After Kiara donned a gray business suit, she, Kevin, and the others left for the tower. On the way there, Kiara called up Mack and demanded that he “get his ass out of bed and meet them, or she would break her foot off his ass.” Those had been her words, not Kevin’s.

      They met with Mack inside of Monstrang’s office. Mack looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. His pinkish-red hair was in disarray, his eyes were droopy and irritated, and he periodically yawned, raising a hand to his mouth and smacking his lips.

      “There had better be a damn good reason for you calling me this late at night,” he said.

      “I wouldn’t be up if there wasn’t,” Kiara replied, holding out the USB drive that Kevin had given her. “Here. Take a look at this and tell me what you think.”

      Mack stared at the USB drive, then sighed, grabbed it, and set it on the desk. After booting up the computer and typing in the password, he inserted the drive.

      Standing in the background, Kevin watched and waited as Mack accessed the files in the drive. It didn’t take long. Barely a second into clicking on the mouse, the pink-haired usagi sucked in a sharp breath.

      “This is…”

      “Reports on the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s activities for the past several years, I’d wager,” Kiara said when Mack trailed off.

      “Where did you get this?” he asked.

      “I got it from Justin,” Kevin said, stepping forward. “He apparently had that… hidden on his person. It was found by the doctor, who gave it to me. I’d… well, I had forgotten about it until Kirihime found it in my pants pocket.”

      The incredulous look on Mack’s face accurately summed up his thoughts. “How could you forget about something like this?”

      Kevin’s cheeks reddened. How many times would someone ask him this? “There were extenuating circumstances, okay? Besides, I didn’t know what was on it.”

      Mack rubbed his face. He looked even more tired now. “Well,” he blew out a deep breath, “at least this means we don’t have to wait until he’s healthy enough to be interrogated. This is more than enough information to appease even the hardliners who were against the rescue operation.”

      “There were hardliners?” Lilian asked.

      “There’s always hardliners,” Mack said. “It’s the nature of politics.”

      “I thought this place was a dictatorship,” Iris commented.

      “Even dictatorships have politics, and no, this isn’t a dictatorship.”

      “We’re getting off track,” Kiara said. “We need to decide what we’re going to do with all this information.”

      “That would depend on what sort of information we have.” Mack leaned back. “I’ll get a team together and have them sort through everything on this USB. Even if there is something in here that we can use, it will take a long time to sort through.” Mack sent Kevin a dry expression. “You seem to love giving people more work.”

      “Sorry.” Kevin shrugged unapologetically.

      Just then, several loud sirens flared to life, the ear-splitting noise forcing everyone to cover their ears. Lilian and Iris screamed as their sensitive eardrums were assailed. Kiara grimaced, blood leaking between her fingers.

      “What the hell is with this obnoxious racket?!” Christine demanded.

      “It’s the alarm letting us know that the seals have been broken!” Mack shouted, standing up and moving over to a place with a command console attached to a wall. He pressed a button and the alarm in the room died off. However, the alarms going on outside remained.

      He turned to everyone, his expression grave.

      “Someone has destroyed the seals that separate Neo Seiryuu from the rest of the world.”

      “Which means?” asked Iris.

      “It means that our location has been compromised,” Kiara said.

      Mack nodded. “Someone has discovered where we live, and that someone is likely going to attack soon. Damn it. This really couldn’t have come at a worse time.”

      “What should we do?” asked Kevin.

      “You are going to do nothing,” Mack said. “Our forces should be in the process of evacuating the civilians to our emergency bunkers, which is where you’ll also be going.”

      Kevin narrowed his eyes. “Excuse me? Look here, just because I’m young doesn’t mean I—”

      “Do not misunderstand me,” Mack interrupted. “This isn’t about your age or even your capabilities. You might do some missions for the boss, but you’re not a member of our defense force. You’re a civilian. There are protocols that we need to follow here.”

      Kevin clenched his hands into fists, which shook fiercely. Mack ignored him.

      “Kiara, gather Phoebe and her group. Tell them to head to the main gate, then get over there yourself. Also, if you can, get in contact with Kotohime and whoever’s with her. We need to know what their status is. I’m going to contact the others that are on standby and organize them into a defense force.”

      “Will do,” Kiara said as she turned around. “Come on, kids. It’s time to head back.”

      “What?” Kevin looked back and forth between them. “But surely I can help out? You can’t expect me to just not do anything.”

      Kevin didn’t want to fight. However, he wasn’t going to hide away when his friends were in danger either. Maybe it was contradictory, but he wanted to at least do what he could to protect his friends.

      “That’s exactly what we expect you to do,” Mack said. “You’re strong, don’t get me wrong, but you’re not a professional. In a situation such as this, all you’d do is get in the way.”

      Kevin gritted his teeth, feeling more frustrated by the moment. There weren’t many things that he disliked, but being told that he would be a hindrance was one of those things.

      A hand touched his. It was warm and gentle, and the contact made him turn to look at the person who it belonged to. His eyes met bright green.

      “Lilian…”

      “I know you’re upset, but I think Mack brings up a good point. This isn’t like when we were sent out to find Kuroneko.”

      Kevin could have done many things. He could have discarded her words and continued to argue. He could have told her that she didn’t know what she was talking about. He could have done a lot of things.

      He did none of that.

      “You’re right. I know you’re right. I just don’t like doing nothing.”

      Lilian’s understanding smile put his mind at ease. “I know.”

      Kevin sighed and turned to Mack and Kiara. “All right. We’ll head to the shelters.”

      “Heh, glad to know you can follow instructions. I was afraid that all of your accomplishments would go to your head,” Kiara said with a grin.

      “Whatever.”

      A plan of action had been made, and Kevin left the tower with the others. The outside was in a state of chaos. The area around the tower was a riot of activity as people working on standby flooded outside to begin the evacuation.

      Kevin and his friends began moving toward the nearest shelter. The shelters were basically a series of underground bunkers, which could only be accessed via a series of elevators that could only be opened by retina scans. As they started to walk, Kevin remembered something and changed directions.

      “Beloved, where are you going?”

      Kevin gave Lilian a reassuring smile. “I’m going to get Justin, just in case this attack is being done by the Sons and Daughters of Humanity. Don’t worry. I’ll head right to a shelter after that.”

      Lilian sighed. “If you’re going, then I’m going with you.”

      “Me too.” Iris winked. “You can’t leave me out of any fun you might have.”

      Christine scowled and blushed. “D-don’t think I’m going with you because I want to. If I wasn’t with you, then you three would probably forget your original purpose and do something shameless with each other.”

      “You’re always welcome to join us when we’re shameless.” Iris smiled suggestively.

      “Shut up, Skank!”

      “Let’s hurry up. The longer we wait here, the bigger the chances are that Mack or Kiara will notice what we’re doing,” Kevin said.

      The hospital was in the opposite direction of their apartment. It also took more time to get there, around fifteen minutes total.

      It was nighttime, and although there was no sun due to this place being underground, there were artificial lights, which had currently been turned off. Only a few street lamps were available to guide them.

      Like most hospitals, this one was fairly standard, if a little small. It was shaped like an L. The walls were gray, and there were numerous windows. Perhaps it was because the place was so dark, but Kevin felt an odd sense of foreboding coming from it, or maybe that was merely his imagination.

      “Is this place giving anyone else the creeps?” asked Iris.

      “It does seem kind of eerie, doesn’t it?” Lilian said.

      “I-I’m not scared,” Christine said.

      “Say that when your legs stop shaking, Tsun-tsun.”

      “Bitch!”

      The hospital was dark as they entered and looked around. The waiting room was empty, which Kevin had expected. What he hadn’t expected was for no one to even be there. Given how much chaos was happening outside, he’d fully expected there to be guards, nurses, and doctors rushing to get the patients to a shelter. Why did it seem like there was no one here?

      Has this place already been evacuated?

      “Which number is Slowpoke in?” asked Iris.

      “One fifty-four,” Kevin said. “Just follow me.”

      They went off down one of the corridors, their footsteps echoing ominously loud. Kevin felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. The only sound, aside from their footsteps, was that of their breathing, further adding to the eeriness of the moment.

      “Okay,” Christine admitted as they turned a corner, “I’ll admit that this is freaky.”

      Iris grabbed Christine’s hand. “Just stick by me, Frosty. I’ll protect you.”

      “You’re the one who needs protecting,” Christine rebutted, gripping Iris’s hand in return.

      “Beloved…”

      Kevin grabbed Lilian’s hand as they reached another corner. He stopped. Peering around the corner, he saw a mostly empty hallway. It was mostly empty because the two guards who’d been posted at Justin’s door to keep him from leaving were lying on the ground in puddles of blood.

      Kevin rushed down the hallway. The closer he got to the guards, the worse the scene became. They were clearly dead. Their throats had been slashed open. From the shocked looks plastered on their faces, which remained even in death, they hadn’t even been given enough time to change into their yokai forms.

      “W-what is this?” Christine asked.

      “Beloved…”

      “I know.”

      Did Justin do this?

      Kevin burst into Justin’s room and, as expected, he did not see Justin anywhere. The bed was empty, though the sheets looked to have been ruffled, as if someone had spent the night tossing and turning. Moving over to the bed, Kevin saw that there were several stains on the sheets. Frowning, he moved to the other side. There was more blood on the floor, which created a trail to the window—the open window.

      “It looks like he fled,” Iris said.

      “But did he flee because he was trying to escape or was he fleeing because he was running from someone else?” Lilian asked. “If he just wanted to escape out the window, then there would have been no point in killing the guards.”

      “Which means he was fleeing from someone,” Kevin said.

      “Do you think it’s an assassin?” asked Christine.

      Kevin turned to the others. “That’s what we’re going to find out.”

      “Pinky isn’t going to like that,” Iris pointed out.

      “Yeah, well, what Mack doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      As the group leapt out of the window, Kevin wondered how much trouble they would get into for going off on their own in the middle of an emergency. Then he decided that he didn’t care. He had a friend to save.
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        * * *

      

      Justin was running.

      His breathing was heavy as his bare feet padded along the ground. He wore nothing but a smock, which was covered in his sweat. A sharp agony traveled up his side, phantom pain left over from his torture at Commander Paine’s hands.

      He didn’t know where he was. Tall buildings stood on either side of him, a network of interconnecting, maze-like structures that he guessed were business offices of some kind.

      Something whizzed past his head, a sharp pain searing his cheek. Warm blood ran down the new wound. His body was already littered with such wounds. The person chasing after him was damnably good with those throwing knives.

      Turning a corner, wincing as something jabbed him in the foot to draw even more blood, Justin tried to put on more speed. He didn’t know if he could outrun whoever was hounding him. However, it didn’t matter. He couldn’t allow himself to be finished off here. If he could just find someone, then maybe he could—

      “Dead end,” Justin muttered to himself as he slowed to a stop.

      There was a large wall in front of him. It loomed over him like a sign that this was the end. His lips twisted into a mirthless smile. He was injured, alone, tired, and without a weapon. Meanwhile, the person following him seemed to have an infinite number of knives which they could throw at him. It was hardly a fair fight, but then, assassins never did fight fairly.

      Turning around, calming himself by taking several steady breaths, Justin confronted his would-be killer with the calm of a man who knew that the odds were stacked against him. The person came into view. His breath caught in his throat before, without humor, he chuckled.

      “I never imagined that you would be the one the commander sent to end me… Athena.”

      Walking toward him with the unerringly confident gait of a trained killer was none other than Athena, the blond-haired, blue-eyed little girl.
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            The Battle for Neo Seiryuu

          

        

      

    

    
      The situation had taken a turn for the worst.

      It all started after Kotohime had arrived at the seal to discover that the people guarding it were dead. The problem was further compounded when she discovered that, indeed, the seal had been broken. Not only was it broken, but she didn’t know how to fix it. That wasn’t the only issue, however. By far, the largest problem was how, immediately after confirming that the seal had been broken, yokai that were clearly under the Yamata Alliance’s banner came pouring in.

      Feeling her feet pound against the concrete surface, Kotohime leapt backwards as the air in front of her was split. The kamaitachi who was responsible soon tasted her blade when, upon charging youki to the bottom of her feet, she launched herself forward at a speed that broke the sound barrier.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Hikisakimasu.”

      As blood sprayed from the kamaitachi whose two halves fell away from each other, Kotohime leapt into the air, avoiding a pair of scissor-like hands from a kamikiri that had tried to impale her from behind. Water swirled around her blade. It coalesced into a constantly flowing stream that covered the edge, which Kotohime used in her next technique.

      “Water Art: Water Blade.”

      The water on her blade shot forward in a crescent. It struck her enemy, splitting the kamikiri’s chest open like an overripe fruit. Gurgling, the yokai fell over and died.

      Kotohime landed on the ground. Seeing the other yokai come streaming in, she shifted her stance, widening it as she resheathed her katana. She breathed in deeply, held it for one second, and then expelled it.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Gekido, Tsukiyomi-no-Mikoto!”

      She spun in a circle, her blade moving so quickly it wasn’t even visible as a glimmer. Then she stopped on a dime after completing a full rotation. The tip of her blade, which pointed at the ground as if she were set to impale the asphalt, didn’t so much as quiver. One second passed. Then two seconds. Then the world exploded around her in all directions.

      Kotohime’s hair whipped about her as it was caught within a fierce gale. All of the yokai who’d been near her were thrown back, their bodies ripped to shreds as a ripple passed through the air, expanding like a shockwave. The ground was torn apart. The earth was upheaved. Chunks of asphalt and gravel sailed everywhere as something akin to a tornado spread across the ground and quickly expanded. Glass shattered as the ripple struck the buildings before, like toppling Jenga blocks, the structures made of concrete and brick collapsed.

      As the earth settled, a heavy silence fell over the now destroyed section of Phoenix. Kotohime stood in the center of a massive crater of her own creation, a pillar that jutted from the ground around her like an elevated platform, the edges of which were perfectly smooth.

      Clap. Clap. Clap.

      Mocking applause filled the air.

      “Bravo,” a female voice said. “What a brilliant display of swordsmanship. I can see why you’ve been hailed as one of the deadliest swordswomen to ever exist.”

      A woman stood several yards away, at the very edge of the crater. Blue skin glimmered within the moonless night. Her skin stood in stark contrast to her crimson eyes. Horns jutting from within her voluminous hair identified her as a kijo, though her skin tone was most unusual for one of her species. She clapped once more with her clawed hands.

      “Who are you, josei-san?”

      The woman smiled as she raised a hand to her chest. Kotohime could see fangs glinting behind peeled back lips that reminded her of a vampire.

      “I am Alice Visam,” the woman announced, “and I have come here to kill you.”
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        * * *

      

      Kiara grabbed Phoebe and the others and forced them to get ready and head out with her. Fortunately, the alarms had woken them long before she’d arrived, and they’d already been able to glean that trouble was afoot. Kiara only needed to explain that someone had destroyed the barrier to spur them all into action.

      “Do we know who broke the barrier?” Phoebe asked as they made for the entrance.

      Kiara shook her head. “No. About the only thing we’re aware of is that someone has destroyed the barrier and will likely be attacking soon. We haven’t been able to contact Kotohime either, which means she’s either busy fending them off, or she’s been defeated.”

      She didn’t like to think that her rival could be so easily beaten, but if the enemy forces had outnumbered her, then it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. Kiara was pragmatic enough to realize this.

      “I cannot see Kotohime being taken down so easily,” Phoebe said confidently as Polydora strode on her left.

      Kiara grinned. “Neither can I.”

      A loud explosion ripped through the hallway just then. The very air itself seemed to detonate. Kiara winced as hot air stung her face, whipping her hair about like it was caught in a fierce gale.

      She and the others rushed to the entrance, only to discover a scene of devastation. The garage, which served as the only way in or out of Neo Seiryuu after the completion of Davin’s Tower, had been completely annihilated. The ceiling had caved in. Everything was buried under piles of rocks and gravel. Standing on top of that gravel, looking down on them as they entered, was an onikuma whose black fur denoted his origins. As the yokai unleashed a furious roar, the myriad of creatures standing by his side sounded out their own battle cries and descended upon Kiara and her group like a pack of ravenous hyenas.
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        * * *

      

      Project ATHENA was the name given to the conception of children who were predisposed towards assassination. They were more intelligent than regular humans, had a higher capacity for learning, were more dexterous, and possessed special traits that made them perfect for assassinations. What’s more, children created from this project were essentially unthinking, unfeeling killing machines.

      As far as Justin was aware, the girl standing before him was the only successful child to have been conceived from Project ATHENA. The rest had died while still being incubated.

      “I can’t believe the commander let you out of your test tube,” Justin said. Athena continued to silently stalk forward. “What? Not gonna say anything?”

      “There is no need to answer your questions,” Athena informed him. “Once I have learned about where you stored that information you stole from Commander Paine, I am going to terminate you.”

      Justin grinned. “Now that’s a problem. See, I’m not very interested in dying just now—not until I’ve at least atoned for betraying my friends.”

      Athena stopped walking. She tilted her head. “I do not understand the logic in that statement. Atonement to one’s friends is only for people who have friends. You are just like me, an experiment born in a vat, created to serve Commander Paine. You have no friends.”

      “Maybe I was like you once,” Justin admitted. “But I’m not like you anymore. I’ve decided that from here on out, I’m going to make my own choices.”

      That’s what I should have been doing from the start… right, Kevin?

      Athena’s frown was miniscule but present. She must have been confused, which he didn’t blame her for. She’d never seen the real world before now. In fact, he was positive that she’d only been let out of her test tube a couple dozen times for training.

      There standoff didn’t last long, and Athena had apparently deemed his words worthless. She was throwing her knives at him seconds later.

      Justin did his best to dodge, swerving to the left before juking to the right, then ducking and moving again. He did everything humanly possible to keep himself from becoming a predictable target. Athena had a ridiculously high intelligence. Knowing her specs as he did, he understood that if he became too predictable, she’d be able to throw those knives of hers to much greater effect by angling her trajectory to where he would be in the next second instead of where he was.

      More knives came flying at him. Justin rolled along the ground, ignoring the jarring pain in his shoulder. As he returned to his feet, he knelt down and scooped up one of the knives, which he used to knock aside the next pointy object thrown. Then he took two steps back and to the left. Athena’s next tossed knives missed him by a hair. He could actually feel the weapons cutting the air as they whizzed by him.

      That accuracy is dangerous. If I don’t change the pace soon, she’ll eventually kill me.

      Athena seemed to rely on long-range attacks, so if he could close the distance between them, then perhaps he could limit her options. He made a decision. When she threw her next knife, Justin didn’t try to dodge and instead charged straight at her. This was definitely a good thing. The knife had been thrown, not at him, but at where he would’ve moved if he hadn’t decided to charge her.

      For perhaps the first time since their battle started, Athena appeared surprised. He didn’t think someone like her could feel surprise. Justin didn’t dwell on the thought long. Stepping into her guard, he tried to slit her throat before she could react. However, Athena proved to be quick on her feet. She bent her torso, avoiding his swipe as she planted her hands on the ground, forming a bridge with her body. She then brought her legs up and attempted to mule kick him in the chest.

      Leaping backwards allowed Justin to avoid getting hit. He still felt the displaced air against his shirt. This girl must have some kicking power. As Athena leapt to her feet, Justin moved back in and tried to gut her, but it seemed as if the element of surprise was no longer on his side. She pulled out another knife from within her pants. The loud clang of their weapons clashing together echoed and sparks flew as the two knives ground against each other.

      “Where the hell are you getting all these knives?!”

      “Extra Dimensional Storage Space.”

      Her words created a lull in battle. Justin looked flabbergasted. “You actually have one of those?”

      “Yes.”

      He looked at her flat chest. “Huh… I thought you needed boobs for that.”

      Athena frowned. Then she tried to kick him in the nuts.

      “Woah!”

      She missed when he took a step back, but while he avoided her initial assault, Justin wasn’t prepared for her grabbing his shirt. He felt a moment of weightlessness as the world around him tilted. Then all of the air was violently expelled from his lungs when he was slammed into the ground. As he coughed and struggled to breathe, Athena stood over him, her knife poised to kill him.

      “Celestial Art: Light Sphere!”

      Athena leapt out of the way of a light sphere that sailed past her. It struck the wall, detonating and leaving a scorch mark shaped like a perfect circle where it hit. Seeing this, Athena apparently decided to fight another day and fled. Justin watched as she kicked along the walls, ascending to the roof of a building before she disappeared from sight.

      “Justin!” Kevin’s shout reached his ears. Looking upside down, he saw the blond teen running toward him with three other people.

      Grinning as the four surrounded him, he said, “Hey! Nice of you to come rescue me, Kevin. The assist is most appreciated.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to hearing you talk like a normal human being,” Iris declared.

      “That’s rude.” Justin pouted.

      Christine scrunched up her face. “Wait. Aren’t you… Justin?”

      “The one and only.”

      She turned to Iris. “I thought Justin was supposed to be a retard.”

      Justin winced. “Ouch. That’s a really harsh thing to say.”

      “Well, he was a little slow, but I don’t think he was completely retarded.” Adopting a faux wiseman’s stance, Iris nodded several times. “Slowpoke here never went full retard.”

      “Still right here, you know. I can hear every word you’re saying.”

      Kevin knelt next to Justin, who turned his head to look at him. “Can you tell us what happened?”

      “I most certainly can, but first…” Justin held out his hands “… can you help me up? I’m really tired and seem to have lost feeling in my legs.”
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        * * *

      

      Sparks flew. Kotohime glared at her foe, who hid behind a metal fan, which was blocking her katana. She pulled her blade back and struck out several times in quick succession, but it was all for naught. Each attack was blocked by the kijo who went by the name Alice.

      “You truly are skilled with a blade,” Alice said, her voice mocking. “I am most impressed.”

      Alice took a step back, swinging her fan at Kotohime, who blocked each strike with ease and retaliated just as swiftly. They deadlocked again.

      “Ufufufu, why thank you. I’m impressed that a sorceress such as yourself can keep up with me in close-quarters combat.”

      This time it was Kotohime who moved. Two steps took her into Alice’s guard. Her katana, which she had quickly sheathed, was just as quickly unsheathed. A flash of silver was the only visible sign of the sword’s departure from the scabbard holding it. Despite that, Alice still blocked her attack.

      “I believe you’ll find that I am different from regular kijo.” The woman wore a mocking smile as she redirected Kotohime’s katana.

      Clicking her tongue, Kotohime leapt backwards, where she sheathed her blade and shifted into a battoujutsu stance. She felt her own youki surge through her veins. With her muscles reinforced, she launched herself forward and struck the woman like a guided missile.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Sen.”

      “Dance of the Spider’s Web.”

      Clang-clang-clang-clang-clang-clang-clang!

      Kotohime felt shock ripple through her when her attacks were not only blocked, but completely countered. Each stroke of her sword was met by a fan. She could feel her fingers tingle as steel clashed. Realizing that her attack had failed, she pulled back.

      “It seems that you are, indeed, no ordinary kijo.” Her eyes narrowed. “What are you, then, exactly?”

      Alice’s mysterious smile bothered Kotohime immensely. “Now that would be telling.”

      Leaping backwards, Alice reached behind her back and pulled out another fan, which she unfolded. Both fans began to glow a bright blue. It was as if an ethereal flame had suddenly lit up around them. Kotohime tensed, preparing herself for whatever this woman threw at her.

      “Dance of the Netherworld.”

      The fans hovered in the air as Alice released them. They quivered as if struggling against the world’s natural order and her will, and then, without warning, they shot forward, straight at Kotohime.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Ein Ni no Tachi.”

      Unsheathing both her katana and the wakizashi at her back, Kotohime wove an intricate pattern through the air. She swatted aside the fans, which soared back before attacking her again as if they had a will of their own. This pushed her to increase her speed. Pumping more youki through her arms, her blades became nothing but a streak of silver, and with each silvery streak, the fans were knocked aside once more, and once more they came back.

      This is getting me nowhere.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Ougi.”

      Spinning in a full circle, Kotohime unleashed a shockwave of condensed air from her blade. The fans that attempted to cut her down were blown away.

      “Ikken Hisatsu. Hein.”

      Knowing that she needed to act quickly, Kotohime launched herself at Alice and slashed at the woman with her wakizashi, which she’d resheathed and unsheathed in quick succession to build up speed and power. A small distortion passed through the air. It should have gone through Alice and torn her apart from the inside out.

      “Dance of the Wind Blossoms.”

      It didn’t. The fans returned to their owner, and Alice fully opened them and swatted the air in front of her. Not only was Kotohime’s attack dispersed, but Alice’s own attack slammed into her. Kotohime gritted her teeth as she struggled against the fierce gale of wind. Her feet slid across the ground as she held her katana and wakizashi protectively in front of her.

      Even with her arms reinforced, Kotohime felt her muscles strain against the attack, which ripped apart the ground in front of her. Several pavement fragments hit her body, further distracting her. Fire burned along her left cheek as a sharp shard sliced through it. Pushing even more youki into her arms, Kotohime activated the technique that allowed her to break this one.

      “Kitsune Art: Transient Counterforce.”

      Two thin layers of youki that rotated in opposite directions cut through the wind. The technique was dispersed, though the damage that it had already done was immense. The road now had a giant trench running through it.

      “Oh? What an interesting technique,” Alice murmured. “You created two layers of youki and had them act as rotating counter forces to cut straight through my technique, didn’t you? That’s quite genius. Like taking two buzzsaws and slicing through a giant tree, you can cut through something many times more difficult with relative ease.”

      Kotohime grimaced. This woman was sharp. Still, it didn’t matter if she knew how her technique worked. Kotohime finally understood the mechanics behind her foe’s techniques, too.

      It’s those dances. Each one is incredibly formidable, but they’re not without their weakness. I’ve noticed that she hasn’t used a dance more than once. It’s possible that she can only use each dance once a day.

      Kijo were an unusual race. They didn’t have the elemental affinities of other yokai. What they had was sorcery, the ability to manipulate their youki into a specific form, which was oftentimes unique to each kijo. This woman’s sorcery was clearly those dances.

      The question was: how many more dances did this woman have?
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        * * *

      

      Kiara’s grin was a fierce one as she and the onikuma fought.

      Chaos reigned all around them as the yama uba battled the Yamata Alliance’s yokai. Out of the corner of her eyes, she could see Phoebe and Polydora fighting side by side, tearing through the rank and file. Likewise, Thoe, Euryale, and Menippe used teamwork tactics to overwhelm their opposition, who clearly weren’t used to working together.

      The onikuma, whose name Kiara had learned was Clawson, opened his mouth. A large ball of compressed youki appeared within his gaping maw filled with rows of teeth. Tendrils of energy swirled around it like a tornado that had been condensed into a spherical shape.  With a roar akin to an angry deity, Clawson unleashed the ball of youki.

      “Hahaha! Do you really think an attack like that is going to work against me?”

      Her lunatical laughter echoing across the battlefield, Kiara charged her fist with youki and slammed it into the energy ball. She felt a moment of resistance. Then the ball was sent soaring backwards. Clawson yelped in shock as he jumped away from his own attack—and right into Kiara’s fist.

      With a fierce grin plastered on her face, Kiara watched in satisfaction as Clawson’s face almost caved in. The onikuma was sent flying backwards. He struck the ground, which exploded with dust and debris, then burst out of the resulting cloud and tumbled for several yards across the pavement. Kiara stood still, allowing the other yokai to clamber back to his feet.

      “I hope you plan on giving me a better fight than that,” Kiara taunted.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” a voice said behind her. “I’m sure we can oblige you.”

      Startled, Kiara turned around—and then her world exploded with pain as something heavy plowed into her stomach. All the air was forcibly expelled from her lungs. She felt something sharp puncture her chest, though it was not enough to be more than an annoyance. Blood spurted from the open wound as her feet left the ground. She flew back for what must have been several feet. When she hit the ground, her back squealed in protest and her vision went black for a moment, though even when in pain, she was still able to leap back onto her feet.

      Wincing as she held her only remaining hand to her stomach, Kiara stared at her new enemy. The yokai before her was most unusual: a serpentine creature that reminded her of a mallet. Eyes like obsidian stared at her from an ugly face that had a mouth filled with sharp teeth.

      That thing doesn’t have any arms. How did he hit me?

      “With my head,” the yokai answered, his lips twisting into a macabre grin.

      Did he just—

      “Read your thoughts?” the yokai finished her thought. “Yes, I did.”

      Now thoroughly unsettled, Kiara played off her anxiety by giving him a confident grin. “And what the hell are you? I’ve never seen your kind before.”

      “That does not surprise me,” the yokai said. “My kind are quite rare. Most people have never even heard of a nozuchi, much less seen one.”

      “Nozuchi, huh?” Kiara muttered. Louder, she said, “I don’t know what that is, but I don’t really care. If you think you can give me a good fight, then bring it.” Kiara gave him a “come on” gesture. “I’ll be happy to shove my foot up your ass.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kotohime felt the sting of numerous cuts. Blood leaked from her body. Her clothing was torn. Yet still she moved, remaining calm even though she was on the defensive. Even as her enemy bore down on her with powerful dances, she remained placid, taking attacks and doing her best to redirect them, minimizing the damage done to her body.

      “Dance of the Crescent Moon.”

      Two crescent waves of energy flew from Alice’s fan, slicing the air. Kotohime grimaced as she unsheathed her katana and cut them in half. She would have used Transient Counterforce, but she wanted to conserve her youki. The two crescent waves split and flew away from her. They struck the sides of a building, causing the wall to collapse. The entire building soon followed.

      “What is wrong, dear?” Alice asked with a mocking laugh. “Are you having trouble keeping up?”

      Kotohime did not respond. While it was not against her policy to banter with her enemy, she needed to conserve her energy. Thus far there had been no sign of Alice running out of dances.

      “Kukuku, do try to keep up with me, dear. Dance of Many Petals.”

      With a wave of her fan, Alice created millions of tiny flower petals that engulfed Kotohime, who cried out as she felt cuts appear along her body. Gritting her teeth, Kotohime realized that she could not afford to try and conserve youki right now. She would surely die if she did nothing.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Ougi.”

      Spinning around, she unleashed a short but intense blast of youki from her blade in the form of a shock wave. The energy slammed into the petals. Most of them were sliced apart while the rest dispersed as they were blown away.

      “So you do still have some fight left in you.” Alice laughed as she elegantly held a fan to hide her lips, which were no doubt smiling. “That is good. It would be a shame if you gave out on me now.”

      This woman is sadistic.

      “What are you doing now, I wonder.” Alice murmured as she opened her fans and revealed her next dance. “Dance of the Black Widow.”

      A thousand “webs” seemed to shoot from Alice’s body. Taking a calming breath, Kotohime sheathed her katana and slid back into a battoujutsu stance. Her blade appeared as glimmers of light as she sliced the “webs” apart. Alice laughed.

      “Yes! Fight! Struggle! More! Give me more!”

      This woman… she is truly getting off on this. How vulgar.

      “Dance of the Whirlwind!”

      Kotohime warily watched as Alice began to spin. As the woman’s spinning picked up speed, streamers of wind appeared all around her, creating what looked almost like miniature tornadoes. One of those threads slammed into the road and cracked it, abrasions spreading along the surface.

      Channeling her own youki through her blade and into her legs, she prepared her final attack. The threads attempted to strike her down, but Kotohime chose that moment to burst into action, launching herself across the ground in a sprint. Her arms protested as she cut through the threads that tried to cut her apart. She swerved left and cut a thread that came at her from above, juked right and spun around, striking another, then bent her knees and shot through a literal wall of threads that threatened to slice her into pieces.

      Then she was past the threads, right in her opponent’s guard. There was a split moment in which their eyes met. Not even a second later, Kotohime was moving past Alice, her blade extended in front of her.

      “Oh, my. It seems you even cut my whirlwinds.” Alice shuddered in post-orgasmic bliss as she licked her lips. “Truly, I am glad to have sided with Kanya and come here.”

      Kotohime turned, facing her foe. “It sounds to me like there is division within the Yamata Alliance.”

      “Fishing for information?” Alice laughed. “Not that I care. You know how we yokai are. We’re simply too different from each other to ever truly get along. There is always going to be division. You are correct, however. While Hebi seems more interested in fighting against the humans, there are many of us who see you as the greater threat.”

      “So I see.”

      “Let us not speak of this anymore. Come! Let me feel the joy of watching you suffer! Dance of the Lily Blossoms!”

      Kotohime frowned as the world around her distorted. Swirling petals from water lilies appeared all around her, creating a sense of vertigo as colors mixed and blurred. This was most definitely an illusion. Flaring her youki, Kotohime tried to break the illusion.

      It didn’t break.

      “What—gya!!”

      Kotohime screamed as the petals sliced into her flesh. Crimson ichor sprayed from the wounds. Her skin felt like it was on fire!

      T-this isn’t an illusion—u-ugh!

      Despite knowing that it was already too late, Kotohime tried to blast the petals away with a battoujutsu technique, but she couldn’t concentrate. The petals continued to come at her. Kotohime screamed as more cuts appeared along her skin. They were like fire burning her flesh. All she could do was impale her katana into the ground and grit her teeth, until the technique eventually ceased.

      “You’re still standing, I see.” Alice licked her lips. “My, what resilience. I’ve never met another being who could take on each one of my dances and still survive. Be proud of yourself.”

      Kotohime huffed. “That was… your last dance?”

      Alice smiled. “Do not think it means you’ll be able to win, darling. You’re clearly exhausted, and I’m still fresh. Even without my dances, I still have other techniques.”

      “No, I’m afraid you’ll not have time to use those other techniques.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Surging to her feet, Kotohime sheathed her blade, slid her feet across the ground, then lowered her center of gravity. Her youki surged. The wounds on her body healed over instantly, leaving behind pristine skin that was whiter than snow.

      Alice faltered. “What the—”

      “You seem to be under a misconception, Alice-san,” Kotohime said. “I have not exhausted myself at all. I’ve merely been saving up my youki for this moment.”

      Alice’s eyes bulged. “What do—now, hold on! That can’t be—”

      “This is the end.”

      Kotohime burst forward, her body appearing as a mere flicker of light, an afterimage that not even Alice could follow. A flash of silver. That was all that could be seen as hers and Alice’s paths intersected for a brief moment. Then Kotohime was behind Alice, slowly sheathing her katana, which rang out with an ominous click.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Tsukuyomi no Shi no Sutoraiki.”

      There was no scream of pain, no intense gurgling. All Kotohime heard was a loud squelch, followed by a wet plop as a body divided into numerous chunks hit the ground. This was Kotohime’s most powerful one-hit kill technique: Tsukuyomi no Shi no Sutoraiki. The Moon Goddess’s Death Strike. She didn’t even need to look behind her to know that Alice was nothing but a bloody chunk on the ground.
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Kotohime took a deep breath, held it, then blew it out. The battle was finally over. Sheathing her blade, she took a single step forward—then fell flat on her face, her exhausted body no longer able to hold itself up.

      It seems I’ve overexerted myself…

      Sighing, Kotohime decided that she would check on her companions after taking a few minutes to recharge her youki.
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        * * *

      

      Kiara knew that she was in trouble. The nozuchi, Kanya, was quite possibly the worst sort of enemy for someone like her. It wasn’t that he was stronger than her, which he wasn’t, but that his strange ability to read her mind made it impossible for her to hit him.

      She launched a powerful straight, but her slippery foe slithered around her fist, then slammed his head into her and released a powerful shock. The feeling of what felt like hundreds of thousands of volts traveling through her caused Kiara’s mind to blank. When her senses returned to her, she was forced to roll along the ground as an ice spike impaled the ground where her head had been.

      Digging her hands and feet into the ground, Kiara channeled her youki to her mouth, which opened as she unleashed a ferocious howl. Force pressure winds blasted from her mouth. It tore apart the ground, ripping the floor to shreds and destroying everything in its path. Unfortunately, Kanya was no longer where she’d been aiming.

      “What are you trying to hit?” a voice asked from behind her.

      Kiara gritted her teeth as she created a shield with her youki. An intense red aura appeared around her body just in time. Something powerful slammed into her back, causing her to stumble, but Kiara used her own stumbling to launch a kick at Kanya. Despite the attack being straight and true, the serpentine yokai still managed to slip around her foot.

      This isn’t working.

      Kiara wanted to howl in frustration. None of her attacks were hitting. It didn’t matter how much more powerful she was than him if she couldn’t even hit him.

      I need to do something unpredictable, but—

      “You’re not sure if it will work?” Kanya finished her thoughts with a grin. “You’re right. It won’t work. Nothing you do will work against me.”

      Cocky bastard.

      “You can think whatever you want. Having you look down on me like this will make it all the sweeter when I break your face on my fist,” Kiara snarled.

      “I see that you haven’t lost your confidence.” Kanya chuckled. “That’s fine. It’ll make defeating you so much more enjoyable.”

      While she didn’t want to admit it, Kiara reluctantly had to acknowledge that things weren’t going in her favor. She still had plenty of youki left to use, and she could certainly keep fighting for a good while yet, but none of that mattered.

      How can I land a hit on him if he can predict my every move? The only way he’d be able to not predict me is…

      Kiara stopped thinking. She had her answer, but she didn’t want to think it. Glancing around, she saw that Phoebe and her group were taking on the onikuma. They seemed to have things well in hand. She could leave the bear to them.

      “Have you given up?” Kanya asked, his ugly grin making her face turn green. “Come on, it’s no fun if you don’t… don’t…” Kanya trailed off as his eyes widened.

      A giant bear yokai fiercely embraced him, his massive and hairy lips puckered as he went in for a kiss.

      The image invaded his mind before he could stop it. As a result of being so distracted, he almost missed Kiara’s right hook and just barely managed to slither out of the way.

      “I don’t know how you managed to get the better of me,” Kanya snarled, “but this time, I won’t be so… so…”

      A massive three-headed dog dry humped his leg.

      Kanya stumbled as his mind was assaulted by another strange vision. Kiara grinned. Then she punched him in the face. Hard.

      Kiara didn’t think she had ever felt more satisfied than she did now. Feeling her fist break into the nozuchi’s face, listening to the sound of crunching cartilage, and watching as her foe soared backwards like a comet was easily in her top ten list of most cathartic activities ever.

      As a massive cloud of dust exploded into the air, clogging the airways, Kiara stalked forward like a predator stalking their prey. She moved confidently but warily. This could easily be a trap. Yet even as she thought this, she erased the thought from her mind and replaced it with something unpleasant—the former principle of Desert Cactus High School in his underwear and nothing else.

      Before she could reach the dust cloud that Kanya’s impact had kicked up, the yokai in question burst out and tried to bite her. It was clearly a desperate gambit. It was also ineffective. Kiara grabbed Kanya’s head, clenching it with her fingers, squeezing his skull like one might do when slowly crushing a grape.

      “I’ve figured out your power,” Kiara said, wearing a massive grin. “You see, I was really confused when you kept reading my moves and finishing my sentences. I’ve never heard of a power like that before. Then I remembered what you did to me during your first attack. You didn’t kill me, even though you had the perfect opportunity to do so. This leads me to believe that you don’t have to strength to outright kill someone with your first attack.”

      “Gurk!” Kanya groaned as Kiara squeezed his head harder.

      “This made me wonder why you’d attack me when you have no hope of winning. Then I remembered how you stabbed me during your first attack. It wasn’t a very deep wound, which made me dismiss it at first, but then I thought to myself: ‘what if stabbing me in the chest had a purpose?’ And that’s when I realized it. You didn’t stab me because you thought I would die. You did it because you needed my blood. By ingesting my blood, you could establish a link between us, which is what allowed you to read my mind and predict my actions.”

      Kanya, his head turning purple as his blood pressure rose, asked, “How… how…?”

      “How did I figure out a way around it?” Kiara grinned. “That’s easy. I just realized that if you were reading my mind, then all I needed to do was think of something that would distract you. I have a friend who’s something of a pervert, and those kinds of thoughts always make the best distractions. Now, I think I’ve talked enough. Normally, I’d let you go, since you clearly can’t fight anymore. However, we’re at war, so I’m afraid I can’t do that this time.”

      Kanya’s eyes widened. “No, wait—”

      Kiara squeezed, and Kanya’s head, which had been gripped firmly in her hand, suddenly exploded. The nozuchi’s body dropped to the floor, wiggling like a, well, like a headless snake, she supposed. It spasmed for several more seconds before going still.

      Sighing, she wiped off the bits of blood, bone, and brain matter that covered her hand. With her own personal battle over, Kiara looked around. Mack and Heather had come with reinforcements, the yama uba had defeated the onikuma, and the Yamata Alliance was in full retreat. The battle was over.

      “Kiara-san…”

      Hearing her name being called, Kiara turned around to find Kotohime and two members of the squad that she’d taken on patrol walking toward her. The four-tails looked a little worse for wear. Her clothing was torn, part of her breasts was exposed, and there was a large gash on her kimono that revealed a good portion of her left leg. She also walked with a stoop, as if her body was being weighed down by exhaustion.

      “It looks like I wasn’t the only one who got into a fight.” Kiara masked her relief at seeing Kotohime behind a cocky grin.

      “What is our current situation?” asked Kotohime.

      Kiara shrugged. “We won, though our base has taken some damage. Not to mention that anyone can now find us with the barrier gone. We might have been victorious here, but we’re still in a troublesome situation.”

      “Yes, and with the Four Saints no longer present, we have no one who is powerful enough to remake the barrier.” Kotohime grimaced.

      “Well, let’s worry about that later,” Kiara said at last. “For now, I think our priority should be driving off the remaining forces. We’ll worry about what we should do about the barrier after we’ve secured the area.”

      “You are correct,” Kotohime agreed.

      Since their work was not quite finished, Kiara and Kotohime regained their wits and joined Mack and Heather. Light appeared on the horizon as morning came to Phoenix.
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        * * *

      

      Hebi had already broken the seals in the north, south, and east, which meant there was only one seal left for him to break before he could regain his full power: The west.

      The western seal was located in Northern California, far from any form of civilization. It was a mountainous region with thick forests and several small lakes. The fresh scent of hundreds of different flora filled the air, adding a calming atmosphere to the already idyllic scene. Hebi thought it was boring.

      “Come along, Kushinada—I’m sorry, I mean, Kandice.”

      Kandice glared at him with an expression that could have melted steel. He’d noticed it after he’d broken the first seal, but she seemed to be getting more imperious as time went on. Her expression had become more refined, her movements more elegant, more mature. He never dwelled on Kandice for long, though. Only one thing mattered to him.

      He pulled on the chain that was attached to a collar on Kandice’s neck, forcing the girl to follow him as he slithered across the terrain. According to the information that his snake skin clone had given him, the entrance to the seal was located on top of a mountain. That meant that he and Kandice had to hike through the mountain range. While this wasn’t a problem for him, Kandice didn’t have the stamina for such a hike. She was breathing heavily hours into their trekking.

      “You really are a weak girl, aren’t you? Weren’t you supposed to be a top athlete or something at your school? How could you have so little stamina?”

      “S-shut up,” she grumbled. “This is all your fault.”

      “Hn. I suppose it is.”

      Because he needed Kushinadahime to have enough strength to break the seal, he allowed the girl her rest. This caused their journey to slow significantly. While it was frustrating, Hebi put up with it, and they eventually reached the mountaintop where the seal was located.

      Four people were waiting for him. They stood side by side. A tall man with a muscular build and spiky hair had his arms crossed over his chest. The woman to his left, her form full of feminine curves, glowered at him with her bright yellow eyes. An old man with a stooped back and a monkey tail appeared calm on the outside, but he could sense the boiling emotions inside. Standing as far from him as possible was a blond-haired woman who looked like a little girl.

      Hebi grinned. “Well, now, if it isn’t my dearest and most hated enemies. It has been a long time since we’ve all been gathered together like this. I should have realized you would be waiting for me after I broke the first seal.”

      With a voice like rolling thunder, Davin said, “Hebi… no, Yamata no Orochi, this is as far as you go. We’re going to end you here.”

      “Do you think you can?” Yamata no Orochi asked with a grin. “I am not one to brag often, but the last time we fought, I never used my full strength.”

      “The last time we fought, you were sealed,” Orin pointed out.

      “I was also arrogant,” Yamata no Orochi shot back. “I didn’t think a couple of weak yokai like yourselves could do anything to me. I’m not going to hold back like last time.”

      Yamata no Orochi unleashed all of his not-inconsiderable power. The Four Saints tensed as the oppressive feeling of the serpent’s youki slammed into them. Their knees buckled as the feeling of gravity increasing overcame them, yet they remained standing.

      “How impressive of you to stand even after being confronted with my power. Then again, that was but a pittance of the power I wield,” the Yamata no Orochi chuckled. His body had changed. He no longer looked like a man with a snake’s lower body. Long and sinewy, spanning at least several hundred yards, the Yamata no Orochi had the appearance of a massive, silver-scaled serpent. Kushinadahime, who stood next to him, paled as she looked up at his massive form.

      “Come,” the Yamata no Orochi rumbled. “Show me your mettle, so that I can prove your inferiority to me.”

      In response to the Yamata no Orochi’s transformation, the Four Saints also transformed. Limbs expanded, muscles grew denser, and bodies lit up with imperious flames. Davin, a massive fifty-foot dragon with glistening red scales; Orin, a giant ape with brown fur and a muscular figure; Kuroneko, a giant black cat with glowing yellow eyes; Sarah, a phoenix whose entire body was wreathed in flame.

      Four great beings stood against one. An overwhelming pressure filled the air, causing the ground to crack and rumble. It seemed almost absurd for these four powerful yokai to unleash their true forms to fight against one being, but even so…

      The Yamata no Orochi never lost his scaly smile.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin, Christine, Lilian, and Iris all sat on the floor in front of an irate Kotohime. Mack and Kiara were also present, though they stood in the background and let the esteemed maid deal with him and the others. Justin would have been with them, but he was sleeping.

      “I do not know what to think about all this,” Kotohime said at last, after giving them a staredown that made their shoulders slump as if an unusual pressure was pushing on them. “While I understand why you did it, there is still a reason that we have the evacuation protocols put in place. Had we not been enough to fight off the Yamata Alliance, all of you would have found yourselves completely overwhelmed by enemy forces.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Do you have something important to say, Kevin-sama?”

      In the face of Kotohime’s gloriously terrifying smile, Kevin could only sit back down. “… No.”

      “Good. Now, I want you to think about what I just said.”

      Kotohime turned around and walked away from the shamefaced children. While a small part of her felt bad for playing the stern punisher, the other part knew that they needed to think about their actions.

      She, Mack, and Kiara all went outside, leaving the children to their ruminations so they could converse without being overheard.

      “Are you sure that was necessary?” asked Kiara. “I know that Mack and I told them not to get involved with the battle above, but we never said they had to make for the shelters. Besides, if they hadn’t gone to the hospital, Justin would have been killed, and we wouldn’t have his expertise on the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.”

      “I am not saying what they did was wrong,” Kotohime responded mildly. “I would just like them to think about the consequences of their actions more closely.”

      “I’m with Kotohime on this one. Just because they saved someone this time doesn’t mean that will always be the case. The next time something like this happens, they might not be so lucky.”

      “Still, you know that Kevin and the others are a talented bunch of brats,” Kiara pressed.

      “No one is denying their strength, least of all me,” Kotohime amended. “They’ve been sent on a number of dangerous assignments and succeeded where an adult might have failed. However, you and I both know that there is a difference between going on a mission and being attacked within your own home.”

      “Fair enough.” Kiara conceded.

      With that part of their conversation over, Kotohime turned to the usagi. “Now, please explain more about the information that you have on the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.”

      “It will be a while before we have anything definite,” Mack said. “I’m enlisting the help of our intelligence division. They were all people whose original job was to keep humans from finding out about us. There’s several decades worth of information on the drive, so it will take a while for them to sort through it, but I’m hoping to have something that can help us defeat the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, or at least force them into a stalemate with us, by the end of this week.”

      After speaking for a little while longer, discussing potential theories and determining that there was nothing they could do until they had the full picture, Kiara and Mack parted ways. Kotohime stood outside of the doorway until they had disappeared. She went inside and saw that the children were still sitting where they had been when she lectured them.

      “You four can go to your room now,” Kotohime said.

      “About that…” Kevin scratched the back of his head. “Justin is using the bed, so I don’t have anywhere to sleep.”

      That’s right. Lilian-sama and Iris-sama have been sleeping in the living room with Christine-san while Kevin-sama has been taking the bed.

      “Then I suppose there is no choice but for you to also sleep in the living room,” Kotohime said.

      Kevin squirmed in place. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea…”

      “Why not?” asked Lilian. “I think it would be awesome! You can join us in our slumber party!”

      “B-but slumber parties are things that girls do,” Kevin whined.

      “Oh, please. Boys do the same thing,” Iris rebutted. “You just don’t call it that.”

      Kevin’s cheeks turned red. “A-as if! The only thing we do is hang out and play videogames until we’re so tired we pass out. That’s not the same thing.”

      “No, that is the same thing,” Christine told him. “That’s about what we’ve been doing every night. You guys just think you don’t do the same thing that us girls do.”

      “It’s sexist is what it is,” Iris added with a nod. She and Christine then bumped fists.

      As Kevin sputtered, an excited Lilian leapt onto his back. “Now you can join us, Beloved!”

      Kotohime watched it all from a distance, smiling as she saw how well they got along. She prayed that moments like this one would eventually become an everyday occurrence again.
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        * * *

      

      The earth had been devastated. Mountains were no more, forests had become naught but ash, and the once glistening lakes were gone, destroyed by the battle that had taken place. Now, all that existed in this place that had once been beautiful and lush was a massive canyon.

      Yamata no Orochi stood in the center of this annihilated mountain range. No longer in the form of a massive snake, he was back in his human form. He stared up at the craggy cliff faces, which had replaced the rolling slopes. He was the only one present now. The others had been swallowed by the earth; Kuroneko lay buried underneath several hundred tons of rock, Orin had been crushed between his tail and a mountain, Sarah was lost when he’d tossed her into the lake and incinerated it for good measure, and Davin, the one that he hated the most, lay at his feet.

      “You see? I told you that you could never beat me if I ever got serious,” Yamata no Orochi said in a mocking tone. Davin did not answer him. Of course, given that his body had been ripped in half and his intestines were splattered all over the ground, that was not surprising.

      Observing his surroundings some more, the Yamata no Orochi frowned as he realized something.

      “With all of the landscaping I did, I no longer know where to find the shrine with the last portion of my power.”

      It must have been buried under one of those mountains that he’d destroyed. He had no doubt that the shrine had survived. It had been made to withstand his power, so it wouldn’t have any trouble withstanding this sort of destruction.

      “Come on, Kushinadahime,” he said. “We’re going to… find… find…?”

      Looking around him, Yamata no Orochi realized that Kushinadahime was not with him. It struck him then, in that moment, that Kushinadahime was not a goddess anymore. She was a human, and a human could not survive the wholesale destruction that had been unleashed here. Chances were good that she’d been crushed under several hundred tons of rubble. That meant she was dead.

      Anger unlike anything that he’d ever felt surged through him. It was fierce and virulent, surging through his body, overriding all of his senses. Blood ran down his fingers as his claws dug into his palms. He’d waited for over one hundred long years for Kushinadahime to be reincarnated. For her to have died now, on the cusp of him regaining all of his power, was the most frustrating thing to have ever happened. His rage boiled over and caused the ground to crack around him as his powerful youki surged out of his body.

      Yamata no Orochi’s enraged shrieks split the early morning air.
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        * * *

      

      A week had passed since the battle for Neo Seiryuu had ended. After the battle, the civilians had returned to their homes, their lives resuming as if nothing had ever happened. It was a little sad how inured to violence people had become, but Lilian understood that people, human and yokai, could become used to anything. Beloved called it desensitization.

      Justin had healed up and moved out of their apartment and into his own, which honestly didn’t change much when it came to their sleeping arrangements. Since Christine was still living with them, they had all decided to continue sleeping in the living room. Even Kevin had moved to the living room after much cajoling from her and Iris.

      Thinking of Christine made Lilian wonder if she’d done the right thing in allowing the yuki-onna to stay with them. She loved Christine. She really did, but her sex life was suffering because of that girl. It was like the snow maiden had a sex-a-dar or something. The girl always seemed to know when she, Kevin, and Iris were going to get frisky in the sheets and put a stop to it.

      It was now January 2. School was starting up again, and though other people might have groaned at the thought, Lilian was looking forward to it. She might not love school, but she still loved what it represented. Normalcy, which was something that she felt she needed, especially since Kevin had become very abnormal since the battle for Neo Seiryuu.

      “Um, Beloved, I’m not sure this is a good idea.”

      “What are you talking about? This is my idea.”

      “I know. That’s why I said it.”

      “Ouch. Harsh much?”

      “You know that everything I say is out of love. I’m telling you this is a terrible idea because I love you.”

      Kevin and Lilian were standing in an empty field. The grass felt cool underneath her bare feet, and she could feel the blades moving between her feet as she clenched her toes. About five yards away, Kevin stood with his arms held loosely at his side. He was also blindfolded.

      “Why do you think this is such a terrible idea?” he asked.

      Lilian giggled. “You know I’m just having fun with you. Still, I’m not sure if having me launch light spheres at you while you’re blindfolded is the best idea you’ve ever had.”

      “What are you talking about? This is just like the training that’s done in Blood Lad when Staz and Wolfboy are getting ready to fight against Akim.”

      “That’s not exactly true. They only dealt with fists. My light sphere is going to hurt a lot more, and it’s going to come in faster than most punches.”

      “I know. That’s why I asked you to do this. I’m upping the ante. You know as well as I do that a protagonist comes into their true power only after they have suffered from either a life-threatening battle or training from hell. Now, could you please begin?”

      “All right. But, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Lilian decided to start things off easy. She created a single sphere and lobbed it at Kevin, who’s ears pricked as it buzzed toward him. He sidestepped it as it came at him. He was frowning.

      “Lilian… you’re going easy on me, aren’t you?”

      “Ah, um, sorry! I just don’t like the idea of hurting you.”

      “I know you don’t, but please, for me, don’t hold back.”

      Sighing, Lilian realized that there really was no stopping Kevin when he got like this. “Okay, Beloved. I’ll stop going easy on you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m gonna give this everything I’ve got!”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “I’m gonna shoot my load all over you!”

      “… That sounded really wrong somehow.”

      “Here I come!”

      Lilian created six light spheres, which hovered around her before she launched them at Kevin.

      “Celestial Art: Orbs of an Evanescent Realm.”

      Two orbs came in from the front, two from the back, and one from each side. Kevin was boxed in. Zwhoom! The light spheres moved quicker than last time. Kevin barely had a second to realize what was happening before the spheres slammed into him like an entire pantheon of angry gods.

      “GYYAAA!”

      “BELOVED!!”

      Lilian learned an important lesson that day. Just because her mate wanted her to do something, it didn’t mean that she should always go along with it.
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        * * *

      

      A meeting of Neo Seiryuu’s elite members had been called. These meetings had been happening with a lot more frequency, which was due to the perilous situation they still found themselves in.

      “It’s been one week and we still haven’t heard anything from Davin or the other Four Saints,” one of the men said. “Reports came in a little while ago that a mountain range in California was obliterated as well. Not to mention that our barrier is still down, and without the Four Saints to power it, it will remain down. Our situation is dire.”

      “That may be so, but we haven’t heard anything from the Yamata Alliance since driving off their forces the other week.”

      “What of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity? Have we heard anything about them?”

      “They’ve been suspiciously quiet for a while now. We believe the reason for that is due to the information that was stolen from them,” Mack said. “They’re likely being cautious because they don’t know what we know.”

      As the de facto head of Neo Seiryuu until Davin returned, Mack had been the one who’d called for this meeting. He was currently in charge. Sitting on his right, her eyes closed, Kotohime remained placid as she listened to the conversation.

      “Speaking of, how far along are we in sifting through all of that information?” asked their head of commerce, a woman named Shinoa Flavora. She was a human with a keen mind. Kotohime had learned that this woman used to own the grocery store chain that she and Kevin shopped at.

      “We’re only about halfway finished with sorting through all of the information,” Mack admitted. “There is a lot more than I thought there’d be. Some of the info dates back to thirty years ago.”

      A heavy sigh escaped Shinoa’s mouth. “Thirty years? I hadn’t realized these terrorists have been around for that long.”

      “We have evidence to suggest that they’ve been around for at least a hundred years,” Dr. Henry Von Stein said. As one of the people in charge of sorting through all of the information, he knew more about what it contained than anyone else.

      “What makes you believe that?” asked Kiara.

      “There have been multiple allusions to past campaigns waged against yokai, though they’ve only been referenced. It is my belief that the Sons and Daughters of Humanity may have been around since America’s founding, and perhaps even before then.”

      Muttered whisperings broke out. Kotohime’s ears twitched as she listened to the separate conversations happening around her. Many of the people present sounded skeptical, but she knew better than to dismiss this information out of hand.

      “At the present time, we have yet to discover anything that can be used against the Sons and Daughters of Humanity in our campaign against them. However, we’re hopeful that the information provided by Justin Verrator will give us an edge in the ongoing struggle.”

      “Speaking of that boy,” one of the yokai in charge of security began, “are you sure it was a wise idea to let him live so close to Kevin Swift and his companions?”

      Everyone present knew about Kevin. He was the only teenager to have fought against Yokai Killers and yokai alike and come out on top. Everyone knew that Davin favored and thought highly of him, and that he’d gone on numerous missions. Some people respected him, others thought a child should have never been put in such a position to begin with, and at least a few people hated him. They felt that a mere boy of sixteen should not have been allowed to take part in missions of such importance.

      “I wouldn’t worry about that,” Mack said, smiling. “If anything, having someone like Kevin and Lilian around to keep watch over Justin can only be a good thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Christine woke up to what sounded suspiciously like yowling in pain. When a familiar voice screamed “BELOVED!” at the top of her lungs, Christine knew that she wouldn’t be going back to sleep.

      What are those two idiots doing now?

      “Maybe they’re training?”

      Probably. Those two are nuts for that stupid anime training crap.

      “Nyou should join them.”

      I’ll pass.

      As she sat up in her sleeping bag and stretched her arms, Christine took several sniffs of the air. She frowned.

      Do you smell that?

      “I do. I wonder what that delicious scent is… nya… it is mouthwatering…”

      You mean disgusting, right?

      “Nya…”

      Seconds later, Iris walked into the room from the kitchen. She was carrying a large backpack.

      “What are you doing with that backpack?” asked Christine.

      Christine knew that Iris never brought a backpack to school. Not only was she the type who did as little work as possible, but the idea of carrying a clunky object like that was anathema to her. In the vixen’s own words, wearing a backpack ruined her sex appeal.

      Pausing, Iris looked down at her and grinned. “Oh, this? I just have a few things that I need to carry today. You know, because it’s the first day of school.”

      Christine studied the girl for several seconds more. The scent became stronger as Iris walked further into the room. For some reason, the smell was clouding her mind.

      “W… whatever.” Christine struggled to regain her mental faculties. “I’m going to take a bath.”

      “I’ll meet with you in a few minutes and wash your back,” Iris said.

      “Okay, nya,” Christine said, standing up and heading into the closet. She needed to get a towel, shampoo, and some soap.
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      Despite having lived in Neo Seiryuu for at least a week now, Justin still couldn’t get used to some of the way they did things.

      Bathing was one of the things that he couldn’t get used to. The baths were communal. Each apartment complex had its own bathhouse, which meant there were a combination of humans and yokai bathing there every day.

      The bathhouses were large buildings that sat in the center of a complex. They were built similarly to a Chinese mansion, albeit, far smaller than any palace in China. Justin had been told that it was due to the aesthetic appeal of the architecture, but he wasn’t so sure about that.

      All around him, a combination of humans and yokai walked across the tiled floor, some heading for the showers and others traveling into the baths. In some ways, this place reminded him of a hot spring. There were only a few differences.

      As he stood under one of the showerheads, rinsing himself off, two familiar faces walked in.

      “I’m telling you, that’s not how it is at all! Don’t misunderstanding the situation!”

      “Even if you say that, how can I think anything else when I saw you and Julius sharing what looked like a very passionate—”

      “Don’t say it!”

      “—embrace.”

      While Eric’s face took on an expression of horror, Julius blushed. “Did we really look like a couple sharing a special moment together? Oh, I’m so embarrassed!”

      “Don’t try to act cute, damn it! This is a serious problem here!” Eric snapped.

      “The only person with the problem is you, Eric. I already told you that I won’t judge,” Kevin said with a teasing grin.

      “I told you that’s not what happened!”

      Kevin and Eric had entered the bathhouse. Like everyone else, they wore nothing but towels. Julius, the little yokai boy, was also with them.

      Justin didn’t know what to think of the blond yokai, not because the boy was clearly a trap, but because he couldn’t figure out what type of yokai the boy was. Still, he had the feeling that Julius was not everything that he appeared to be.

      “Oh, Justin!” Kevin greeted. “Morning!”

      “Morning,” Justin said. Even though Kevin had accepted him, he still felt a little awkward around his friend.

      “Hey! Are you listening to me?!” Eric shouted.

      “So, how do you feel about going back to school after being absent for so long?” Kevin asked.

      Trying his best to remain nonchalant, Justin shrugged. “I’ve been trying not to think about how I feel, but I imagine it’s going to be awkward to be back in school after being absent for over a year.”

      “You should just consider yourself lucky that you passed the entrance exam they gave you. Otherwise you’d be stuck in your sophomore year instead of being a junior.”

      “I guess.”

      “You guys are totally ignoring me, aren’t you? Well, fine! Who needs you two anyway!”

      “D-don’t worry, Master,” Julius said. “If it would please you, then this lowly slave will be more than happy to let you take your frustrations out on his—”

      “That’s enough out of you!”

      It was still early in the morning, but Justin could already tell that it was going to be an interesting day.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin had a problem. Lilian and Iris had the same problem. It wasn’t anything big. Certainly, this problem would’ve been considered miniscule when compared to some of the issues they’d faced. At the same time, it was, indeed, an issue they didn’t know how to deal with.

      “Do you mean to tell me that you still haven’t completed the assignments I gave you despite having nearly three weeks to complete them?” asked their teacher, a young woman with pale skin, dark eyes, and a Hannya mask hanging on the side of her head. She was a hannya, a type of oni who used dark magic and rituals to perform evil deeds—or so the stories went.

      Right now, to Kevin, this woman represented evil.

      “It’s not that we didn’t do them,” Kevin hedged. “We did, but, well…”

      “Our homework was destroyed during our last mission,” Lilian finished.

      “Destroyed?” the teacher asked.

      “Yes. It got blown to smithereens along with our car,” Lilian said, nodding effusively. Kevin nodded along with her.

      “I see.” A pause. “In that case, why didn’t you come to me and ask for a duplicate after you came back home?”

      “Uh…” neither Kevin nor Lilian knew what to say to that.

      Fortunately, Iris did. “We were busy having sex.” Unfortunately, Iris liked shoving her foot in her mouth.

      The woman’s gaze turned frosty. Kevin would’ve assumed she was a yuki-onna due to how cold her eyes were.

      “I do not care what you children do in your free time,” she informed them in a voice that could’ve frozen hell. “However, while you are in this class, you three are bound by my rules, and I would appreciate it if you did not speak like that.”

      “We understand,” Kevin said.

      “To teach you this lesson, all three of you have detention with me after class.”

      “What?!” they shouted at the same time.

      “Do you have a problem with serving detention?” She glared at them.

      The three of them were cowed underneath this woman’s icy stare. Well, he and Lilian were. Iris looked like she was trying to subtly weave an enchantment on her.

      They shook their head.

      “Good. Oh, and Iris? You’ll be getting extra homework for trying to cast an enchantment on me.”

      Iris’s despairing wail split the air.
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        * * *

      

      Perhaps it was the result of having not been to school for so long, but classes moved by terribly slowly.

      As a junior, Kevin was taking all AP and several college courses. That had been a huge mistake on his part. While he generally did well in school, with how busy he’d been going on missions and fighting against various villains, he’d been overwhelmed with homework. Matters weren’t helped by the fact that his homework had been destroyed during their mission to find Kuroneko and Orin.

      Lilian and Iris were in homeroom with him, but they didn’t always share the same classes. Iris wasn’t interested in academics and had chosen to take the easiest courses possible. Meanwhile, Lilian’s focus was more art oriented, thus all of her classes except the core classes, which she did share with Kevin, were different.

      Kevin honestly didn’t know why he’d chosen AP and college courses. He supposed it was because some part of him was planning for the future. However, with everything that had been happening, the idea of going to college seemed so far away.

      When the first half of classes ended, Kevin met up with everyone else for lunch. Their group had expanded since the last time he’d seen it. Aside from himself, Lilian, Iris, Christine, and the usual group, Euryale, Thoe, Menippe, and several other yama uba that he knew by face but not name were also there. Several of the girls appeared to be comforting a depressed Thoe.

      “Something wrong with Thoe?” he asked Alex and Andrew as he sat down next to Lilian, who kissed him on the cheek as she scooted her bento box between them. They’d decided to share their meals since Kotohime’s bento boxes were always too large for one person to eat.

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “She was apparently taking care of some little girl who disappeared sometime during the night. It’s got her really down.”

      “Then shouldn’t you be comforting her?” Lilian asked. “You two are dating, right?”

      Alex and Thoe had started dating a few days ago, supposedly. Kevin had yet to see any evidence of this yet, but that’s what they said, and he did remember that these two had left his apartment together after the Christmas party. Thoe had even confirmed it.

      “She doesn’t need me for comfort. Look at all the girls surrounding her,” Alex said with a head shake.

      His words were met by two stern glares.

      “What kind of boyfriend are you?” Lilian asked.

      “Even if there are people already comforting her, a good boyfriend would do his best to make his girl feel better,” Kevin added before Alex could respond.

      Lilian nodded. “Hm-hm. We girls may not look it, but when we’re depressed, we usually want to be comforted by our mates, not our girlfriends.”

      “All right! All right! I’ll go over there. Are you happy now?” Alex grumbled.

      “We won’t be until you get moving,” they said in unison.

      “I liked you two better when you were out of sync,” Alex grumbled as he stood up and moved over to the group of girls. He coughed into his hand several times to get everyone’s attention. When the girls, and, more importantly, Thoe, turned to him, his cheeks turned a luminescent red.

      “Uh, so, like, I know you’re depressed and stuff… like, is there anything I can do for, um, you?”

      Thoe looked like someone had slapped her in the face with a dead fish. She didn’t seem capable of responding. Kevin and Lilian were in the process of doing the simultaneous facepalm technique when they saw how incompetent their friend was. However, after a moment of silence, she smiled and made room for Alex to sit by her.

      “I could use a shoulder to lean on right now.” She gestured to the now open spot.

      As an eager Alex sat down next to his girlfriend, he and Lilian went back to their meals.

      “Should we call you the love doctors now?” Andrew asked the couple.

      “If you want,” Lilian replied, “but only if I can be Dr. Lilian Love McGarden.”

      “Okay…”

      “Don’t mind her,” Kevin said as he fed Lilian a piece of orange chicken. “We were watching Fairy Tail last night.”

      “Ah—oh! Justin!”

      At Andrew’s exclamation, Kevin and Lilian turned around. Justin, Christine, and Iris were walking up to them. They shared all of the same classes. Since Justin had just barely passed his entrance exams to not be held back, he was stuck in the easiest classes. Kevin didn’t know why Christine wasn’t taking higher-level courses—her grades had been good enough—but he guessed she just wanted to take it easy.

      “Um, yo.” Justin waved at Andrew. “How ya doing?”

      “Good, I guess.”

      “That’s good.”

      Justin sat down. Christine also sat down. Iris did not—at least, not right away.

      “Hey, Stud,” she greeted Kevin, grabbing him by the shirt and pulling him into a sloppy kiss.

      It was something that Iris had begun doing more and more often. Kissing in public. Ever since their conversation the other week about how he was going to be more accepting, she’d decided to help him along. Kevin didn’t know whether he should be grateful or not. However, in the last week, he’d come a long way from never giving her any affection outside of when she shared a bed with him and Lilian to treating her almost as well as he did Lilian. Almost.

      “Um, hey, Iris,” he said. “Have fun in class?”

      “It was pretty fun,” Iris said, grinning.

      Kevin deadpanned. “What did you do?”

      “What makes you think I did anything?”

      “It’s your face. Whenever you did something devious, you always wear that grin.”

      The grin widened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Right.”

      Moving over to Lilian, Iris leaned over and repeated the same kiss that she’d given Kevin. He looked away. It was always conflicting to see them being intimate. It was easily in the top ten most sexy things he’d ever seen, right below a naked Lilian and just above Lilian dressed in cosplay. At the same time, he felt self-conscious—ashamed even—both because he still thought it was wrong, and also because it turned him on.

      Will I ever get used to their relationship?

      “Nya…”

      Nya?

      Blinking several times, Kevin looked at Christine, who was glaring at him with a look he’d never seen on her. Oddly enough, it reminded him of a cat eying a mouse before it pounced.

      “Um… Christine, are you okay?” he asked.

      “Nyi’m fine,” Christine said, and her voice had an odd purr in it.

      “Uh huh…” Kevin turned to Iris, who was being fed Kotohime’s cooking by Lilian, and leaned over. “Is something wrong with Christine?” he asked in a whisper.

      Iris grinned. “I wouldn’t worry about that.”

      Kevin didn’t know why, but he was worried. Very, very worried.
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        * * *

      

      Christine had been feeling unusual all day.

      She didn’t know why, but her body had been feeling really warm. Part of her wanted to just find a nice spot in the sun, lay down, and go to sleep. Another part wanted to find Kevin, though she didn’t know why. The rest of her was mortified.

      Also, that strange smell that had been following Iris all day was really beginning to bother her. It clung to her friend like a thick, cloying smog, causing her mind to feel addled. She knew that it was the cause of her strange desires.

      The blowing of a whistle caused her attention to snap back into reality. She, Lilian, Iris, and the other girls of their group were in the middle of doing stretches. Heather was back in her role as PE coach. Christine was surprised, as she’d thought that the woman would be too busy defending Neo Seiryuu.

      Then again, if she wasn’t here, we’d have to deal with that guy.

      By “that guy,” Christine meant Mr. Corromperre, Eric’s father and the former principal of Desert Cactus High School. Currently, the man in question was in charge of the boy’s gym class. Christine had heard that he’d tried to become the female gym coach, but several senior girls had beaten him down when they learned of this.

      “Hey! Where do you think you’re going, Iris?” Heather asked.

      Iris winked at the woman. “I just need to use the restroom. I’ll be right back. Promise.”

      Heather sighed. “Don’t take too long.”

      “Roger.” Iris tossed her a mock salute before heading into the makeshift restroom, which was basically a glorified porta-potty.

      Grunting, Heather stuck the whistle in her mouth and blew on it again. “Okay, everyone! Grab a partner. You should know the routine by now!”

      As everyone found someone to pair up with, Christine stood alone, wondering what they were doing. She still hadn’t gotten used to school. Unlike the others, who clearly understood what Heather was talking about, she did not.

      “Christine, why don’t you pair up with me?” Lilian suggested.

      “Are you sure that’s all right?” Christine asked. “Won’t Iris be upset?”

      “First come, first serve, right? Iris can get as upset as she wants.”

      “That’s cruel.” Christine chuckled. “I like it.”

      Christine soon learned why Heather made them partner up with someone. All of the routines they did, stretches and exercises, required that they have a partner.

      Iris returned sometime during this routine. Christine had expected her to kick up a fuss about not being paired with Lilian, but contrary to her belief, the vixen merely found another girl to partner up with. The poor child turned into a blathering idiot as Iris seduced her into a drooling, blushing mess.

      After stretches and exercises, they played basketball. Not surprisingly, Christine sucked at basketball. Though saying she sucked at basketball implied that there was a sport in which she did excel in, which she did not. Unlike Lilian, who was actually quite good at sports, she lacked the stamina and strength for such endeavors. It was because of her poor ability at sports that Christine ended up sitting out during the second game.

      “Not gonna join them?” Iris asked, sitting down next to her on the bleachers. Her mind went haywire when Iris walked up to her, and she caught a whiff of that unusual scent. It was all over the girl now.

      What… what is this feeling?

      There was an unbearable heat pooling around her lower abdomen. She felt like she should’ve known what this was, but her thoughts were muddied. The scent that Iris was exuding overpowered her ability to process complex thoughts.

      “Something wrong?”

      “N-nyo,” Christine gasped.

      What is… going on?

      “Nya… I feel strange… nya…”

      Neko?

      Christine didn’t know what was happening, but she could feel her mind slipping away as thoughts that she knew did not belong to her leapt to the forefront. The last thing she saw before everything went blank was Iris’s grinning face.
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        * * *

      

      “Nya…?”

      Christine blinked several times. A ceiling stared down at her, white tiled and filled with lines. The sharp scent of alcohol and antiseptics hit her olfactory senses, which at the moment, were dozens of times stronger than her usual senses.

      Christine? she called out to her other half. Christine, are nyou there?

      …There was no answer.

      “Oh? You’re awake,” came a familiar voice.

      “Iris?” Christine turned her head, which felt like it had been weighed down with lead, to see Iris leaning against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest.

      Wearing a large grin, Iris looked very much like a fox that had just pulled a successful prank. “The one and only. Glad to see you’re up and about… Neko.”

      “Neko…?”

      “That’s right. I’ve suspected for a while now that your yuki-onna half and your nekomata half were split. Seeing this just confirms it. I’ve decided to call your kitty half Neko.”

      “Neko…” Christine repeated the word, testing it, tasting it. “I like it.”

      Iris’s grin widened. “I thought you might.”

      “Why did nyou do this?”

      “Why indeed…”

      Her lips curving into a frown, Neko followed Iris’s gaze downwards. Two people sat, their heads resting on the bed, eyes closed and breathing even as they slept. Lilian and Kevin remained side by side, a pair of slumbering guardians.

      She looked back up at Iris.

      “I didn’t cast an enchantment on them, if that’s what you’re about to ask.”

      “They wouldn’t have fallen for an enchantment anyway. Kevin’s too strong-willed, and Lilian’s nyo slouch.”

      “Hm, true.”

      “So, I’m guessing the reason nyou forced my consciousness out of Christine’s mind was because nyou wanted help hooking Christine up with her man?”

      “That’s right.” Iris’s lips twisted in a beautiful, yet frightening manner. “I’ve got a sure-fire plan that’s bound to work—or at least weaken the stud’s resolve. Would you like to hear it?”

      Neko tilted her head, then nodded. “I’m all ears.”
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        * * *

      

      School ended and everyone parted ways. Lindsay and Jessica were going on a date, Justin was going to be interrogated on everything he knew about the Sons and Daughters of Humanity again, Alex and Andrew were off on their own, and the group of yama uba were getting ready to patrol that night. Kevin and Christine were also heading home.

      Normally, Lilian would have gone home with Kevin. However, Iris had asked her to do some after school shopping with her. When Lilian suggested that they all go, Iris and Christine had both been adamant on it only being her and her sister. Even now, as they walked through West Mall, she could hear her sister humming over the noise of the crowd. Iris seemed inordinately happy about something.

      “Is there something going on that I should know about, but you’re not telling me?” asked Lilian.

      Iris’s smile widened. “What makes you think that?”

      “You never hum.”

      “Maybe I’m trying to come up with a theme song for us.”

      Lilian pouted. “And now you’re making fun of me.”

      A grinning Iris forced her to stop walking as she wrapped her arms around Lilian’s neck. Lilian stiffened at the feeling of her sister pressing herself into her back, and she shuddered when Iris leaned in and whispered into her ear. “I’d never make fun of you, Lily-pad.”

      “S-stop that,” Lilian stuttered. “Not in public.”

      Lilian wasn’t averse to kisses and other public displays of affection, but she drew a line at seduction.

      “Uhuhuhu, why not? I’ve heard from Kotohime that before you and Kevin started dating, you’d try to seduce him in public.”

      “That’s—”

      “No different than what I’m doing now, except I don’t actually need to seduce you.”

      “Ku…”

      Lilian squirmed as her sister toyed with her. While she normally never noticed the attention that she drew, for some reason, with Iris nibbling on her foxy ear in public, she was keenly aware of the eyes on her. Embarrassed by all the stares she was getting, Lilian did the only thing she could think of.

      WHAP!

      She smacked Iris in the face with her tails. Hard.

      “I told you not in public,” Lilian huffed before stalking off. Her sister sat on the ground for several seconds before chuckling.

      “Hey, wait up, sis! Come on! It was just a little fun!”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin thought there was something weird going on.

      It wasn’t because Lilian and Iris had gone off on their own. Knowing Iris as he did, she probably wanted to spend some time with her sister. Chances were, Iris had already dragged Lilian into a bathroom and was having her wicked way with his mate… Kevin groaned.

      Great. Now I’m aroused by just thinking about it. I really am screwed up.

      Even now, his mind was picturing Lilian and Iris. He could imagine the way Iris would pin her sister against the wall, kissing her, licking her throat, nibbling on her ear. His mind’s eye could see how Iris would trail her lips down Lilian’s body, lifting Lilian’s shirt so she could play with the redhead’s nipples, then going even lower so she could pull off Lilian’s shorts and…

      U-ugh! Down boy! Kevin stifled a groan as he pressed his palm to his face. I can’t believe I’m even thinking like this! I’m turning into a complete pervert! Damn that Iris.

      Naturally, he put the blame on the girl who was corrupting him, even if he knew, logically, that she wasn’t fully to blame.

      “Something wrong, Kevin?” Christine asked.

      Kevin nearly froze. He’d completely forgotten that Christine was with him!

      “N-no,” he squeaked. “Nothing’s wrong!”

      “Nya…”

      Nya?

      With Iris and Lilian off on their own, it was just him and Christine walking home today. He felt awkward. It wasn’t because it was just him and Christine walking home, but because of his own thoughts and how aroused they were making him. He could already feel the blood rushing to his lower region. If he didn’t think of something unsexy, and soon, Christine would notice his erection.

      That would be too embarrassing. I think I’d really die from embarrassment if she found out.

      “Kevin…”

      Kevin nearly shrieked like a little girl when Christine wrapped her arms around him. “W-what it is?”

      “I’m still feeling a little tired.” She looked up at him with eyes that were wide and innocent. Were her eyes always so adorable? “Would nyou mind letting me lean on nyou for a while?”

      “Uh, no. Go right ahead.” Kevin was so shocked by her request that all he could do was agree to it.

      “Thanks.”

      Christine must have been more tired than he thought. She’d never do something like this if that wasn’t the case. What happened during gym period that had made her collapse?

      They feel so soft…

      By “they,” Kevin was, of course, talking about Christine’s breasts. They weren’t large. In fact, compared to everyone else he knew, they were quite small, but that didn’t mean a whole lot. She still possessed them, and he could still feel them as she clung to his arm. Perhaps it was the result of him already being aroused, but he was keenly aware of Christine and her feminine assets.

      Calm down. Calm down, calm down, calm down. You have a mate… and an Iris. I can’t afford to lose myself to lust.

      “Say, Kevin,” Christine started talking again, “I was thinking that since Iris and Lilian are doing their own thing, nyou and I could watch a movie together.”

      What’s with that weird speech impediment? The last time she had that was when she used her bakeneko powers back in the Yamata Alliance base.

      Either way, Kevin was grateful that Christine had started up a conversation. It helped him regain control over his hormonal reactions.

      “A movie? I don’t see why not. What movie were you thinking about watching?”

      “The Girl Who Leapt Through Time.”

      “I love that movie!” Kevin exclaimed. “Have you not seen it yet?”

      “Nyo, but I’ve heard a lot of good things about it when I was looking up interesting movies to watch.”

      “I think you’ll love this movie. It’s about a girl who has the power to ‘time leap.’ It has a really interesting take on the butterfly effect, showing how her actions adversely affect the people around her. The artwork is so beautiful, and the animation is flawless.”

      “Is that so? Nyou really like this movie, don’t nyou?”

      “I’ve always enjoyed animated movies.”

      He and Christine talked all the way back home, with her asking multiple questions about the movie and him answering them to the best of his ability. He did find it a little strange. Christine liked anime, sure, but she tended to not be so open about it. Lilian often called her a closet otaku because she didn’t admit to liking anime and manga in public.

      When they got home, it was to discover Kirihime hanging laundry out in the front yard. Camellia was playing with her stuffed animals next to her.

      “Oh, Lord Kevin, Miss Christine. How was school?” she greeted them with a smile.

      “Um, it was good,” Kevin hedged.

      Christine nodded. “Yes, it was really interesting.”

      “That’s good. I’m glad to hear that. Where are Lady Iris and Lady Lilian?”

      “They had something to do,” Kevin said. “Anyway, we’re going to go inside.”

      “Very well.”

      “Bye, bye, Kevin-kyun!” Camellia said, making the nine-tailed fox plushie in her hands wave at him.

      As they entered the house, Christine turned to him and asked, “Kirihime does knyow that the laundromat has a dryer, right?”

      “I think so,” Kevin said as he took off his shoes. “But she’s always been like that. I’ve never seen her use a dryer even once, though she’ll at least use the washing machine now.”

      Christine shook her head. “Kitsune are weird.”

      “I’d love to disagree with you, but I really can’t.”

      After entering the apartment, they moved into the living room, where Kevin put on the movie and they both sat back on the couch.

      Kevin loved this movie. While it didn’t make his list of top ten favorite anime, it was at the top of his favorite animated movies. The movie had been produced by Madhouse, an animation studio based in Tokyo. They were responsible for making many of his favorite series and movies, including Black Lagoon, Claymore, Death Note, Devil May Cry, Gunslinger Girl, Last Order: Final Fantasy VII, No Game No Life, Trigun, One Punch Man, and Wolf Children.

      As the movie started to play, Kevin slowly lost himself to the story—at least, until Christine placed her head on his lap.

      “W-what are you doing?” he asked.

      “I’m still tired.” Christine looked up at him and smiled.

      T-this is not good! She’s using my lap as a pillow. I’ve become a lap pillow!

      This wouldn’t have been a problem if the person using his lap as a pillow was Lilian or Iris. He’d even let Camellia use him as a lap pillow before. But there were reasons he was okay with those three using him as a lap pillow. He was intimate with Lilian and Iris, so he wasn’t bothered if they felt his erection, and Camellia’s personality was so childish that he simply couldn’t get aroused.

      That wasn’t the case here. He wasn’t dating Christine, and, even though her body might have been a little childish in terms of her figure, she was not childish in the least. It didn’t help that she was very pretty. He found her attractive in a different way than he found Iris and Lilian attractive.

      “B-but isn’t my lap uncomfortable?”

      “Nyo.” Christine’s grin was very un-Christine-like. “Nyour lap is very comfortable.”

      “Eeep!”

      Kevin squeaked when Christine shifted her head, which resulted in her bumping into something that had grown stiff.

      “Nya? What’s this?” Christine asked out loud as she began rubbing herself against Kevin’s crotch.

      Too much! This is way too much stimulation!

      On the verge of panic, Kevin leapt off the couch. Christine fell to the floor with a loud “Nya!” and a thud. Somehow, she managed to land on her feet. He barely had enough time to register her smile before she pounced on him.

      Oh…

      “Nyour not getting away from me,” Christine said with a Cheshire cat’s grin. She was so close that their noses were touching.

      She smells really good…

      Her scent invaded his nose. Christine normally had a frosty sort of scent, like mintos. Right now, her scent reminded him more of passion fruit. It was sweet and contained hints of spice. It also drove him nuts.

      This is not good. I need to get out of here before I do something stupid.

      “Ho…. what is this? There something hard underneath me…” Kevin groaned, his face glowing like the sun, as Christine rubbed herself against his crotch. “Are nyou getting aroused?”

      “Urk!”

      Panic overrode his mind. He didn’t care what happened now. He just knew that he needed to get out of there.

      Shoving the girl off him, Kevin scrambled to his feet and rushed for the door.

      “Oh, nyo nyou don’t!”

      Christine tried to stop him. She pounced. He was faster and swerved to avoid her. She flew forward, crashing into the kitchen table and knocking it over. Oddly enough, she still landed on her feet. However, by then it was too late.

      Kevin had already left.
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        * * *

      

      Lilian and Iris were returning home from the mall when they saw Kevin burst from the doorway and run down the road. Being in excellent physical condition, he ran quite fast, disappearing from sight mere seconds later.

      “I wonder what’s going on here?” Lilian murmured, glancing at Iris, who shrugged her shoulders.

      “Don’t look at me. I’ve been with you this whole time.”

      Now curious, Lilian and Iris entered the apartment. There, they found Christine sitting in front of a knocked over table, staring blankly at the door.

      “So…” Iris spoke into the silence. “… I’m guessing something hilarious and perverse happened just now and we missed it.”

      “Nya.”

      “Nya?” Lilian turned her head to look at Iris.

      Her sister grinned. “Why don’t you go speak with the stud? I’ll deal with Christy.”

      Lilian looked back and forth between Iris and Christine, then slowly nodded. “All right.”

      As Lilian left the apartment, no doubt chasing after Kevin, Iris walked up to Christine, or rather, Neko, and knelt down. “Wanna tell me what happened?”

      Heaving a deep sigh, Neko allowed her triangular ears to pop out from her hair. Likewise, her split tail snuck out from underneath her lolita dress, the frilly cloth ruffling as it moved up to reveal some of her butt.

      “I tried to use the straightforward approach,” she said.

      Iris understood immediately. “Yeah… that’s not gonna work with Kevin.”

      “I noticed.”

      “The problem is that the stud still has trouble accepting advances from anyone whose name is not Lilian Pnevma. Even I have to remind him that Lilian isn’t the only one in this relationship sometimes, though he is trying to be better,” Iris appended that bit at the end.

      “Nya?” Neko tilted her head. “So how come he lets nyou have fun with him but nyot me?”

      “Because I was interested in Lilian first maybe?” Iris shrugged. “I’m not completely sure myself, but I really think it’s just because Lilian fought so hard to add me.” She paused. “There is also the fact that Lilian and I went into heat during our birthday. I think that pushed him into doing what he did. Anyway, you’re fighting an uphill battle, especially since your other half won’t admit to how she feels since Kevin rejected her once already.”

      “Nya.”

      Iris stood up and offered Neko her hand. “Anyway, what are you going to do now?”

      Accepting the hand, Neko allowed Iris to pull her to her feet. “I think I’ll give this body back to Christine for the moment. There’s not much that I can do right now.”

      “That’s too bad,” Iris admitted. “I was hoping to see something interesting happen.”

      “Maybe next time,” Neko said with a look that promised future mischief.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin wandered through the park.

      He didn’t know how long he’d been there, walking aimlessly. The light that illuminated Neo Seiryuu didn’t dim with the passage of time. Still, it felt like he’d been out for a good while.

      What was up with Christine?

      She’d been acting really weird back there—not just unusual but completely different from her normal self. It was almost like she’d been another person entirely.

      Could that have been her bakeneko half?

      He knew that Christine was half-bakeneko. He’d seen her grow cat ears and sprout a tail that split in two during the mission to rescue Heather and Phoebe. However, he hadn’t realized that being a yuki-onna/bakeneko hybrid meant having something resembling a split personality. If that was her neko side, then what did that say about her feelings for him? Surely, she didn’t still like him even though he’d already told her that it wasn’t possible.

      No, that’s not possible. I broke her heart.

      It hadn’t been a pleasant task. Christine was his friend, and he was loath to hurt her, but he also understood that he hadn’t been left with any other choice.

      “Beloved!”

      A voice called out to him as he denied any and all possibility of Christine still holding feelings for him. Stopping, Kevin turned around. Lilian was running toward him, waving him down. He waited until she’d caught up to him before speaking.

      “What’s up, Lilian?”

      “What’s up with you?” Lilian returned fire. “I just saw you run out of the apartment, and Christine was acting really weird. Did something happen?”

      “Ah.” Kevin flushed with embarrassment. “You saw that, did you?”

      “Not the whole thing. I just saw you running out of the apartment.”

      Grabbing Lilian by the hand, Kevin led her to the nearest tree. He settled down, and she sat between his legs, allowing him to wrap his arms around her stomach and rest his chin on her shoulder.

      “So…” Lilian started.

      He sighed. Then he informed her about what happened between him and Christine. Lilian didn’t say anything during his recounting of the event. When he finished, she remained silent for several long seconds.

      “That doesn’t sound like Christine,” she said.

      “I noticed.” Kevin couldn’t help but make a slightly sarcastic comment.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not even sure what happened.”

      A thoughtful sounding hum reverberated from Lilian’s throat. “I really do think this is a sign that she still has feelings for you.”

      “I certainly hope not.” Kevin grimaced.

      Lilian paused, and then in a soft voice asked, “Would it really be that bad if she still likes you?”

      “I… yes. Of course it would be bad.”

      Kevin couldn’t return her feelings. He was already in a relationship with Lilian, and Iris’s inclusion already caused a mixture of feelings that he had trouble coping with. Adding Christine to their bizarre three-way would just make everything more complicated.

      “… I guess,” Lilian muttered. “So, what are you gonna do?”

      “You mean aside from pretend this incident never happened?” When Lilian turned her head and gave him a mildly reproachful look, he turned sheepish. “U-uh, I suppose I’ll just see how she reacts when we return home and figure out what to do from there.”

      Lilian sighed as though she was disappointed. “I guess that’s good enough for the moment. Should we head back now?”

      Kevin thought about it, then tightened his arms around Lilian, who gasped in surprise when he leaned down and kissed her neck. “I’d rather not return home right now.”

      Leaning further against him, Lilian tilted her head to allow him greater access to her throat. She hummed as he gently ran his hands over her stomach. “What do you want to do?”

      “Oh, I can think of a few things.”

      Lyrical sounds were produced by Lilian as Kevin kissed her shoulder, then her arm. Shifting against him, Lilian turned until she was resting sideways. He took her hand, kissing her knuckles, her palm, the back of her hand, her fingers. Then he trailed kisses back up her arm and shoulders.

      A pair of hands soon grasped his head. He let them pull him forward into Lilian’s waiting lips. As her tongue became entwined with his, Kevin slowly felt his thoughts fading away, until nothing but thoughts of the beautiful creature in his arms remained.

      It’s a good thing this part of the city gets so little traffic, was the last thing Kevin thought before his mind was consumed by the desire to hear Lilian’s beautiful voice.
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        * * *

      

      Justin didn’t know how long he’d been sitting in that little room, with its single window, poor lighting, and small table. He suspected that it had been at least several hours. The interrogation had taken a lot of time, and Mack, his interrogator, had been quite thorough in his questioning. He’d asked everything from what sort of operations Justin had taken part in to a complete personality profiling of Commander Paine.

      “Okay,” Mack sighed. He looked as tired as Justin felt. “I only have one more question before we can call it a night.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why did you decide to betray the Sons and Daughters of Humanity?”

      Justin didn’t answer at first, not because he couldn’t, but because he wasn’t sure how to adequately describe the reason for his decision with words.

      “I guess… it’s because I wanted to become my own person,” he said at last. “I’ve never really agreed with the idea that yokai were enemies of humanity that needed to be eliminated. I fought only because it was the only thing I knew. It’s what I was trained since birth to do. But I… I don’t want to be that person anymore. I don’t want to have someone making all my decisions for me. That’s why I’m no longer with the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.”

      Mack nodded as he wrote Justin’s answer down on a sheet of paper. When he was finished, he placed it on a stack of papers, which he then tapped against the table to straighten.

      Those papers contained all of the answers to the questions that Justin had been asked. He imagined that they would eventually be analyzed by several other people.

      “All right. I think we’re done here. You can—”

      Mack’s words were interrupted by an alarm going off. As a siren cut the air and lights from the alarm flashed red, he and Justin leapt to their feet.

      “What’s going on?” asked Justin.

      “Someone’s infiltrated one of our facilities,” Mack growled, grabbing his communicator and putting it near his mouth. “What’s going on?!”

      Static crackled on the other end before a voice said, “Someone has hacked into one of our command consoles! They’ve hold themselves up in the command room. We’ve tried breaking in, but they’ve barricaded the door!”

      “What are they trying to access?”

      “It’s the data that we got from the USB drive! They’re trying to delete everything!”

      “Damn it! I authorize the use of force! I don’t care if you have to break down the wall! Do not let them erase any of that data!”

      “Yes sir!”

      Justin watched Mack rush out of the door. Following the usagi, who raced down the hall like a rabbit on a sugar high, he wondered about the person who was trying to erase the data that he’d given to Kevin.

      Is it Athena?
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        * * *

      

      It took Athena fifteen minutes to break through the tower’s security. It took another five to pull up the information that Justin had given to them. By that point in time, everyone had already been alerted to her presence, and there was now a group outside trying to break in. While she’d sealed the door shut, it wouldn’t be long before they used brute force.

      I need to hurry, she thought analytically.

      Just then, the wall to her left blew open. Were it within her nature, Athena would have sworn when a mixture of yokai and humans burst into the room.

      “Freeze or we’ll open fire!”

      The humans were carrying guns, and all of the yokai had transformed into their original forms. They were all low-level yokai, fortunately. She would be able to take them out easily.

      “Hey! Wait a second! This person is a just a child!”

      Everyone hesitated. Athena used that moment to attack. Throwing herself at the nearest person, she leapt at them and slashed their throat with a knife she’d hidden in her sleeve. The human male gurgled as blood poured from his wound. As he fell to the floor, she grabbed his rifle and aimed it at the nearest yokai, shooting them in the head, then laying suppression fire in a wide arc. The recoil from the gun jerked her shoulder, but the act had served its purpose. Everyone was forced to duck or find cover. Now was her chance to escape.

      She rushed out of the room, through the hole that had been blown into the wall, and burst into the hallway.

      “There’s someone running away!”

      “Is that the hacker?!”

      “A kid?!”

      Several other people came running down the corridor. Athena turned on a dime and sprinted away from them. She heard shouting come from behind her, but she ignored it and turned a corner. It was empty. With her feet pounding against the metal surface, she raced across it as quickly as possible. She was almost at her exit point when two other people appeared before her.

      “It is you!” Justin shouted.

      Athena didn’t respond with words. She whipped a knife out and tossed it at him. Justin moved his head, allowing him to avoid it. The one next to her target, an usagi, leapt forward and tried to contend with her, but she slid underneath his feet.

      “Oh, no you don’t!”

      Justin attacked. She barely avoided his straight jab, using her flexibility to contort her body and create a bridge. Athena grunted as she lifted her legs and kicked at him. Justin leapt back, but that had given her the space she needed to leap back onto her feet.

      She felt cold steel on her hand as she grabbed another knife and tossed it at him. Justin dodged it again. This would’ve been a great chance to attack him, but with the usagi already coming in again, she knew that her only choice was to escape. With that in mind, she unloaded all of her throwing weapons at the pair, forcing them to dodge, then bolted for her entry point—-a hole in the glass window that she’d cut out when she snuck in.

      “Damn it! She’s escaping!”

      Athena’s stomach leapt into her throat as she fell. The ground quickly rose to greet her. Her knees protested as she landed on her feet, though she bent her knees and rolled forward to absorb most of the impact. Without a backwards glance, she disappeared into the underground city.
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        * * *

      

      In another section of Neo Seiryuu, Lindsay was racing past several buildings with a nine-tailed fox at her side. She was already dressed in her magical girl outfit. The skirt fluttered around her thighs as she ran.

      “I am sensing another malicious entity up ahead,” Future Lilian informed her. “Hmm… this one is…”

      “Is something wrong?” asked Lindsay.

      “No.” Future Lilian shook her head. “Nothing is wrong.”

      The two of them burst into the clearing and saw the monster known as a malicious entity, a large creature that looked like a mass of darkness. Lindsay had noticed it before. However, these malicious entities all appeared different from one another. She didn’t know why.

      “There’s your next target,” Future Lilian said. “I’ll leave this to you.”

      “Okay.”

      Lindsay had been getting much better at this whole magical girl gig. She didn’t even hesitate to speed ahead and charge at the monster. While running, she visualized what she wanted and her wand began glowing.

      “Magical Actualization. Start up. Inferno.”

      A cone of fire burst from her wand and struck the creature of darkness, but it didn’t disappear like she expected it to. The malicious entity didn’t even appear injured as it turned to her. This thing didn’t have any eyes, just a gaping mouth, which opened up to release a condensed beam that shot at her.

      “Whoa!”

      Lindsay jumped out of the way and quickly imagined herself flying.

      “Magical Actualization. Wings.”

      Wings flared from her back, letting her ascend into the air. This also let her avoid the beam attack. Her wings flapped, taking her higher into the air and letting her perform several intense aerial maneuvers, which helped her avoid more of those beam attacks.

      “If inferno didn’t work, then…”

      Lindsay pointed her magical wand at the thought entity.

      “Magical Actualization. Blessed Shooter.”

      A number of spheres appeared around Lindsay. They were small and looked like glowing orbs of pure white. These spheres hovered only for a moment before shooting at the malicious thought entity, slamming into the creature and blasting several holes through its body.

      “Ah, yeah!” Lindsay cheered. However, her cry of victory soon turned into one of shock when the thought holes closed up in the thought entity like nothing happened. “What?! That’s no fair!”

      The malicious thought entity opened its mouth once more, but this time, instead of firing off a single beam, it fired a scatter shot of many beams. Lindsay squealed as she flew through the air, trying to avoid the numerous beam attacks.

      “This isn’t good!”

      Lindsay gritted her teeth as she tried to think of what she could do to beat this thing. Her only attack spells were Blessed Shot and Inferno, but neither of them seemed to work on this thing. That meant she literally had nothing she could attack with.

      As these thoughts flashed through her head, a streak of light flashed past her, causing Lindsay to scream again. The streak flew straight down like an arrow toward the thought entity. Then—

      “Divine Slice!”

      A line appeared on the thought entity. The creature stopped firing off beam attacks and grew silent. The line grew larger, and Lindsay realized that it was actually an incision line. It wasn’t long before the thought entity split apart along the incision line, falling into two halves, which soon burst into dark particles.

      Lindsay stared at where the thought entity had been, and then she looked at the person standing on the ground in front of it. She couldn’t tell who they were. There wasn’t enough light. However, this person was wearing a skintight bodysuit with a short skirt. In this person’s hand was a stick that looked more like a magical girl wand than what she had.

      “Um…” Lindsay landed on the ground and approached the figure. “Excuse me, but who are you?”

      Not “thank you for saving me,” which was what Lindsay probably should have said, but a question and demand for an introduction. Lindsay felt she was understandably wary. She’d been fighting a thought entity, losing, and someone she didn’t know suddenly showed up in magical girl garb.

      The person before her didn’t answer. They didn’t even turn around. Grabbing the Jewel Seed, the other magical girl(?) took to the skies and quickly flew off.

      “H-hey, wait!”

      Lindsay stuck out her hand as if to stop that person, but they disappeared before she could actually do anything.

      Silence descended on the clearing. Lindsay stared at where that person had disappeared, her eyes wide as she tried and failed to comprehend what had just happened.

      “Just who was that?” she wondered out loud.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was naked when he woke up. The first thing that he saw, aside from the red hair of his mate, was a pair of panties hanging from a tree branch.

      Since when was there a tree in my ap.. art… ment… oh, yeah.

      He and Lilian weren’t in their apartment, were they? That’s right. After talking about what happened between him and Christine, he and Lilian had made love underneath this tree. Now they were wrapped up in a blanket, snuggled together, and naked. Completely naked.

      I really hope no one saw what Lilian and I were getting up to…

      It didn’t take a genius to realize that he and Lilian should probably leave this place. They’d been lucky to not get arrested for public indecency, and he didn’t want to push his luck. Never mind getting arrested, he just didn’t want to suffer the embarrassment of someone discovering him and Lilian lying naked under a tree.

      “Lilian. Hey, Lilian. We need to get up.”

      “Ngg… five more minutes, Beloved.”

      “I wish I could give you five more minutes, but we really do need to get up.”

      Groaning, Lilian rubbed herself against him, then lifted her head and slowly blinked several times. She offered him a sleepy smile. “Morning, Beloved.”

      “I actually think it’s night,” Kevin murmured as he kissed her. Despite wanting to get dressed and leave this place quickly, he still allowed himself this moment, relishing in the feel of her tongue languidly rubbing against his, and of her bare body pressing against him.

      “Is it really night?” Lilian sat up, resting her hands on his chest, and looked around. The frown on her face told him that she’d finally realized something. “Beloved?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why are we outside?”

      “Because this is where we were talking before we fell asleep. Remember?”

      “Oh… right. I remember.” She paused. Her head turned this way and that, reminding him of an owl. Then she looked back down. “Beloved?”

      “Yes?”

      “I think we should head back home before someone sees us.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      It took several minutes to find their clothes. They must have been rowdier than he’d realized because several articles of clothing were found a couple yards away—and that didn’t include the stuff that somehow ended up hanging from the tree. Once dressed, he and Lilian walked hand in hand back to their apartment. On their way home, extremely familiar sounds reached their ears. They paused and cocked their heads to the side, listening.

      “That’s gunfire,” Lilian announced.

      “It is,” Kevin agreed.

      He and Lilian looked at each other. Within her eyes, he saw the same curiosity that he felt being reflected back at him. Nodding to each other, he and Lilian took off into the night, following the sounds of gunfire.
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        * * *

      

      Athena winced as a bullet grazed her shoulder. While she was built to withstand attacks from even yokai, that did not mean that she didn’t incur injuries, or that being injured didn’t hurt.

      She was being chased through the streets, running from a horde of pursuers, a combination of humans and yokai. Her breathing had grown heavy from doing so much running. Even she, born and bred to kill yokai, didn’t have the endurance needed to keep up this hellish pace. She’d need to do something soon if she didn’t want these people to catch her.

      Turning a corner—

      “Celestial Art: Light Sphere!”

      —Athena was forced to duck when a golden ball of light nearly slammed into her.

      This attack…

      She could feel the intense energy ball buzzing over her head, whizzing by her like a sphere of condensed lightning. Athena recognized the attack. It was the same attack that had nearly hit her when she’d tried to kill Justin.

      Skipping back to her feet, Athena was about ready to bolt in another direction—

      Whoosh!

      —when a fist sailed past her head. The fist was attached to a blond teen with blue eyes. Seeing that he’d missed, the boy retracted his fist and tried to slam a knee into her stomach. Athena raised her left leg. She felt his knee strike hers but pillowed the blow, then tried to hook her hand around the boy’s and strike at the opening in his left flank.

      Her attack missed. Athena blinked.

      What?

      “Kitsune Art: Inversion.”

      The world around Athena suddenly flipped upside down. Objects that should have been further away appeared closer, while objects that were close looked far away. Colors switched places. Red became blue. Green turned into orange. Black was now white. An illusion. Athena bit one of her teeth, cracking it. The pain caused the illusion to shatter.

      The boy’s fist filled her vision. On instinct, Athena moved her head. She felt a moment of confusion when she couldn’t feel his attack ruffle her hair. A punch like that should have displaced the air at least a little bit. Ignoring that, she attacked him with a high kick, aiming at his neck.

      Her foot went straight through him.

      Another illusion—ugh!

      “Celestial Art: Heaven’s Prison.”

      Celestial bodies appeared around her, swirling like ethereal eddies of energy. Chains shot out from within the spirals of youki. Athena leapt backwards to avoid them, but there were too many to completely dodge. She felt several—that must have appeared behind her—wrap around her arms and waist. Struggling against them didn’t work. They tightened when she tried to break free.

      “I wouldn’t bother, if I was you,” the boy said. “Those chains are strong. Only a yokai of greater strength can break them.”

      Athena had already deduced that his words were true. She would not be able to break these chains, which left her with one option. What’s more, she could hear the shouts coming from behind her as the people she’d been running from caught up. Even if she could break these chains, escape was impossible now.

      Protocol dictated that she could not allow herself to fall into enemy hands, no matter the cost. Having already come to the conclusion that there was no escape, she bit down on the capsule sealed behind her gums.

      She felt the poison travel down her throat.

      She felt her heart stop.

      She felt nothing after that.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin stood outside of a hospital room with a group of people. There was Lilian, of course, but Justin and Mack were also there. There was also a distraught Thoe, along with Euryale and Menippe, who stood by their crying friend, a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      The hospital room they were in was not a waiting room, or even a hallway. Small and somewhat narrow, the only thing it offered aside from several chairs set against the wall was a large window, through which they could see another room.

      Within that other room, a large cylindrical bed sat in the center of the room. It was covered in a glass case. There was someone inside. It was a young girl with long blond hair, pale skin, and elfish features. She couldn’t have been older than ten.

      “I can’t believe this happened,” Thoe mumbled.

      “It’ll be okay, Thoe.” Euryale rubbed the woman’s back. “The doctors said they’re going to do everything possible to save her.”

      “They shouldn’t have needed to save her in the first place.”

      Thoe tossed Kevin a vicious glare, as if blaming him for what happened. He flinched. Lilian didn’t.

      “Don’t glare at my mate like that,” she said. “It’s not his fault things turned out like this. That girl was clearly trained in combat.”

      “She’s a ten-year-old little girl,” Thoe shot back. “There’s no way she could know how to fight. Not even we yama uba were placed in positions that required us to fight in life and death battles until we were much older!”

      “I’m afraid that Lilian is correct,” a voice said before Lilian could retort.

      Everyone turned around to see Mack walking into the room with Justin trailing behind him. From the grim look on his face, Kevin deduced that nothing good was going to come from his words.

      “What do you mean by that?” Thoe asked.

      “I mean that girl is an assassin who was created and genetically modified to kill yokai,” Mack answered. “Her name Athena is actually the name of the project that created her. She was born inside of a test tube, and her genetic makeup was spliced with several different yokai to give her more strength, agility, and intelligence than a normal human being.”

      Thoe shook her head back and forth, as if trying to deny his words. “That… that can’t be true.”

      Mack said nothing, and his very silence seemed indicative of the truth that he’d unveiled to Thoe, who broke down in tears.

      Kevin looked away from the scene. He suddenly felt like an intruder. Walking up to the window, he peered into the room, where Athena lay resting on a table. She was hooked up to electrodes, had IVs inserted into her arms, and there was an oxygen mask placed over her face.

      After he and Lilian had successfully captured her, Athena had bitten down on something and started convulsing. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that she’d poisoned herself. Kevin had seen enough anime to know that she probably had a capsule filled with poison in one of her teeth. Lilian had used her powers as a Celestial Kitsune to try and heal her, but he didn’t know how much good it had done.

      Dr. Henry Von Stein walked out of the hospital room. Ignoring the way Lilian hissed at him like a cat spitting fire, he walked up to Mack.

      “How is she?” asked Thoe, her imploring expression enough to make any man become putty.

      “I believe that she’ll survive,” he said to the relief of several people present. “However, the poison has already affected her brain, impairing most of its functions. She’ll live, but she’ll never be the same again.”

      “I… I see…” Thoe looked away from the oni doctor with a bitter expression.

      As Kevin tried not to feel guilty for being the one who put that expression on her face, Justin walked up to him. “I know it’s probably not much consolation, but if you hadn’t been the ones to capture her, then Athena would have been killed.”

      “You’re right. It’s not much consolation,” Kevin admitted.

      “My celestial powers might be able to heal her mind,” Lilian suggested.

      “Don’t even try it, girly,” Dr. Henry Von Stein warned. “A prepubescent fox like you would only do more damage. I bet your idea of healing is saturating her body with youki and hoping it fixes whatever damage has been done to her. However, all that’s going to do is poison her.”

      “I know how to heal people,” Lilian spat.

      “Wrong. You know how to heal Kevin. However, Kevin’s body composition is completely different from that girl’s. What’s more, Kevin is used to your youki because of how intimate you two are, thus he responds to it more easily. If you healed anyone else the same way you heal Kevin, I guarantee they could die from youki poisoning.”

      As much as he didn’t want to admit it, the oni doctor’s words made sense. While he didn’t know much about healing, he did know that humans could be poisoned from what was known as youki saturation, which was when the body became oversaturated with youki.

      “Lilian…” Kevin slid his hand into hers. She looked at him, studying his face, then sighed.

      “Let’s go, Beloved. I don’t want to be in the presence of an oni any longer than I have to.”

      “Che.” Dr. Henry Von Stein clicked his tongue. “That’s fine. I don’t want to be in the presence of a brat any longer than I have to.”

      Lilian sent the doctor a vicious look before squeezing Kevin’s hand and dragging him out of the hospital. He sent everyone there an apologetic look before the door slid shut behind them.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you believe the nerve of that stupid, red-skinned jerk?” Lilian ranted as they walked home. “That idiot said that I didn’t know how to heal people! Me! Heal! I know how to heal people just fine! I’m a Celestial Kitsune, for crying out loud! I might not be as good as a River Kitsune, but I know how to heal others!”

      She was in a foul mood. Kevin had been listening to her complain for the last ten minutes.

      Leaning over, he pressed his lips against her cheek, then pulled back. “Try not to let what he said bother you. That guy is an oddity even for an oni.”

      Dr. Henry Von Stein was certainly a character. Kevin had never met an oni doctor before, and aside from Hina, he’d never met an oni who acted so calmly and spoke so rationally. However, it didn’t change that the doctor was an oni. Lilian’s irrational hatred of onis refused to change just because one or more of them showed intelligence, it seemed.

      “Whatever,” Lilian grumbled. “I still don’t like him.”

      They made it home and entered the apartment. Before they could so much as take off their shoes, someone stomped up to them.

      “Where were you two?” Christine demanded to know. The yuki-onna stood before them, her arms crossed and her expression stern. Kevin thought he detected worry in her voice, but that could have just as easily been irritation.

      “We ran into some trouble on the way home,” Kevin explained.

      “And that trouble kept you away from the apartment since the end of school?”

      “End of school?” Kevin and Lilian looked at each other. When it became clear that neither of them knew what their friend was talking about, they looked back at her.

      “Christine, what are you talking about?”

      Christine frowned. “What do you mean what am I talking about? You two disappeared during gym class.” Her eyes narrowed into tiny slits. “Did you two go off and have s-s-s-sex somewhere?”

      “Uh…” Kevin hesitated. It was certainly true that they had sex, but that hadn’t been until well after school. Still, it wasn’t like they could tell that to Christine.

      “Well…” Lilian added.

      “You two did, didn’t you?! H-how could you be s-s-so disgusting and shameless?! Perverts!”

      “Now that’s just rude,” another voice spoke up. Iris greeted the pair with a smile as she walked into the room wearing nothing but a shirt. It was long enough to hide her bottom, but Kevin could tell she wasn’t wearing panties underneath it. “You two took your time getting back home. Did something happen while you were out—aside from the sex, I mean?”

      “Let’s not talk about sex right now,” Kevin groaned. “Please?”

      “Uhuhu, I’m just screwing with you, Stud. Seriously, though. It looks like something interesting happened to you.”

      Lilian and Kevin eyed each other again. Something interesting had happened, and they both silently agreed that these two should know about it.

      “Let’s sit down,” Lilian offered. “This is going to take a while to explain.”
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        * * *

      

      Commander Paine sat at his desk, listening to the report that came in from one of his spies via the intercom affixed to his desk.

      “Athena has failed in her mission to kill Justin Verrator and erase the data. We believe she managed to destroy some of the information, but there is likely a lot that she was unable to erase.”

      So even Athena has failed. That is… unexpected.

      “Do you know what she was able to erase?”

      “No, sir. I only know that she was captured and tried to poison herself.”

      “Tried?”

      “It seems the poison was extracted before it could kill her. I couldn’t get much more than that. Security has become tighter since the Four Saints vanished.”

      Commander Paine knew about the Four Saints’ disappearance. He didn’t know much, but they had apparently gone off to fight against a great monster known as the Yamata no Orochi. Reports coming in from California, which indicated that a mountain range had been obliterated, supported this information.

      “Will Athena pose a threat like Justin Verrator?”

      “Doubtful. While the poison didn’t kill her, it seems to have affected her. I don’t think she’ll be a problem.”

      “Then ignore her for now. Keep your eyes open and let me know if anything changes.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Leaning back in his chair, Commander Paine contemplated everything that he’d been told. There was still a chance that Neo Seiryuu, the only hindrance to his goals, would find out about what he planned on doing.

      I should think about speeding up my timetable…

      Pressing a button on his communication console, he spoke into the speaker. “Get in touch with the president of the United States. Tell him there’s been a change of plans.”
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      The days seemed to pass at a snail’s pace. Only a few days had gone by since the Athena incident, and while life had returned to normal, everything appeared to move slowly.

      Kevin would admit to having grown restless since, while a part of him wished these days could last, the rest of him was wondering how long it would be before the next big threat showed up. The Four Saints had not returned. The rumor spreading around was that they’d fought against someone powerful from the Yamata Alliance and were defeated. He didn’t like to think anyone could defeat all Four Saints, but he’d heard Mack mention that a mountain range had been destroyed in California. He wondered if the Four Saints’ disappearance had anything to do with that.

      It was a mostly normal day for Kevin. He and his group of friends had decided to head to one of the outlying parks for a picnic and some games.

      They’d already spread out the blanket, upon which a smorgasbord of food rested. Kotohime and Kirihime were sitting by the food. Camellia was running around with the others, laughing and smiling, which brought a smile to Kirihime’s face—until Camellia tripped. Then she rushed over to help her mistress.

      The yama uba were playing soccer with Lindsay’s friends. They’d mixed teams so they were even, with each side having the same amount of humans and yokai. Kevin had noticed that Phoebe made an exceptional center forward. The only member who wasn’t there was Thoe, who was currently at the hospital with Athena.

      Lilian had joined them for a time, but she wasn’t really a soccer player and had quit after growing bored. His mate wasn’t really into sports. As for Kevin’s friends…

      “This next one is going in!”

      “That’s what you said last time. You’re never gonna make it.”

      “Shut up! Just watch me!”

      “Uhuhu, you brothers are always having a male pissing contest with each other. So amusing.”

      “Ge!” Alex and Andrew said at the same time.

      Kevin’s friends had decided to play beer pong. They’d set up a fold-out table and arranged the cups, which were filled with the lightly frothing beverage. Kevin didn’t know how they’d managed to acquire the beer, but he wasn’t going to say anything.

      Iris stood on the sidelines, goading them on and forcing their concentration to slip with innuendo-laced commentary. The ones playing were Alex, Andrew, Eric, and Justin. No one had invited Kevin to play. He thought it might have been because he sucked at throwing things, though he wouldn’t have played even if he had been invited. The idea of losing his inhibitions didn’t appeal to him.

      “Damn it! How could I miss again?”

      “Because you suck?”

      “Shut up, Alex!”

      “I don’t know if you boys know this, but I suck too. I also swallow.”

      “U-uh… I didn’t know that, but now I’m insanely jealous of Kevin!”

      “Damn that Kevin!”

      “My lord’s greatness knows no bounds! He is truly a man among men!”

      “… You really freak me out sometimes, Eric.”

      “Tch. I liked you better when you were quiet, Justin.”

      “… Quiet… like… this?”

      “And now you’re mocking me!”

      “I-if Master is angry, then he can take his frustrations out on this willing sla—”

      “Not another word out of you!”

      Justin seemed more relaxed now that he was no longer keeping secrets. He smiled a lot more and no longer wore his glazed, half-lidded look. He hadn’t seen his parents yet. Kevin had tried to convince him to visit them, but he’d been reticent when the subject was brought up. It didn’t help that his parents lived in Phoenix.

      Kevin had noticed that Justin kept looking at him every so often since he’d returned. It wasn’t something obvious, but there were occasions during class or lunch where he’d feel the other boy’s eyes on him. He didn’t know what was going through his friend’s mind. He also didn’t ask. If Justin had something to say, then he should just come out and say it.

      I hope it’s not a confession. That would make things awkward.

      Deciding to leave his friends to their beer pong, Kevin wandered over to the food. Kotohime was already waiting for him with a plate.

      “Here you go, Kevin-sama.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Ufufufu, you’re welcome.”

      “Where are Heather and Kiara?” he asked. “I thought they would be coming.”

      “They are running a little bit late. Mack has been working those two rather hard lately.”

      “That sounded really wrong, so I think I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.” When Kotohime just smiled, he sighed. “Has there been any word on where Monstrang and the others are?”

      Kotohime hesitated. “There has, but it is not something that we should discuss in public. I honestly should not even be telling you at all, but if you wish to know what happened, speak with me when we are back home.”

      The tone in her voice, more than her words, made Kevin pause. Without her having to say anymore, he knew that something bad had happened.

      “I’ll talk to you about this at home, then.”

      “Good. Now, why don’t you bring some food to Lilian-sama and Christine-san?”

      “Um, right.”

      Carrying three plates like a waiter at a restaurant, Kevin ambled over to Lilian and Christine, who sat several yards from everyone else. Christine was reading something, Inuyasha, it looked like. Meanwhile, Lilian had the latest tankōbon of To Love Ru Darkness.

      “Hey, Beloved. How come you don’t boob fall as much as Rito?” was the first thing out of Lilian’s mouth.

      Kevin’s dry expression put deserts to shame. “Because I’m not a klutz like that idiot.”

      “You don’t think falling into the breasts of every female you meet would be fun?”

      “W-what the hell are you saying?!” Christine sputtered, her face the same shade as a blueberry popsicle.

      “I have your breasts… and Iris’s. I don’t really care about the boobs of other women.”

      “Don’t answer her question in such a blaze manner!” Christine shouted.

      “Anyway, here you two go. I figured you might be hungry.” Kevin set a plate down in front of them both, then sat down himself. Lilian and Christine simultaneously placed a bookmark in their respective manga and picked up their plates, which were filled with delicious food.

      “Thanks, Beloved!”

      “Thank you.”

      As he, Lilian, and Christine ate, the two yokai held a most interesting conversation.

      “I really think you should read To Love Ru.”

      “No thanks.”

      Wha—why not? It’s a great manga. You must read it.”

      “I insist. No thanks.”

      “B-but it’s such a fun manga…”

      “Its entire story revolves around some idiot falling facefirst into women’s boobs and c-crotches for absolutely no reason. It’s disgusting.”

      “But it’s funny…”

      “It is not funny!”

      “I’ll read it with you after lunch, Lilian,” Kevin said. “I haven’t read the latest volume anyway. By the way, where did you get that? I didn’t think you could get imports anymore thanks to the war.”

      “Ufufufu, that’s a trade secret, Beloved. If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

      “I think I’d rather not know anyway.”

      “Hmph! I-if Kevin is going to read it, then I guess I-I can read it, too.” Christine pointed at Lilian. “B-but I’m only reading it because I’m curious, got it?!”

      “Got it,” Lilian said, sharing a grin with Kevin.

      While the three of them conversed, Iris eventually bounded up to them, regally sprawling herself on the grass next to them like a professional pin-up model.

      “What are you kids doing over here? Reading manga? How lame.”

      “Did you come here for some reason other than to insult us?” Christine asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Tch!”

      Iris seamlessly inserted herself into the conversation, listening to them talk while occasionally teasing one or all three of them. She seemed fond of picking on Christine.

      “You know, I remember a time when you said that you didn’t like manga.”

      “I-I never said that. I just said that manga is… that it’s…”

      “For children?”

      Poof! Steam rose from Christine’s head as her entire face turned blue.

      As the conversation continued, changing topics at random to anything that struck their fancy, Justin walked up to them. Something was troubling him. He stood with a stooped posture, and his fingers were twitching.

      “Kevin,” he said slowly, “I need to talk to you for a minute.”

      Coming to a decision, Kevin stood to his feet and gestured for Justin to lead him away. His friend turned around and moved off. As he followed, Christine tried to stand, but she was stopped by Lilian placing a hand on her shoulder.

      “What are you—”

      “Whatever they’re going to talk about is their business.”

      “B-but what if it’s something shameless?!”

      “Shameless?”

      With steam pouring out of her ears and her face turning into a bona fide popsicle, Christine waved her arms about furiously as she ranted. “What if Justin wants to confess his undying love for Kevin, then ask Kevin to insert his carrot stick into his peanut butter hole?!”

      “That was a terrible pun,” Lilian said solemnly.

      “Have you been reading my BL?” asked Iris, who shrugged when Lilian looked at her. “What? Even I have some stuff that I like to read.”

      Kevin, who could hear the entire conversation as he walked away, facepalmed.

      “Those girls are quite something, aren’t they?” Justin said conversationally.

      “You have no idea.”

      “Maybe I should confess to you, just to see what happens.”

      “Please don’t.”

      They walked far from the others. Standing on a hill that overlooked the fields, Kevin couldn’t help but admire the view. Neo Seiryuu was an unusual place—an underground city that had been constructed in haste with temporary lodgings that were meant to be taken down once the war ended. Even so, many of the yokai with a forest or earth affinity had put a lot of effort into making this place beautiful. Flowers and trees and grass rolled across his view, and the basic structures of buildings presented an aesthetically pleasing contrast.

      However, Kevin didn’t follow Justin to admire the view. “So, what did you want to talk about?”

      “This isn’t an easy thing to say,” Justin hesitated, “But I wanted to talk to you about your family.”

      “My family?”

      What does he mean by that?

      “Specifically, I wanted to talk to you about your father,” Justin amended, his gaze containing a somber note. “Kevin, I know who your old man is.”

      Kevin sucked in a breath. “W-what—how? How would you even know something like that? Not even I know who my dad is!”

      “I know. Your mom never told you. I suppose she didn’t want to remember the man who ruined her life.”

      This was shocking. No, this was more than shocking. Justin knew who his father was, despite the fact that Kevin had neither spoken of nor heard anything about the man. Given his friend’s former position within the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, there was only one conclusion that he could reach, and it wasn’t pleasant.

      “My old man is a member of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity, isn’t he?”

      “It’s much worse than that,” Justin told him. “Kevin, your father is the commander for the entire Sons and Daughters of Humanity. He’s the very reason this war started.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days after having the massive picnic, Phoebe once again found herself and several members of her group patrolling Phoenix.

      The outside world had changed a lot since the war started. While the outlying sections of Phoenix, the urban zones that people lived in, remained pristine, the inner city was a mess. Buildings had been toppled, several structures looked like Swiss cheese, and debris from numerous battles littered the streets. Very few people lived in Phoenix these days, making the place feel like a ghost town.

      With her that day were Polydora, Thoe, and Menippe. There were several other groups aside from them, but they had different patrol routes.

      “It’s been surprisingly quiet, hasn’t it?” Thoe asked as they wandered down East Van Buren Street near the Herberger Theater and Phoenix Convention Center.

      “True.” Menippe stepped around the remains of a gutted-out tank. “We haven’t been attacked by anyone for a while now. Normally, we’d have to fight at least one or two groups looking for the location to our home.”

      “What do you think, Lady Phoebe?” asked Polydora.

      Looking at the ruined remains of a derelict building that had collapsed during one of the battles, Phoebe answered her friend. “It does seem strange, but considering what I’ve heard from Mack, both sides have suffered great casualties.”

      Reports coming in had indicated that the fighting had come to a standstill. Humanity had lost a lot of soldiers, though all they had were guesstimates of human casualties. The Yamata Alliance had also suffered numerous setbacks. Not only had they lost a lot of people in their attempt to destroy Neo Seiryuu, but their leader, the Yamata no Orochi, had gone missing. No one knew where he was.

      Of course, it wasn’t like they were in great shape either. The Four Saints, their leaders, had vanished. She knew they’d gone to fight the Yamata no Orochi, who’d been close to regaining his power. Many of their members suspected that they were dead.

      “Phoebe!” Thoe called out to her. “Come over here!”

      Her friend was inside of an alley, standing next to a pair of lumps. As Phoebe rushed over, she noticed that what she had at first assumed was debris, was actually two people. What’s more, she recognized one of them.

      “T-that’s Sarah Feniks!” Polydora gasped.

      Phoebe quickly took charge of the situation. “Menippe! Get in touch with headquarters! Inform Mack that we’ve found Sarah Feniks and are requesting medical support! Thoe and Polydora! Keep a lookout and make sure there are no enemies coming our way!”

      “Yes!” they all shouted before moving off to do as Phoebe ordered.

      As they left, she knelt down and turned Sarah onto her back. The woman didn’t appear to be injured. Her white skin, laid bare before Phoebe’s eyes, was as pristine as winter snow. Holding up Sarah’s wrist and placing two fingers against the woman’s throat, she found a strong, steady pulse.

      It looks like she’s alive, but what happened to her? Does it have something to do with the other person beside her?

      Phoebe decided to check on Sarah’s companion next. She had russet orange hair and pale skin that was covered in ash. Her clothing was that of a school girl, a plaid skirt and a green blazer over a white shirt. Long eyelashes and pink lips lent her a feminine air, while her toned thighs and calves told Phoebe that this girl was in good physical shape. She judged the girl’s age to be around sixteen or seventeen.

      Nearly half an hour later, an ambulance came and took Sarah and the girl away. Phoebe continued her patrol. However, while she acted as if nothing was wrong, her mind was on Sarah and the unknown girl.

      Who was that girl?
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        * * *

      

      Lilian was worried about Kevin.

      Her mate had been in a funk for the past two days, and she didn’t know what was causing it. Evidence pointed to his talk with Justin. Ever since he’d gotten back from speaking with his friend during the picnic, Kevin had been quiet. He’d smile and speak when spoken to, but unless someone else started a conversation, he remained silent.

      Something needed to be done about it.

      It was after school. Kevin had gone off to spar with Kiara’s three disciples nicknamed the idiot brothers, and Iris and Christine had gone off somewhere on their own. Lilian returned home alone that day.

      “Kotohime?” she called out to her maid, bodyguard, and friend.

      “Yes, Lilian-sama?”

      Kotohime was sitting in the living room, on the floor, in seiza. Lilian had never understood why the four-tails felt the need to always sit like that. It must have been uncomfortable sitting with her legs tucked underneath her butt.

      “I need a favor from you,” Lilian said seriously before laying out what she wanted. When she finished, Kotohime chuckled.

      “Ufufufu, such a dedicated mate. I would be more than happy to help you. I do not know what happened either, but I have noticed that something seems to be weighing heavily on Kevin-sama’s mind.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lilian never doubted that Kotohime would help Kevin, but she still felt relieved. Her mate’s depression had gotten to the point where she couldn’t even concentrate on creating her manga—or getting used to drawing on her Wacom tablet.

      I don’t know what’s going on, but Beloved needs my help.

      In the end, that was what it came down to. Her mate needed her.

      “Will you be enlisting the help of Iris-sama and Christine-san?”

      “Of course. Iris would be upset if I didn’t.”

      Lilian knew that Iris would want to help, and she was positive that Christine would too. All she needed to do was let them know about her plan.

      Everything would work out. She was sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      Kiara wasn’t sure of what to expect when she’d been called up during her workout.

      Walking into the hospital, her heels clicking along the tiled floor, Kiara wondered what it was that Mack wanted. He’d sounded frantic during their phone call. Anything that could make him sound that worried had to have been something big.

      “Excuse me,” Kiara said to the nurse sitting behind the front desk. “I’m here to meet with Mack and Phoebe. Do you know where they are?”

      The nurse, a human woman with brown hair and eyes, looked up. “Oh! Ms. Kiara! Yes, I was told to expect you. Let me call someone who can take you to them.”

      The nurse called for an aid, who Kiara followed through the hospital until they reached a room with two people standing outside. She recognized both Mack and Phoebe. They were talking about something, but they stopped upon seeing her.

      “Kiara, I’m glad you’re here.” Mack cut straight to the heart of the matter. “We’ve got a situation. Phoebe found Sarah Feniks.”

      While that was shocking, Kiara didn’t see what the problem was. “Wouldn’t that be good news?”

      “It would, except that Sarah has no recollection of who she is.”

      “You mean she has amnesia?” Kiara felt a headache. “You’ll have to explain this to me.”

      “I think it would be easier for you to understand the situation if I showed you.”

      Mack gestured for her and Phoebe to follow him as he walked inside of the room. It looked like a regular hospital room. There were two beds, and there was an occupant on each bed. One of them was unmistakably Sarah, but Kiara didn’t recognize the other. It was a girl in her late teens. She was speaking with Sarah, who spoke with a smile that Kiara had never expected to see on her normally expressionless face.

      “Kiara, may I introduce Kandice Fürstin,” Mack said, gesturing to the young woman. “We found her with Sarah.”

      “Um, hello,” Kandice greeted politely. She seemed wary.

      “Hi!” Sarah said with a bright smile.

      Kiara’s lips twitched wanly. “Hello. Do you remember me?”

      Sarah shook her head. “No. How could I? We’ve only just met, silly.”

      “Right…”

      “I’m sorry,” Kandice apologized. “She’s only like this because she was protecting me.”

      Kiara raised an eyebrow and turned to Mack.

      “Kandice was with the Yamata no Orochi. According to her, he’s been dragging her to all of the seals and using her blood to break them.”

      “That shouldn’t be possible. There’s no way a human could break a seal created by one of the Four Saints.”

      Mack’s expression became dry. “Normally, you’d be correct. However, Kandice is a little different from normal humans. She’s the reincarnation of Kushinadahime.”

      “So, she’s the reincarnation of an earthbound goddess?” Kiara raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s just what Hebi called me,” Kandice said in her defense. “I don’t really believe in all of that reincarnation crap.”

      “She might not believe it, but we have reason to believe that Kandice really is the reincarnation of Kushinadahime,” Mack said. “It’s not well known, but Kushinadahime was never actually a goddess. She was a human. Susanoo, unwilling to allow her to pass on, made it so that rather than crossing the Sanzu River upon death, she was reincarnated each time she died.”

      “How do you know this?” asked Kiara.

      “Orin was something of a chronicler of myths and history,” Mack said. “We checked his residence after it became clear that the Four Saints had been defeated, and that’s when we learned about this.”

      Kiara nodded. If Kandice really was Kushinadahime reborn, then she would be able to break the seal that bound the Yamata no Orochi’s power since his power was strongly connected to her mythology. It was also highly probable that Kushinadahime had powers that she herself was unaware of.

      “I’m guessing you called me here for a specific reason?” Kiara deduced.

      Mack nodded. “I need someone who’s capable of protecting these two to take them in.”

      “And you were hoping I could be that someone,” Kiara uttered with a sigh. “Look… I’m strong, and I can certainly protect them, but I don’t think I’m the right person to take care of them.”

      “There isn’t anybody else who can do it, though,” Mack pleaded. “Look, I know you’re not really the type who’s… well…”

      “Well what?” Kiara glared. “Are you gonna say I’m not the motherly type? You were, weren’t ya?”

      “Ah-ha! W-well, yes. That is what I was going to say.” Mack coughed into his hand as if to hide his embarrassment. “Anyway, you’re really the only one I can ask. Phoebe’s place is already too crowded and Kotohime’s already taking care of a lot of people, including Camellia.”

      … A moment of silent understanding passed between them. Kiara eyed Mack with the stinkiest stink eye she could muster. He looked away.

      “Right.” Kiara sighed. “I’ll take them in.”

      “A-ah.” Kandice stuttered. “Y-you don’t have to do that. I don’t want to be a bother…”

      “Well, at least you’re polite.” Kiara pinched the bridge of her nose. She could already tell this wasn’t going to be pleasant. “Come on, you two. I’ll show you to my home.”

      Kandice climbed off the bed. Sarah followed her example, grabbing the girl’s hand, her bright face containing an almost childish joy.

      “Ne, ne,” Sarah said, looking at Kiara. “Are we going to live with you, Granny?”

      Several veins throbbed on Kiara’s forehead. “Who are you calling ‘Granny’?!”
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        * * *

      

      Kevin returned home from sparring with Kiara’s three disciples. His body was more battered than usual. These days, he could beat all three of those idiots at the same time. However, with his mind distracted as it was, Kevin just couldn’t find the will to concentrate. He was plagued by what Justin had told him two days ago.

      My old man is the person who started this war. Commander Ethan Paine. The leader of the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.

      He felt like someone had jabbed him in the gut with a taser, as if his whole world had been turned inside out. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling.

      With a towel thrown over his shoulder, and the duffel bag filled with his workout clothes clutched firmly in his hand, Kevin entered his apartment.

      “I’m home,” he called out.

      Footsteps answered his call. They drew nearer until two people bounded into the room. One was Iris, who looked sinful in her low-cut blouse and ridiculously high skirt. The other was Christine, who appeared to be blushing for some reason.

      “Heya, Stud,” Iris greeted with a grin. “Did you have a good workout?”

      “Good enough, I guess,” Kevin muttered.

      “You’re covered in bruises,” Christine pointed out, still blushing.

      “I know.” Kevin held a hand to his face, where one particularly nasty bruise rested. He winced as a sharp spike of pain flared up on his cheek. Normally, Lilian would be the one to heal his injuries, but today, he’d asked that she not come along with him.

      “Uhuhuhu, you’re a very fortunate young man,” Iris declared as she placed her hands on Christine and shoved the girl forward. “Because Christy here has just the thing to help your aches and pains go away. Go ahead, Christy.”

      Her face a blushing mess, Christine stood in front of the confused Kevin. She took a deep breath, and then…

      “Pleasetakeoffyourclothes!”

      Kevin was nonplussed.

      “… Eh?”
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        * * *

      

      Kiara entered her apartment, a silent Kandice and an excited Sarah following close behind her. She closed the door and kicked off her shoes. After putting them in the rack, she walked further into the room, turned around, and spread her single arm out wide.

      “Welcome to my place. It isn’t much, but it’s home—for now, at least.”

      Kandice and Sarah both took off their shoes. While the younger of the two, Kandice, gazed at the apartment with an observant eye, Sarah bounded into the room like a child who’d eaten too much sugar.

      “Wa… this place is so big,” the blond woman said.

      “Thank you for letting us stay with you,” Kandice said.

      Kiara waved her off. “Think nothing of it. Now, why don’t you two make yourselves at home while I cook dinner? I’m starving.”

      As Kandice and Sarah went off to explore the small apartment, Kiara wandered into the kitchen. She wasn’t a very good cook. Still, she was at least capable of making something nutritious for her new tenants.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was experiencing heaven.

      “Munya…”

      Heaven apparently involved a lot of “munyas.”

      When Iris had told him that Christine had a method of helping rid him of his aches and pains, Kevin hadn’t been sure of what to expect. However, a massage of godly proportions was something that he had least expected.

      He was lying on his stomach, on the bed. There wasn’t much protecting his modesty, just his boxers. Christine was standing on top of him.

      Kevin moaned, feeling utterly blissed as Christine’s toes dug into his muscles, undoing the knots and tension in his back. Her feet were incredibly small as she used her toes and heels to rub out the tension, and she felt so light. Perhaps that was why her actions felt so good.

      



  





        
          [image: ]
        

      




  




She also seemed to be using her powers. Her toes were warm, as if they’d been wrapped in a thermal blanket. Meanwhile, her heels were cool, like they’d been placed in a fridge for several hours. The combination of hot and cold served to further soothe his back muscles.

      “Wh… where did you learn to do this…?” Kevin asked, groaning as Christine’s big toe undid a particularly nasty knot.

      “I-I’ve been reading up on it. D-don’t misunderstand me, though! I didn’t do this because I wanted to help you specifically. I just thought it would be nice if I could learn something useful that took advantage of my, um, small stature.”

      “Hmm… well, whatever your reasons for learning this are, I’m very grateful. Thank you.”

      K-ku! D-d-d-d-don’t say something like that so easily, you idiot!”

      “What are you—YEOWCH!”

      Kevin screamed when Christine’s feet slammed into his spine. It felt like someone was trying to snap his spinal cord in half!

      “C-Christine! That really—OH, GOD!”

      “I-I-I-I-I’m not doing this for you, so there’s no need to thank me, got it?! Got it?!”

      “I’ve got it! I’ve got it! Now please stop! Christine? CHRISTINE?!”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t want this!”

      Kiara twitched at Sarah’s rude declaration. “What do you mean ‘you don’t want this’? I made this specifically for you.”

      “I want something tasty! Make me something tasty!”

      They were sitting at the table, all three of them. Kiara had just finished making a healthy dinner: lightly glazed salmon with salad. While Kandice ate her meal without complaint, Sarah’s obnoxious complaining grated on Kiara’s ears.

      Twitching as she tried to control her irritation, Kiara smiled. “Salmon and salad are healthy for you.”

      “I don’t want healthy! I want tasty!”

      Who knew this powerful woman could be such a brat… is this the result of her amnesia?

      “Look here, I only know how to make food that’s nutritious and good for you. I don’t make crap that’s not beneficial to your body. Don’t you want to grow big and strong?”

      “No. I want food that tastes good! Gimme food that tastes good!”

      Kiara didn’t know what to do. This woman was one of the Four Saints, a yokai with far more power than her, but all Kiara wanted in that moment was to smack the blond for being such a brat.

      “Kiara… if you’d like, I could make something for Sarah,” Kandice offered.

      “Absolutely not,” Kiara declared. “If this brat doesn’t want to eat something that is filled with nutritional content, then she can go hungry.”

      “That’s not nice! You’re a meanie! Bleg!” Sarah pulled down her eyelid and stuck her tongue out, blowing Kiara a raspberry.

      “Why you little brat!” Kiara lunged at Sarah, who leapt out of the way. She chased the supposedly immortal Phoenix around the table.

      Kandice sat in her chair, watching the two with growing irritation. Several marks appeared on her forehead. They throbbed, their pace steadily increasing as they became an angry red.

      “Will you two cut that out?!” she shouted.

      Kiara and Sarah stopped.

      “D-did you just yell at me in my own apartment?” asked a gawking Kiara.

      Kandice pointed at them. “You two need to stop acting so childish!”

      “Childish?!” Kiara squawked.

      “She started it!” Sarah pointed at Kiara, who growled.

      “That does it! Come here! I don’t care if you have amnesia! I’m gonna beat the crap out of you!”

      “Not if you can’t catch me!”

      Stomping her feet as the two began their game of chase again, Kandice scowled. “I said stop it! Hey! Are you two listening to me?! Hey!”

      The sound of their argument could be heard several blocks away.
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        * * *

      

      Experiencing heaven often meant that one would experience an equal amount of hell. That was what Kevin believed, anyway. He had the evidence to back it up.

      “Oh… my back… I think it’s broken,” he groaned, rubbing at his sore spine, which Christine had taken her frustrations out on.

      Her expression contrite, Christine looked down at the floor, where her foot was drawing circles against the carpet. “I-I’m sorry about that. I don’t know what came over me…”

      I do.

      “It’s fine.” Kevin graced her with a wan smile that he tried to make look reassuring.

      Christine shook her head. “N-no, it’s not fine. I wanted to help you, but all I ended up doing was make things worse.”

      It was rare to see Christine blame herself for something. It actually made Kevin’s smile turn more genuine.

      Placing a hand on her head, he tenderly ran his fingers through her hair. “Don’t worry about it. While you were a little rough at the end, your massage did feel really good. Thank you.”

      Poof!

      “Ah! Y-you’re welcome.”

      “Have you ever thought of becoming a masseuse? I think you’d be really good at it.”

      POOF!

      “W-wh—shut up! D-d-d—stop paying me such nice compliments! If you do that… if you keep doing that…”

      Kevin tilted his head when Christine trailed off. She was looking at the floor, and her hair was hanging over her face.

      “Hm? What’s up?”

      “No, it’s nothing.” Christine shook her head. “A-anyway, sorry I couldn’t do more.”

      Christine left in a hurry, leaving a dumbfounded Kevin standing in the living room.

      What was all that about? Don’t tell me she…?

      “Uhuhu, it looks like she failed to be honest with herself again,” Iris said right next to his ear. Kevin barely withheld a scream as he spun around.

      “Iris.” He glared at the girl. “What are you doing?”

      Iris’s smile reminded him of a fox who had played a successful prank. “Christine had her turn to make you feel good, so now it’s my turn.”

      “Your… turn?”

      Kevin didn’t get it.

      “That’s right. Now, come on. I’ve already got the towels, soap, and shampoo.”

      Iris grabbed Kevin by the hand, and he finally noticed that she was carrying a duffel bag in her other hand. As she led him toward the door, Kevin dug his figurative heels in.

      W-wait! What? Where are we going?”

      “Have you not figured it out yet?” Iris asked rhetorically, her smile widening. “We’re going to the bathhouse, of course.”
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        * * *

      

      The place was a mess. Everything that could be destroyed had been destroyed. The table lay in shambles, the couch was torn apart, the TV was a sparking heap of scrap, and the ceiling had food splattered all over it. In the center of this chaos lay three people.

      Kiara sucked in several deep breaths as she tried to regain her bearings. She’d not expected either Sarah or Kandice to be so difficult to handle. The once cool female known for her icy personality acted like a rambunctious child, but she still possessed all of the powers she had before, making her impossible to deal with. Kandice was just a human, but her temper was on par with an oni.

      “I think… maybe… we should… go out… to eat…” Kandice suggested between puffs of breath.

      Kiara thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Yay…” was Sarah’s exhausted response.
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        * * *

      

      There was no one in the bath house that evening. Kevin was surprised by this, as the bath house was almost always in use. He could only assume that someone had either set up an illusion to keep people away, or, the more likely case, Iris had somehow bribed everyone into staying away.

      I don’t want to know what Iris might have bribed them with.

      “How did you convince me into this?” Kevin asked as he followed Iris through the bath house. He noticed, with a sense of clinical detachment, that they were going to the female’s side.

      “Because you love me and want to make me happy?” Iris suggested. She was leading him by the hand, walking with a sensual confidence as only she could. Kevin’s eyes were invariably drawn towards her butt as she sashayed her hips.

      “Because I love you,” Kevin repeated with a sigh.

      Iris turned her head and grinned. “Was that admittance, or are you just repeating what I say?”

      “Maybe a bit of both,” Kevin confessed.

      He frowned when Iris turned her head back to the front. He wondered if he’d said something weird, but before he could ask, they arrived at the locker room.

      “Come on, Stud. Let’s strip you of those clothes.”

      Grinning like a lecherous old man, Iris grabbed at his shorts and shirt, trying her best to pull them off.

      “Stop that! I can take my clothes off by myself, thank you very much!”

      “Uhuhuhu, don’t be like that, Stud. Let this beautiful vixen strip you down.”

      “Don’t talk about yourself in the third person! And let go of my shorts!”

      In the end, Kevin let Iris have her way. It wasn’t like she hadn’t taken his clothes off before anyway.

      “I really do love how… sturdy you’ve become.” Iris’s eyes trailed down his body. “You were such a scrawny kid when we first met.”

      “I wasn’t that skinny.” Kevin scowled as he tightened the towel around his waist. “Aren’t you going to wear a towel?”

      Iris was also naked, having stripped after stripping him. She looked down at herself. Unlike him, she wasn’t wearing a towel. Hair fell about her body, long and darker than raven’s feathers, like a curtain of shimmering silk. Several strands hid the sacred parts of her body, offering only a tantalizing glimpse of her most intimate places. Kevin continued letting his gaze wander down, past prominent bust, shapely hips, and long legs. He blinked several times when he saw her cute toes wiggle against the tile.

      He groaned. I do not have a foot fetish!

      “Are you done admiring my beauty?” asked Iris.

      Kevin shook his strange thoughts off and shrugged. “For now.”

      “Good answer.”

      Much like the rest of this place, the baths were completely empty. Iris led him to the showers, which they both used to rinse off the day’s accumulated grime. Kevin didn’t bother hiding his erection as Iris washed his hair. It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen it before. After she had determined that he was clean, she made him wash her.

      Kevin was already intimately familiar with Iris’s body. However, despite having already seen it dozens—maybe even hundreds—of times, it never made the sight any less stunning. Iris was perfect. There was simply no other way to describe it.

      It wasn’t just her body that made her so perfect, however. It was how she acted. Physically speaking, she and Lilian were nearly identical—minus the differences in hair and eye color. What made them so different, what made Iris so much sexier, was how every action that she made was designed with the intention of bringing attention to herself. It was extremely arrogant, but damn if it wasn’t effective.

      “All done? Good. Now let’s relax before your big date.”

      “My what?” Kevin blinked. “Did you say date?”

      “That’s right. But never mind that right now. This is our time together. Sit down right here.”

      Kevin sat down in the large tub. He’d barely gotten seated before Iris sat between his legs, close enough that her butt was rubbing against him. His arms moved on instinct, wrapping around her waist before he was consciously aware of it. Iris nodded in approval.

      “Isn’t this nice?” she asked.

      “… It is.”

      “Why did you hesitate before saying that? I know!” Iris grabbed Kevin’s hands, taking them off her waist and placing them on her breasts. His fingers twitched as he felt her nipples stiffen. “There, isn’t that better?”

      “Iris…”

      “Does it still make you uncomfortable?”

      Kevin didn’t need her to elaborate to know what she was talking about. “A-a little. This… what we’re doing… it still feels wrong to me.”

      Nodding, Iris spoke almost idly, even as her hands went over his, manipulating them into groping her breasts. “I suppose I can understand that. Living your whole life in human society would do that to anyone—even the yokai who’ve been raised in human society act more human than yokai. Give it some time and this will feel as natural to you as breathing.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about my morals being corrupted like that.”

      “I prefer to call it liberation myself.”

      With a dry chuckle, Kevin leaned down and pressed his lips against her shoulder. Iris hummed pleasantly.

      “Iris… do you mind if I ask what you see in me?”

      “You want to know why I love you?” Kevin twitched at the word. It was the first time that Iris had ever said that she loved him. Iris grinned as if she could see inside his thoughts. “Are you surprised?”

      “A little.”

      “Hnnn…” Iris hummed again as she arced her back against him, the action thrusting out her chest, which gave Kevin even more incentive to play with her breasts. “Why do I love you indeed? Honestly, I think the reason is quite simple.”

      “If you say it’s because I’m the main protagonist, I’m going to shun you.”

      “Uhuhu, you know me too well, but that isn’t the reason.” Settling back down, Iris made herself comfortable before continuing. “If I had to give a single reason, I would say it’s because you make Lilian happy. I love my sister, but I can’t give her the happiness that you can.” Turning her head, Iris sent him a bitter smile. “I was quite resentful of you for that for a while.”

      “I know,” Kevin said dryly. “Believe me. I am well aware of that.”

      “Just making sure.” Iris turned, sitting lengthwise across Kevin’s legs and using one of his shoulders as a pillow. “Of course, that’s not really the only reason. I think you know that, because of what I am, I’m not very well liked.”

      Void Kitsune were generally hated by other kitsune. It was because of their connection to the Void, that insidious power that desired to consume everything. No one knew where the Void came from, or what it was, and because of that, those who were connected to it were feared and despised by others. Kevin knew this, having been taught by Kotohime.

      “Despite being what I am and despite the things that I’ve done to you, you still accepted me,” Iris continued, and for the first time in a long time, the look on her face was neither playful nor seductive. It was earnest and open. It made her truly resemble her sister. “Not only did you accept me, but when I was on the verge of being consumed by the Void, you saved me. At the cost of having your existence erased, you reached into the Void and pulled me out. No one else has ever done that for me before.”

      “Iris… I just…”

      “No.” Iris put a finger to his lips. “I know what you’re going to say, and you’re wrong. You didn’t do what anyone else would have done. Don’t even bother using cliché lines like that, especially when they’re not true.”

      Kevin grabbed Iris’s hand and pulled it away from his mouth. “I wasn’t going to say that.” He entwined his fingers through hers.

      Iris snorted. “Sure, you weren’t.”

      Grinning, Kevin decided to ask the question that had been on his mind since Christine’s massage. “So, what’s all this for?”

      “Maybe we just want to do something nice for you.” When Kevin’s expression turned flat, Iris chuckled. “It was Lilian’s idea, actually. She noticed that you were depressed and told us that we should do something to cheer you up.”

      “Lilian, huh?”

      Somehow, that did not surprise him. Lilian always seemed to know when he was feeling down. She was the only one who could read him so thoroughly.

      “I suggested a foursome,” Iris said proudly.

      “I bet that went over well.”

      “Christine froze me.”

      “I assumed as much.” Kevin paused. “And why did you decide on a bath of all things?”

      “Because I don’t have anything else to offer.” Iris shrugged. “I’m not like Lilian and Christine. I don’t like watching anime or reading manga. I’m not into video games. I don’t care about fashion. There is only one activity that I really care for. Sex. Acts of passion. Skinship. Call it whatever you want. That’s the only thing that I’m interested in.”

      Kevin had already figured that out. Whenever he and the others did something, Iris was always a part of their group, but she was also separate from them. She didn’t do activities with them. When they watched anime, she spent more time watching Lilian. When he and Lilian read manga, she was antagonizing Christine. When they played video games, she would politely decline when it was her turn.

      Lilian once told him that Iris had been trained by Delphine Pnevma, their clan’s matriarch, to become the clan’s greatest seductress. Every technique used to seduce both men and women, Iris knew. Every skill necessary to please either gender, Iris had perfected. In some ways, Iris had been born for the role—even her personality, twisted as it was by the Void, made her perfectly suited to seducing and sleeping with others.

      Kevin thought it was disgusting—not Iris, but what had been done to her. While that moment where Lilian and Iris went into heat had been the catalyst that made him decide to accept her, it was learning about her past that made him try harder to be a better boyfriend. If nothing else, he wanted to provide Iris with a loving environment, where she could feel accepted regardless of what had been done to her.

      “I’m sure there is something out there besides sex that you can enjoy,” he said at last.

      “You can believe that if you want to. Me? I’ll be perfectly content if you and Lilian continue fucking me like you have for the past several months.”

      She shifted again, turning her body until she was straddling his legs. Now, facing each other, Iris could press her front against his.

      Consumed with desire, Kevin didn’t allow himself to hesitate as he grabbed the back of Iris’s head and pulled her into a searing kiss. Yet even as he let his passions control him, Kevin made himself a promise. He was going to help Iris become more than what she currently was, more than what the matriarch had intended her to be, not because he was, in her words, a harem protagonist, but because Iris was important to him, and he wanted her to be happy.

      In the end, that was all it came down to.
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        * * *

      

      Kuroneko’s maid cafe, Cafe Yokai, lacked the enthusiasm that it used to. Knowledge of their mistress’s disappearance had left many of the employees in a funk. The only one who remained positive was, oddly enough, Hina, the kijo. She kept an upbeat attitude. Everyone else seemed listless.

      “What can I get you three, nya?” asked a depressed nekomimi.

      “I want this!” Sarah said, pointing at an item on the menu.

      The cat-girl looked at the item, then jotted down the order on her notepad. After which, she looked at Kiara and Kandice. “And you two?”

      “I’ll have a rice omelet,” Kiara said at last.

      “Can I have your curry, please?” Kandice ordered.

      “All right. That’s one order of rice balls, one rice omelet, and one curry. Would you like anything else?”

      “No,” Kiara said for all of them. “We’re fine, thank you.”

      “This place seems pretty dead,” Kandice muttered as the nekomimi left.

      “This cafe belongs to Kuroneko—well, it belonged to Kuroneko. Your presence has basically confirmed that Kuroneko is likely dead, and word spreads fast in a small community like this.”

      “I see.” Kandice looked away. “Sorry.”

      Kiara shrugged. “It would’ve happened eventually. Even if you hadn’t arrived, we would’ve found out about what happened before too long.”

      “I guess.”

      “Ne, ne,” Sarah interrupted them. “What are you two talking about?”

      “Something that a kid wouldn’t understand,” Kiara snarked. She knew that Sarah was actually older than her, but with the woman’s current attitude, it was hard to hold the phoenix in reverence.

      Sarah puffed out her cheeks. “I’m not a kid.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “Can I ask what’s going to happen to us?” asked Kandice, interrupting them before an argument could get started.

      “I’m not sure what’s going to happen to Sarah, but Mack has already enrolled you in school. I guess he’s hoping that you’ll be able to live a mostly normal life.” Kiara shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. I know a number of kids who attend school that you’ll get along with greatly.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Kandice muttered.

      Their meals were brought out several minutes later. The rest of their time in the cafe was spent silently eating and trying to keep Sarah from making a mess when she learned that rice balls made good projectiles.
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        * * *

      

      When Kevin arrived home from the bath house, it was to find Lilian standing outside of the apartment. She wasn’t wearing her usual jean shorts and off-the-shoulder green shirt.

      The dress that she wore was a simple white sundress. It contrasted well with her hair and brought out her vibrant green eyes. She was wearing a new pair of sandals, which had been a surprise Christmas gift from Iris. In her left hand was a basket.

      “He’s all ready for you, Lily-pad,” Iris said, walking up to the redhead. Planting a kiss on her sister’s lips, she moved past them and headed inside. “Have fun, you two.”

      “So, what’s the plan?” Kevin asked.

      Lilian grinned. “Ufufufu, we’re going to have dinner and watch a movie.”

      “Eh?”

      Kevin soon learned what Lilian meant by “dinner and a movie.” Grabbing him by the hand, Lilian led him to a grassy field, where a large screen had been set up. Kevin noticed a projector several yards away, which Kotohime was manning. Kirihime and Camellia were next to her, though they seemed more engrossed in playing with plushies than what she was doing.

      “Come on. Sit down, Beloved.”

      Lilian had chosen a spot underneath a tree. She spread out a blanket and pulled two sets of plates and utensils from the basket.

      The food that night was pasta with marinara and meatballs. As Lilian opened the container that it was in, a rich and thick aroma wafted from it. Kevin’s stomach growled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

      “Wow… that smells amazing,” Kevin said as Lilian served both him and her a plate of pasta. “You made this, didn’t you?” It wasn’t a question. Kevin knew this was Lilian’s cooking, which always had a distinct scent because of the spices she used.

      “Ufufufu, yep! I spent all afternoon while you were with Christine and Iris making this. The meatballs took an especially long time to cook because I had to use a slow cooker.”

      “You didn’t have to go this far.”

      “What are you talking about? It’s not a matter of whether or not I had to go this far. I wanted to do this for you.”

      Kevin wondered if the warmth in his heart, which always spread through him when Lilian said things like this, would ever fade. He hoped not. Maybe it was selfish of him, but he wanted this feeling to last forever.

      “Thank you.”

      He and Lilian conversed while they ate. Kevin told her about his sparring with Kiara’s three disciples, while Lilian talked about her manga. She was apparently getting the hang of using the Wacom tablet. At the very least, she’d managed to create semi-decent thumbnail panels—or so she said.

      After they finished dinner, he and Lilian put their plates and the pasta container back into the basket. Then Kevin grabbed the blanket and leaned against the tree. Lilian snuggled herself in between his legs, and he folded his arms around her, wrapping them both in the blanket. In return, Lilian’s tails coiled around his legs.

      That must have been some kind of signal, because Kotohime started the movie seconds later. Kevin immediately recognized it. Wolf Children. An animated movie directed by Mamoru Hosoda. It was one of his favorite animated movies.

      Kevin set his chin on Lilian’s shoulder. “Thank you for doing this, Lilian, and, I’m sorry for being such a downer these past two days.”

      Lilian shook her head. “You don’t need to worry about that. I’m always going to be here for you.”

      As the story about a young woman who fell in love with a wolfman unfolded on the screen, Kevin decided to tell Lilian everything. He didn’t want to keep this a secret from her. He told her about his father—about the man known as Commander Paine, who was the leader of their enemies and the one who’d started this war—and everything else that he knew.

      Lilian waited until he was finished before speaking. “Are you going to tell Christine and Iris?”

      “Yes,” Kevin said immediately. “I don’t want to keep this a secret from them, but I wanted to tell you first.”

      He could tell that his words pleased her. Lilian’s foxy ears had perked right up, there was a blush on her cheeks, and her smile could’ve outshone the sun. She changed positions, turning in his arms so that she could lean up and kiss him. Kevin returned the kiss, sinking into the softness of her lips and the feelings that she invoked within him. When they parted for air, Lilian looked up at him with a tender smile and an effervescent light in her eyes.

      “Thank you for always putting me first,” Lilian said. “However, make sure you also tell Iris and Christine as soon as we get home, okay?”

      “Okay,” Kevin agreed.

      Snuggling together underneath the blanket, inside of an underground city, hidden in the midst of a war, Kevin and Lilian turned back to the screen so they could continue watching Wolf Children.

      They really did love their anime.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning brought a new day.

      After he and Lilian returned home, Kevin had gathered their family and told them what he’d told Lilian. While everyone had expressed shock at learning that Kevin’s father was their enemy, no one appeared concerned by this.

      

      “You and I have been screwing each other for months now, Stud. What makes you think I’m going to care about who your sperm donor is?”

      

      While Iris’s words had been crass, she’d more or less put what everyone else was thinking into words. Christine, after freezing Iris in a block of ice for her crass language, had essentially paraphrased what the Void Kitsune had said—minus the “screwing for months” part.

      That day, Kevin went to school in higher spirits than he had the day before. Sitting down at his desk, surrounded by people that he considered his family, he spoke and smiled as Iris and Christine traded snipes.

      “I knew you were a nerd all along. You probably decided to start dressing like that because Evangeline A.K. McDowell also wears lolita fashion,” Iris taunted.

      “Actually, Evangeline wears a schoolgirl uniform,” Kevin corrected her. His words went ignored.

      “I don’t know who that is, but I’m not going to have some titanically tittied floozy mock me!” Christine snapped.

      “Ha! I do have titanically sized tits, don’t I?”

      “I don’t know if they’re really that big,” Lilian mumbled, looking down at her own breasts, which were the same size as Iris’s. “Certainly, Mom’s and Kotohime’s are bigger—and ours are nothing compared to the matriarch.”

      “True,” Iris conceded, “but Granny’s a freak of nature. I don’t even know how that woman lives with mammaries that massive. She must be suffering from constant back pain.”

      “Are you guys really talking about boobs first thing in the morning?” asked Lindsay, who walked over to their desks. She was holding hands with a very pleased Jessica, whose rabbit ears were twitching.

      “Christine started it,” Iris pointed out. “She was talking about my bajangos.”

      Kevin facepalmed. “Did you really just call them ‘bajangos’? Is that even a word?”

      “Spell check seems to think so,” Lilian said absently.

      “What?”

      “… Never mind.”

      The doors burst open and their hannya teacher walked in. “Shut up and sit down, class! I’ve got some news for all of you, and if you don’t listen, then I’m gonna make you stand outside and balance a bucket filled with ice water on your head.”

      Every mouth present snapped shut. Their teacher, one Hannah Diavolo, nodded in satisfaction.

      “Good. Now, before we get this class started, I would like to introduce all of you to a new student.” Hannah looked at the door. Kevin couldn’t see anything, but he guessed the person she was talking about was standing on the other side. “Come on. Don’t be shy. Get in here and introduce yourself.”

      A second passed. Then a girl walked in. Several peopled sucked in their breath. Whispers broke out.

      “Who is that?”

      “She’s gorgeous!”

      “Look at those legs!”

      “Check out that ass!”

      “Oh, please. This chick has nothing on Iris.”

      “Lilian is my bae!”

      “Oi! Don’t let Kevin hear you say that. He might kill you.”

      Kevin ignored the words spoken by his peers in favor of studying the girl. Her orange hair was quite long, but nowhere near as long as Lilian’s, Iris’s, or Christine’s. She had two different colored eyes, and she walked with a gait that seemed both confident and nervous. As she moved to the front of the class, the girl turned, facing them.

      “Um, hey,” she said uncertainly. “My name is Kandice. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Hannah raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you tell us a little more about yourself, Kandice.”

      “Like what?”

      “Tell us your three sizes!” one of the boys shouted out. He was then subsequently smacked by Lilian’s and Iris’s tails. After which, Christine froze him in a block of ice.

      “Ha! Now that’s what I call teamwork!” Lilian cheered as she raised her hand. Iris and Christine gave her a simultaneous high five.

      Kevin shook his head, though he couldn’t quite hide his smile.
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        * * *

      

      Mack was sitting in his office when he received the call.

      “You’re going to want to see this.”

      An ominous call, indeed.

      “I’ll be right down.”

      After hanging up, Mack went down to the command center, which was a large room underneath the tower. Built into the very bedrock, the walls, floor, and ceiling were all a dark tan. Large monitors had been hooked up to several communication stations. Normally, there would have been several people sitting around those consoles, but today, all of them were congregating around one of the screens.

      “What have you got?” Mack asked as he walked up to the group.

      Several people moved aside, allowing him to close in on the screen and look at the contents.

      “I’ve been going through the data that Athena failed to erase,” the human male sitting at the desk said. “That’s when I found this.”

      The information was already up on the screen. As Mack scrolled his eyes across the information, which caused him to feel incomprehensibly horrified, only one phrase came to mind.

      “Fuck me sideways.”
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        * * *

      

      After class, Lilian decided to introduce herself to Kandice. A new student meant a new friend, as far as she was concerned, and Lilian had learned well about the value of friends. The phrase “the more the merrier” had become one of her mottos since she began living in Arizona.

      Unfortunately, it seemed like every male student had the same idea, and they crowded around her like a pack of horny dogs who all wanted to hump the same fire hydrant.

      “What’s your favorite type?”

      “Are you dating anyone?”

      “Can I be your boyfriend?!”

      Lilian felt pity for the poor girl, who looked like she was going to have a panic attack. She was just about to help her—when Kandice helped herself.

      “Get the hell away from me, you horndogs!!!!”

      Her shout, which echoed across the classroom and likely beyond, caused everyone to shut up and look at her. Kandice was breathing heavily, her shoulders were heaving and her face was flushed red.

      “Gods! Can’t you people shut up and give me some space?!”

      The boys all looked uncertain, but apparently deciding that they didn’t want to anger her, they left the girl alone, grumbling softly to themselves. Seeing her chance, Lilian walked up to the girl.

      “That was pretty cool how you handled those guys.” Grinning, Lilian stuck out her hand. “I’m Lilian Pnevma!”

      Kandice seemed taken aback by her exuberant personality, but she still shook her hand. “Um, Kandice.”

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Lilian said as Kevin and the others walked up. “Oh! Let me introduce you.” She grabbed Kevin by the arm and dragged him forward. “This is my mate, Kevin.”

      “Mate?”

      “And that’s my sister, Iris,” Lilian continued, ignoring the bemused expression that Kandice wore. “That’s Christine, and the two over there are Lindsay and Jessica.”

      “It’s nice to meet you all.” Kandice nodded at each person in turn, and then turned her confused eyes on Lilian again. “Now, what’s this about a mate?”
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        * * *

      

      Kotohime didn’t know why an emergency meeting had been called, but she knew that it must be serious—Mack’s expression was grimmer than she’d ever seen it.

      “What is this about, Mack?” asked one of their members. Kotohime thought his name was Jacob something or other.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Mack started, ignoring the man, whose weasel-like nose twitched. “I bring you grave news. Our people have been going through the data that Justin Verrator had on him when we rescued him, and we’ve finally learned what the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s goal is: the complete eradication of yokai.”

      Kotohime frowned as several of the yokai at the table snorted, as if the concept that they could be eradicated amused them.

      “Please,” an onikuma with dark brown fur snorted, “there have been many times that humanity has tried to fight against yokai. While I mean no disrespect to humans in general, the idea that we can be eradicated as if it was as easy as pushing a button is simply ludicrous.”

      “Maybe you should shut up and let the man keep talking,” Heather snarked before anyone else could. While the onikuma bristled, she turned to Mack. “I’m assuming the Sons and Daughters of Humanity have come up with a plan to accomplish this?”

      “They have. I wouldn’t have called you all here otherwise.”

      Grabbing a remote and pressing a button, Mack turned on the overhead projector, which displayed an image against the far wall. The image was of a missile. Kotohime had seen a few before, but only in books.

      “This is a new weapon that the Sons and Daughters of Humanity have devised,” Mack explained. “While it looks like an ordinary missile, this is far different from anything that’s been created thus far.”

      Mack pushed another button, and Kotohime realized that it wasn’t an image but a video. The image changed, showing the missile soaring through the atmosphere before landing on a three-dimensional surface that she guessed represented the ground. Vertical slits then opened on the missile’s surface and began spewing green fumes. Then the image zoomed out, showing not only how far the fumes would spread, but that there were hundreds of thousands of other missiles doing the same thing across a giant map of the United States.

      “What you just saw was a simulation of how the Sons and Daughters of Humanity plan to destroy us. Those missiles contain a toxin that was created specifically for yokai. According to the data, this toxin has a one hundred percent chance of killing yokai regardless of species. In other words, it’s completely fatal to all of us.”

      His proclamation was met with silence. Even Kotohime was shocked.

      “That’s not the only thing that we’ve found out,” Mack added, and Kotohime could sense the way everyone stiffened in their chairs. “This toxin is based on the DNA that’s been extracted from thousands of yokai for the past several decades. According to the report, there is a specific strand of DNA that is found within all yokai and anyone who is descended from a yokai, which is what the toxin targets. What this means is that anyone who has even a little yokai blood in them will also be killed.”

      If Kotohime looked at the people present, she was sure that she’d see the same horrified expressions on their faces that she knew was on hers.

      Humans and yokai had been intermingling for millenniums—as far back as 300 BC. While there was no way to confirm it, the chances of more than 90% of humanity having yokai ancestry was strong. At the very least, more than 60% of the human population had the blood of one or more yokai.

      Mack locked eyes with everyone present. “This is the gravest threat that our kind has ever faced—the greatest that Earth has ever faced. If we do not stop the Sons and Daughters of Humanity from carrying out their plan, not only will every yokai die, but we have estimated that more than 75% of the human population will also die. We have to stop that from happening.”
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        * * *

      

      School ended on a high note for Kevin. Thanks to Lilian, Iris, and Christine, he’d felt a lot better that day than he had yesterday. His mate had also made a new friend, which she was quite excited about. Her enthusiasm as she included Kandice in their activities and introduced her to their other friends was infectious.

      “So, you’re living with Kiara,” Lilian exclaimed as they walked back home. Her nose wrinkled slightly. “Must be tough.”

      Kandice laughed. “It is kind of hard, but Kiara’s not a bad person. She actually told me about all of you, though she mostly talked about you, Kevin.”

      “Me?” Kevin blinked.

      “Yep.”

      “I hope she had good things to say.”

      “She said that you’re very strong for a human, but that you’re kind of a pushover when it comes to your harem.”

      Kevin tripped over his own two feet. With his arms windmilling, he fell facefirst onto the ground.

      “Yep.” Iris nodded. “That sounds about right.”

      “It is not right!” Kevin shouted as he climbed back to his feet. “I don’t have a harem!”

      When even Christine gave him a blank stare, Kevin looked away uncomfortably.

      “… Kiara said that you would say that.”

      “S-shut up!”

      They eventually parted ways with Kandice and made their way home. Kevin had expected to find Kotohime preparing dinner and Kirihime playing with Camellia. So when he, Christine, Lilian, and Iris arrived home to find Kotohime sitting in seiza in the middle of the room and no Kirihime or Camellia, he became worried.

      “I’m glad that you are here, Kevin-sama.” Kotohime opened her eyes, and the solemnity they contained caused the hairs on his neck to stand on end. “I have something important to share with you, and I am afraid that you will not like what I have to say.”
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        * * *

      

      Kotohime was right. Kevin didn’t like what she had to say.

      Sitting in the living room, surrounded by Lilian, Iris, and Christine, Kevin felt as if the world had been dropped out from underneath him. His father, the man who’d given birth to him, was planning to commit genocide. He wanted to vomit.

      “That’s some serious shit,” Iris said.

      “Language, Iris-sama.” Kotohime did not take her eyes off Kevin. “There is more that I have to tell you.” Kevin groaned. “Fortunately, this news is good. We’ve made contact with a resistance cell located in France. Apparently, your mother is one of their members. She’s been working with them since before the war broke out.”

      “M-my mom?” Kevin’s eyes widened before, almost like a deflating air balloon, he sagged into himself. “I-I see. That’s good.”

      Kevin had tried not to think about his mom, but he had been worried. It was hard not knowing whether she was alive or not. Kotohime had lifted a huge weight from his shoulders.

      “Lilian-sama, Iris-sama, your family is also alive and well. They’re apparently in the same cell as Kevin-sama’s mother.”

      “Who cares about those pricks?” Iris asked, shrugging.

      “I-Iris!” Lilian gaped at her.

      “What? You don’t like those douchebags any more than I do.”

      “They’re still our family!”

      “Whatever.”

      Before an argument could break out between Lilian and Iris, Kotohime continued. “Kevin-sama, the reason that I am telling you all of this is because I’ve told Mack of your circumstances, and he has granted you special permission to be on the team that plans to confront your father. The decision is yours, however, I wanted you to at least have that decision.”

      “Thank you,” Kevin said. “I… I would like to go.”

      “I assumed as much,” Kotohime admitted.

      “Hold on,” Lilian interrupted. “If Kevin is going on this mission, then I’m going, too.”

      “Lilian-sama—”

      “I know what you’re going to say, Kotohime. I’m not ready for this. Beloved is going only because of his special circumstances. Blah, blah, blah. I’ve heard it all before, and I’m telling you that—”

      “You can go, too.”

      “—that I can go, too—wait. What?”

      Kotohime’s smile, while grim, was not without mirth. “I said that you can go. The last time Kevin-sama went on a mission, I did not let you go because we could only have a few people on it. However, I understand that Kevin-sama is your mate. If you wish to go with him, I will let you.”

      “Yes!” Lilian pumped her fist into the air.

      “However, you’re the only one who will be allowed to go.”

      “What?!” Christine and Iris shouted at the same time.

      “I’ve been able to make an exception for Kevin-sama because of his parentage and Lilian-sama because she is his mate. She would go to support him whether Mack allowed it or not. However, we can’t afford to let any more people who haven’t been fully trained in warfare take on a mission of this nature,” Kotohime explained.

      “That’s complete bullshit!” Iris exploded. “Not trained in warfare? Sure, I might not have trained day and night to kill people, but I’ve fought more than my fair share of battles. You weren’t there when we went to California and took part in the defense of Long Beach. I kicked ass!”

      Even in the face of Iris’s anger, Kotohime remained calm. “I am not denying your strength nor your ability to fight, Iris-sama. Being able to fight does not make one a warrior, however. Even Kevin-sama, skilled as he is in combat, is not a warrior, and he’s certainly not a soldier.”

      The difference between someone who could fight and someone who knew warfare was astronomical. Being a master of karate did not make someone a master of the battlefield. That was what Kotohime was talking about. Kevin understood this, which was why he agreed with her.

      “I think you two should stay here,” he said.

      “S-Stud, what are you—why?” asked a shocked Iris.

      Kevin turned to her. Grabbing her hand and lacing their fingers as if to tell her how he felt through his actions, he said, “Because Kotohime is right. This is different than what we did during our journey to find Kuroneko and Orin. This is a legitimate military operation, which none of us have any real experience with.”

      Iris’s glare would’ve cowed lesser men. “Then why are you and Lily-pad going?”

      “You know why. My old man is the one who started all this. He abandoned my mom for this damnable desire to kill all yokai. I need to confront him.”

      “And what are you going to do when you confront him?”

      “I don’t know that yet,” Kevin admitted. Looking up at Iris, he gave her a helpless smile. “I just know that I need to be one of the people who stops him.”
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        * * *

      

      Iris had not been pleased by Kevin’s decision, and she’d let him know that by storming out of the room. Christine, after several seconds of looking around uncertainly, had followed her.

      She found Iris standing several dozen yards from the apartment. With her hand against a tree, the twin-tailed vixen leaned ever so slightly, as if she was about to topple and the tree was all that kept her upright.

      “Iris…”

      “That arrogant bastard!” Iris snarled. “Does he really think that I would stay here after everything that’s happened between us?”

      “I think he’s trying to act mature,” Christine said, though even she would admit that she was angry at him. The way he’d said they should stay in Neo Seiryuu while Lilian went with him made her feel like he didn’t trust them.

      “I don’t care what he’s trying to do,” Iris growled. “He’s treating me like an invalid! And I… I really… worry for them, you know?”

      Christine didn’t say anything. It wasn’t often that Iris acted this open, this honest.

      “You and Lilian and Kevin, you’re all I have. I’m not like Lilian, who can make friends with everybody she meets, and I don’t have Kevin’s determination and will. The only thing I’ve ever been good for is looking sexy.”

      That was so unbelievably arrogant, but I can’t deny that it’s also true.

      “Is that why you train with them?” asked Christine.

      “Yeah.” Leaning her back against the tree, her chest even now erotically thrust out, she looked up at the dome covering their heads and sighed. “If I’m being honest with myself, that’s the only reason I began training. Those two are always getting into danger, getting mixed up in things that other people just don’t get mixed up in. I want to look out for them. I… I really love them, ya know?”

      “I know.” Christine took a deep breath. “I… I l-like them… too.”

      Iris snorted. “So, you can’t say that you love them even now, huh? I like your kitten side better.”

      “Shut up!” Christine shouted, then blinked. “Wait. What?”

      “Nothing.” Iris shook her head, then became serious. “I don’t want those two going off into danger on their own.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      Christine shrugged. “We could always steal a couple of uniforms and sneak onto the mission.”

      “That… is actually a really great idea.”

      Iris’s expression brightened. Christine barely had time to comprehend what was happening before her friend was lifting her into the air and twirling her around, laughing like a loon.

      “W-what the hell are you doing?! Put me down!”

      Iris did set her down, but only so she could lean down and plant a wet one on her lips. Christine froze like a block of ice as warm, soft lips pushed against hers in a kiss that actually caused her to moan. When Iris pulled back, she presented her with a grin so bright that Christine would have mistaken her for Lilian.

      “I love you, Christine.”

      “W-w-w-what the hell do you think you’re doing?! Don’t go stealing my first kiss!”

      “First kiss?” Iris’s grin was as devious as they came. “I thought you and Lindsay had already shared a passionate lip lock.”

      “That one didn’t count! Don’t remind me of that!”

      “Then why don’t we just say this one didn’t count either?”

      With a giggle and a skip, Iris ran away from Christine, who chased after her, both physically and with spikes of icy doom. Yet even as she tried to impale her friend, Christine felt relieved. Someone like Iris, who was arrogant and narcissistic, should never act so angry and despondent. She was glad that she could help her friend.

      Now all we need to do is find a way to steal a couple of uniforms and sneak onto the mission.

      Christine sighed. The things that she did for her friends.
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      Kevin woke up early the next morning out of habit. He normally woke up to exercise, but since he was going on a mission, he didn’t plan on exercising that morning. Laying within the warm embrace of three bodies, he slowly closed his eyes and was just about to drift back to sleep…

      … Wait a minute. Three bodies?

      Opening his eyes again, Kevin realized that, indeed, there were three people sleeping with him. What was…

      Ah, that’s right. I’ve been sleeping in the living room with Lilian, Christine, and Iris.

      That still didn’t explain why they were all so close to him. Lilian and Iris he could understand, but what about Christine? Had she somehow crawled onto him in the middle of the night?

      He lifted his head to gaze at Christine, who was lying on top of him. Her long hair was spread out like a shimmering curtain of black silk threads. He could see her pale skin peeking out from between her hair. Her eyes were closed, and her eyelashes, while not long, stood out starkly against her skin. Much like her normal attire, her pajamas consisted of a long black dress with a multitude of frills.

      The other two were lying on either side of him, essentially hemming him in.
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Kevin squirmed as he tried to wiggle his way out. Unfortunately, as he was attempting to move, Christine must have sensed him. She wrapped her legs around his waist. He stiffened. Her actions had caused the hem of her pajamas to bunch up around her waist. What’s more, he could feel her panty-covered crotch rubbing against his morning wood.

      This… this is really not good…

      His breathing was growing unsteady as Christine, having possibly sensed the heat emanating from his boxers, rubbed herself against him. Kevin bit his lip to stifle a moan. A current of pleasure like electricity traveling through his body caused him to arc his back. Christine gasped as he pushed against her.

      Oh, crap! Oh, crap. Oh, crap. Oh, crap. This is not good. I have to get out of this situation before she wakes up!

      Perhaps it was fate, or perhaps he was just unlucky, but Christine chose that moment to wake up. With a groan, she placed her hands on his chest and lifted herself up. This had the unfortunate side effect of wedging his erection between her small butt cheeks, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      Kevin stilled as she raised one hand and rubbed her eyes.

      “Kevin…?” She blinked as she looked down at him.

      “Um… g-good morning, Christine.”

      Kevin could see the slow dawning of realization enter Christine’s eyes. She looked down at where her crotch, covered only by her panties, was rubbing against him. While she couldn’t see it, she could no doubt tell that his hot rod was stuck against her trunk. She looked back up at his face.

      “Please don’t kill me,” Kevin said seriously.

      Christine’s face turned blue. The resounding noise of a hand meeting Kevin’s cheek echoed throughout the apartment.
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        * * *

      

      “Could you please pass me the milk?”

      “Here you go, Beloved.”

      “Thank you.”

      Kevin grabbed the cup of milk from the furry red tail and poured it into the pan. The sound of sizzling filled the air as Kevin used a wooden spoon to stir the contents. Standing beside him, hovering over the cooking bacon, which crackled and popped as the fatty oils burned, was Lilian.

      “How’s your face?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “It’s red.”

      “I know.”

      “Bright red.”

      “… I know.”

      “Christine has the finest pimp hand I have ever seen.”

      That morning, he and Lilian were making breakfast. It was a simple meal consisting of eggs and bacon. Kotohime had been going to make something, but since Kevin was already awake, and Lilian had woken up after Christine smacked him, they had told their maid to get some more rest. After all, she was also taking part in the mission to stop Kevin’s old man from enacting his plan.

      Breakfast was soon finished and everyone gathered around the table. There was little in the way of talking that morning, which Kevin assumed was because Iris and Christine were still mad at him. He felt bad about telling them they couldn’t go on this mission. However, he also knew that, since this was a military operation, having too many civilians would be a hindrance. Special permission had been granted for him to take part, and Lilian was coming because she was his mate. Iris and Christine had not been allowed to come. Somehow, Kevin didn’t believe that Mack would let them, even if he asked.

      After breakfast, everyone gathered outside. Kevin and Lilian were already wearing their enhancement suits. The black leathery substance, which protected them from elemental and cutting damage, reflected the massive lamps that acted as simulated sunlight. Attached to his thighs were his guns, a dozen ammo clips were strapped across his back, and his new jet-black knife sat in Kotohime’s holster inside of his right boot.

      “Well, this is it,” Kevin said unsurely. He felt like a young man saying good bye to his loved ones as he headed off to fight in a war.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” Iris said in an uncaring tone. Kevin winced. She really was still mad at him.

      There’s no way I can let things go on like this—not before I’m going to leave. It might as well be the same as raising a death flag.

      “Iris.”

      “Hm?”

      Iris’s eyes widened when Kevin pushed her against the door. Her moan was hampered when he placed his mouth over hers. Grabbing her hands, he raised them above her head, pressing them against the door as he laced their fingers together. Iris didn’t even bother resisting. He pushed his tongue into her mouth, and she welcomed the intrusion, moaning as she writhed against his body.

      When Kevin pulled back, they were both breathing heavily. However, it was Iris’s skin which had grown flushed.

      “That…” She took a deep, shaky breath. “That wasn’t bad… I’ll give you an eight out of ten.”

      “If you’re joking around like this, does that mean you’re not mad at me anymore?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, I’m not. Consider yourself lucky, though. If you weren’t so damn lovable, I wouldn’t be this forgiving.”

      Kevin smiled. If she didn’t love him, then she wouldn’t have cared enough to get angry in the first place.

      Letting Iris go, he stepped back. Without his weight keeping her up, the vixen sagged. Fortunately for her, she only had a minute before Lilian helped her up. Of course, considering Lilian followed her actions with a kiss that was every bit as passionate as Kevin’s that didn’t mean much.

      Knowing better than to watch Iris and Lilian make out, lest he become aroused and end up walking around with a stiffy, Kevin turned to Christine. The yuki-onna looked at the two females as they passionately kissed with an expression that mixed disgust with fascination.

      “I still think it’s disgusting to see those two sucking face like that,” Christine admitted.

      Kevin flinched. “I don’t really blame you.”

      “Hawa,” Camellia moved toward the kissing kitsune, “Camellia too.”

      She was stopped by Kirihime grabbing her by the toga. “I-I do not think a mother should kiss her daughters like that.”

      “Ufufufu, how sinful.”

      “Hawa…”

      Christine shook her head, as if resigning herself to the stupidity happening around her. Then she looked at Kevin.

      “Um…” Kevin didn’t know what to say. “T-take care of yourself, okay?”

      Christine bit her lip. She hesitated, but then she muttered something under her breath, stepped forward, wrapped her arms around him, and buried her face into his chest.

      “C-Christine?”

      “Be careful, okay?”

      Relaxing, Kevin returned Christine’s hug. “Yeah, I will. You can count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Iris watched as Kevin, Lilian, and Kotohime disappeared. When she was sure that they were gone, she turned to Christine, who stood next to her.

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      Christine nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Good. We’ll be following behind them in just a bit.”

      “I just have one question.”

      “What’s that?”

      Christine pointed to Camellia and Kirihime. “How are we going to get away from those two?”

      Iris grinned. “You leave that to me. Hey, Mom?”

      “Hawa?” Camellia looked at her.

      “I think I heard Wan-chan say that he wants to take a bath with you.”

      Wan-chan was the name of the dog plushie that Lilian had bought for Camellia. The five-tails often played with Wan-chan and Sayuri—the fox plushie—together.

      “Wan-chan! Bath! I wanna take a bath with Wan-chan!”

      “M-My Lady! Please don’t run! You’re going to trip!”

      “Hawa!”

      Iris chuckled as Camellia and Kirihime disappeared from sight. No doubt they were going to grab Wan-chan, then head to the bathhouse.

      “There, you see? Problem solved.”

      Christine sighed. “Whatever. Let’s just get going.”

      Knowing that they had to leave quickly if they wanted to sneak onto the mission, Christine and Iris took off.

      Don’t think you two can leave me behind.

      A new day was dawning, but, due to the cavernous dome overhead, which blocked out the sky, neither Christine nor Iris could see it.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin and Lilian stood nervously next to Kotohime, Kiara, Heather, Phoebe, and her group of yama uba.

      They were inside of a large room filled with electronic equipment. It seemed as if all of Neo Seiryuu’s defenders were here with them. Humans and yokai stood around in groups, mingling. Their chatter flowed over him, which didn’t ease his nerves in the least.

      A hand clutched his tightly. Lilian’s. He could tell from the way it shook that she was just as nervous as him. While they’d both experienced a lot of dangerous situations, going on a military campaign of this caliber was a first for them.

      “Settle down everyone,” Mack said. Stepping in front of the crowd, he addressed all the people present. “Listen to me as I go through our plan of attack. We’ve learned from our spies that the missiles are currently being transported by three different means: land, sea, and air. We believe that two of these methods are feints designed to draw our attention away from the real transportation method. Because we were unable to determine which method is the real one, we’ll be going after all three.”

      There was a large board with a map of the United States behind him. Three red lines ran through the map like the trails leading to untold riches.

      “These are the three routes they plan on taking. The one by land is traveling through Kansas, Missouri, Illinois, all the way to Virginia. The air route is taking a more roundabout approach, going from Colorado to Wisconsin, New York, then Virginia. The sea route will be traveling through the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Sea.”

      As he spoke, he pointed out each route with a laser pointer. When he finished, he turned back to the crowd.

      “We’ll be splitting up into four groups: the land group, air group, sea group, and the backup squad. The air group will consist of flying yokai and Nelson’s air force squadron. The sea group will be headed by Heather and all of the water yokai, plus a squadron from the Navy Seal’s forty-seventh underwater combat unit. The commander for the ground unit will be Kiara, who’ll be leading a squadron of earth yokai and human infantry to intercept the train that the missiles are supposed to be in.”

      Mack took a moment to regain his breath. Kevin imagined it was hard talking that much.

      “The last group will be our backup and containment squad. They’re going to be in charge of confronting and detaining the Sons and Daughters of Humanity’s leader, Commander Ethan Paine. Kotohime, you’re in charge of this group.”

      With mirthful eyes, Kotohime hid her curling lips behind the sleeve of her kimono and giggled. “Ufufufu, leave it to me.”

      Mack clapped his hands. “All right, everyone! You have your assignments! Now you need to move! The operation is starting in fifteen minutes!”

      As the massive crowd split up, Kevin and Lilian followed Kotohime. The mission would be starting soon. They needed to make sure they were ready.
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        * * *

      

      Two soldiers entered the locker room at the same time. Both were male. Both belonged to the containment group. As the door closed behind them, they went straight to their lockers.

      Neither of them noticed the figure standing by the door.

      At least, not until she spoke up.

      “Hello there, boys. Could you give me a hand?”

      Both men stiffened in shock, yet they were still trained professionals. They pulled out their small 22mm pistols, spun around, and trained their weapons on the figure.

      They froze.

      She was gorgeous—no, she was more than that. Gorgeous implied mere beauty, and this woman, this creature’s exquisiteness went beyond the physical. Sex. Lust. Desire. It was as if this woman, whose hair scintillated around her body and captured sunlight, was the physical embodiment of these traits. The way her breasts heaved as she thrust out her chest sent their heart rates skyrocketing. Her shorts, which wound so tightly around her hips and crotch that she had a cameltoe, made them immediately become erect.

      She smiled at them, and it was all they could do not to faint. When she beckoned them forward, a single index finger giving them a “come hither” gesture, they obeyed.

      Neither of them saw the large chunks of ice that had formed above their heads.

      The last thing they heard was a loud crack. The last thing they saw was the beautiful creature’s grinning face. Then darkness descended upon them.
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        * * *

      

      Christine stared at Iris in disgust as the twin-tailed vixen stripped off her clothes. “Did you really have to use your powers like that?”

      “I’m not sure,” Iris admitted as she pulled on the pants that she’d discovered in one of the soldier’s now opened lockers. “But those guys are professionals. I thought it would be better to hit them with everything that I have. Better to be safe than sorry, right?”

      “I guess.”

      Christine turned to the uniform that she would be wearing. Putting it on, she wrinkled her nose—not only because of how large it was, but also due to the smell.

      “Ugh, why do we have to wear men’s uniforms again?” she complained.

      “Because it will be harder to recognize us if we dress up as men. Speaking of, can you help me bind my breasts?”

      “Do I really have to do that?”

      “Yes.”

      Christine grunted. After putting on her stolen uniform, which was so large that she needed to roll up the sleeves and the hem of her pants, she then snatched the role of medical tape from Iris and helped the vixen bind her breasts.

      “By the freaking gods, these things really are humongous.”

      “I know.”

      “What size are these?”

      “I’m ninety-nine centimeters. Don’t know what bra size that is.”

      “Have I ever told you that I hate you?”

      “I’m gonna call you out for boob discrimination.”

      It took more effort than it should have, but after much grunting and groaning, Christine finally managed to squeeze Iris’s boobs into the medical tape. They were still quite visible. Fortunately, the uniform that she put on afterward was baggy enough that no one would notice.

      “Hmm…” Iris hummed as she looked down at herself. “This is my first time cross-dressing. I wonder if I could somehow incorporate this into my sex games with Lily-pad and the stud.”

      Christine wrinkled her nose. “Whatever, sex fiend.”

      Iris just chuckled. “I am a sex fiend, aren’t I?”

      “Let’s just go.”

      “By the way…” Iris added as they left the locker room after hiding the two soldiers—who’d been placed under an enchanted sleep—inside of their own lockers.

      Christine sent her a scathing look. “What?”

      “You fill out that uniform nicely. Just like a real man.”

      “Oh, shut up!”
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        * * *

      

      The detainment group was directed toward a large underground hanger. Inside of the massive room, which had been built from a combination of concrete and natural bedrock, several military helicopters and a number of jet fighters sat. Having never seen this place before, Kevin and Lilian were bedazzled by the number of fighter crafts.

      “Hey, Beloved? Isn’t that helicopter from Modern Warfare?”

      “I think it would be more accurate to say that Modern Warfare got their idea for helicopters from this one.”

      “Oh.”

      “Kevin!” a voice called out to him.

      Turning around, Kevin gaped as Justin walked up to him, a large grin spreading across his face. The young man was wearing military fatigues and had a machine gun slung across his shoulder.

      “Justin? What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Justin asked rhetorically. “I’m here to help out. Since we’re launching an all-out attack against Commander Paine and his forces, Mack asked me if I could go with you guys as an aide.”

      “So, you’re going to be helping us?” Lilian inquired. “Are you sure you’re okay with that?”

      “Oh, yeah. Don’t worry about a thing.” Justin gave them both a thumbs up. “I’ve already made my decision to live by my own ideals instead of someone else’s. That’s why I’m offering to help you guys.”

      Kevin grinned. “In that case, we’re glad to have you.”

      As Kevin and Justin clasped hands in what could have only been called a “bro shake,” Kotohime gathered everyone’s attention.

      “All right, everyone.” Kotohime clapped her hands together. “We’re heading off now. Please get on one of these three helicopters. Oh! And do try not to fall off,” she finished, tilting her head in a manner that was utterly adorable.

      Kevin shook his head. He could practically see the collective sweat dropping of his colleagues. They must have been unused to having such a gorgeous commander.

      He and Lilian clambered onto a helicopter with Justin, Kotohime, and three other individuals—all males. There were over twenty people going on this mission. It really was a large-scale operation, especially when compared to the journey that he’d gone on to find Orin and Kuroneko, which had felt more like an RPG quest than an actual mission.

      As he sat in the middle of Lilian and Justin, his gaze turned to two other soldiers. Both were male, though one of them looked incredibly short and the other appeared to be attempting to thrust out his chest. He couldn’t see their faces because they were wearing hats, the brims of which covered their heads.

      The wump-wump-wump of the helicopter’s choppers preluded the slight feeling of weightlessness. Lilian and one of the men shrieked as they were lifted off the ground. Knowing about all kitsune’s hatred of flying, Kevin wrapped his arm around Lilian’s shoulder and used his free hand to rub her nearest foxy ear.

      “Hawa…”

      Even over the whirring of the helicopter, Kevin could hear Lilian’s muttered words.

      Truly, the apple doesn't fall far from the tree.
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        * * *

      

      Within the control center, amidst the aids rushing to and fro, the computer monitors as they flashed, and the operation coordinators as they spoke, Mack stood with his arms crossed and a stern expression on his face.

      He did not have Davin’s commanding presence. However, those within this room understood that, in the absence of the Four Saints, he was their indisputable leader.

      “Mack, operation Capture and Detain has begun,” one of the aids announced. “Kotohime and her team are away.”

      According to their reports, Commander Ethan Paine was in Washington, DC, meeting with the president, several prominent members of congress, and the United States military. It was likely to discuss the plan to annihilate the yokai with the toxin-bearing missiles. Their hope was to intercept the missiles, capture Ethan Paine, and convince the president to stop this pointless war by revealing how Paine’s plan would indiscriminately kill 70-90% of the US population.

      “New report coming in,” another aid said. “Kiara F. Kuyo and her team have just made contact with the train.”

      “Thank you.” Mack said absently, staring into space, his eyes narrowing. “Now, let’s see which routes are the decoys and which one is real.”
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        * * *

      

      Kiara and her group were not traveling by helicopter, nor were they traveling by land vehicles. Due to their need for speed, she had decided to authorize the use of her personal jet. One of the many benefits to having been in charge of a multimillion-dollar company was that she had a lot of money to spend. A lot of money.

      “Kiara,” her pilot’s voice came from over the speakers. “We’re coming up on the train.”

      Sitting down in a comfy chair, Kiara nodded at the words and stood to her feet. The other members of her party were lounging around the large interior. Two of them were even playing billiards.

      “All right, people! Listen up! It’s time to get this party started, so strap on those parachutes and get ready!”

      Everyone stood up and followed her instructions. They were a mixed bunch, to be sure. Kiara’s group consisted of three humans, one kamaitachi, an ubagabi—a giant head that spewed flames from its mouth—-a yamabiko—which looked like a cross between a dog and a monkey—and a Mōryō, a yōkai with black skin, red eyes, and long hair.

      Cien was also a part of her group. He stood apart from the rest, his arms crossed as he observed her. When he finally noticed that she was looking at him, he turned his head to try and hide his blush.

      Is that admiration I see, or does the boy simply have a crush on me?

      Ignoring Cien for now, Kiara wandered over to the hatch, which opened when she pressed a button. The ground appeared far beneath her. She grinned when, upon looking down, she saw the train blitzing across a set of tracks. It was moving quite fast.

      She turned back to the others. All of the humans were now in parachutes. The only yokai among them who needed a parachute were the yamabiko and the Mōryō.

      “You all remember the plan, right?” she asked.

      “You go in, stop the train in its tracks, and then we descend from above and scout the train to see if this is the real route or the decoy,” said one of the humans. There was a sniper rifle strapped across his shoulder and he had a pistol holstered to his thigh.

      “Glad to see you were paying attention. The operation is now a go!”

      Kiara leapt from her jet. The feeling of her stomach doing flip flops didn’t bother her nor the way her eyes watered. She fell quickly. The earth rose to meet her. Flipping her body around, Kiara slammed into the ground, which generated a massive shockwave, destroying the tracks and everything else around her. Leaping out from the crater that she had created, Kiara bent her knees, and then burst across the ground. She reached the train in seconds.

      “Kkkuuuu…!!!”

      Using her single hand, Kiara cocked her fist back and slammed it into the train. She felt her knuckles strain against the metal. A brief moment of agony jolted her, traveling from her fist to her brain, but that was secondary compared to what happened to the train.

      The front train car was halted, abruptly and without warning, as the metal collapsed in on itself. The rest of the train did not. It slammed into the next train car, which slammed into the next train car, and the next one after that in a repeated process. With nowhere to go, the train cars were blasted away, with some flying far from sight and others becoming outright demolished.

      As she stood in front of the train, her breathing only somewhat heavy, Kiara pulled her fist from the massive hole that it had punched into the front car. She looked at the devastation that she’d wrought, wondering if maybe she should have been a little less violent. That attack could have caused the missiles to explode.

      Well, if they haven’t gone boom, then that means this is likely the fake route.

      She sighed. Rotating her arm to make sure it was still in working order, Kiara ignored the pain in her shoulder as her team descended from the plane. The yokai reached the train first. The Mōryō hovered over each train car, checking to see if there was any sign of the missiles. When the others arrived, they also checked the cars.

      “Kiara here,” Kiara said into a communication device that she fished from her business suit. “I’ve disabled the train and we’re currently checking to see if the missiles are onboard. I don’t think they are, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      Static crackled from the device before a voice spoke up. “Roger that, Kiara. Let us know what you discover.”

      “Will do. I—”

      Just then, a massive explosion ripped through one the train cars. The yamabiko, who’d been checking that car, was consumed by the flames, which were then forcefully dispersed by a strong gust of wind.

      Kiara shielded her eyes from the blast, wincing as she felt several pieces of shrapnel pierce her arm. She lowered her arm when the wind died down. What she saw sent ripples of surprise and frustration through her.

      YK Units. Nearly a dozen of them. More train cars exploded, and while her team was able to escape due to their having realized what was happening, it didn’t help their situation. As each car erupted into flames, more of the Yokai Killers were revealed. It was an army of yokai killing machines.

      This… could be trouble, Kiara thought as nearly one hundred V-shaped visors flashed red.
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        * * *

      

      “The transport that Kiara’s group attacked appears to be an ambush!” one of the communication aids shouted, shock permeating his voice. “Multiple Yokai Killers have emerged from the train cars and are attacking them!”

      “What?!” Mack shouted back.

      “Both the air and sea groups have also been attacked by Yokai Killers! None of the routes appear to have the missiles! They’re all traps!”

      “Damn it!” Mack slammed his hand onto the command table. “We’ve been tricked!”
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        * * *

      

      With a snarl on her face, Kiara didn’t waste time in unleashing her full power. A bright red aura appeared around her body. It was youki made manifest, flickering like a flame, distorting the world around it.

      The ground beneath her feet cracked underneath the power. The abrasions spread further and the very earth cratered as Kiara leapt into the air. Her leap took her all the way to one of the many groups of Yokai Killers. With a roar that sounded more like a rabid beast than a dog, Kiara slammed into them like a vengeful god. Howling flames erupted from her fist, spreading everywhere, engulfing the Yokai Killers before they could react.

      There were two ways to kill a Yokai Killer: destroy their core or use their elemental weakness against them. Yokai Killers had a power generator, or core, which was charged by youki—the power that yokai used to create their techniques. If a Yokai Killer’s core had been made using water youki, then using thunder youki would damage them. Likewise, if their core was a fire core, then water techniques would destroy them.

      Kiara did not have an elemental affinity. As an inu, her only abilities were her insane physical strength and her youki aura. That meant she could only use the first method, destroying the core, which she accomplished by annihilating absolutely everything. If the Yokai Killer’s core was stored somewhere in their body, then so long as the body was wiped from the face of the Earth, the core would be destroyed too.

      The Yokai Killer group that she’d crashed into was obliterated. Nothing remained. Their bodies had been consumed by her youki, and their cores had been destroyed by the overwhelming might of her aura.

      Leaping onto the nearest train car, Kiara used the small moment of reprieve that this had granted her to survey the battle. While the yamabiko had been killed in that first explosion, the other members of her squadron had escaped mostly unscathed. The Mōryō, kamaitachi, and ubagabi were fighting together, covering each other’s weaknesses. Meanwhile, the humans had taken up sniper positions and were laying cover fire. The sniper took shots at the Yokai Killers that came too close to the yokai, while the other two would fire with a machine gun and rocket launcher respectively. While they helped keep the Yokai Killers off the yokai, Cien protected them from the enemies that tried sneaking in on their position.

      Moving into those positions is a smart move, but it won’t mean much once the Yokai Killers begin to overwhelm us with sheer numbers.

      Kiara knew better than to stay in one place. Leaping off the train car, she landed on the ground and rushed towards another group of enemies that were trying to come up on her squad. She attacked them ferociously, tearing through their bodies with her claws, demolishing them with her overwhelming aura.

      Several dozen tendrils tried to attack her, but she pushed more youki into her aura, creating a barrier that blocked the tendrils. She then attacked her enemies in return. Slamming her fist into one of the Yokai Killers caused its chest to cave in. Her youki exploded from its back as she unleashed her power, annihilating its core and causing it to revert back into quicksilver.

      She stumbled forward when something slammed into her back. Spinning around, she slashed at the machine that tried to stab her from behind. It was also destroyed when her youki engulfed it in hellish red flames.

      “Kiara!” her communication unit crackled to life.

      “I’m a little busy here!”

      Shoving her fist into the nearest Yokai Killer, she gripped its core in her hands and crushed it. With a yank, her hand was free, and she didn’t hesitate to spin around and rip it to shreds as well. Several more Yokai Killers in her vicinity were then wiped out when she unleashed a roar that shook the very earth. Yet no matter how many she seemed to destroy, there were more ready to replace them.

      “We know! That’s why we’re sending reinforcements your way! Phoebe and her squad are heading towards you! If you can hold out for thirty minutes, they’ll be there!”

      “Thirty minutes? That’s a tall order.”

      “We don’t have another jet, and all of our helicopters are being used for the mission to capture Ethan Paine.”

      “Tch!”

      With a click of her tongue, Kiara reared her fist back and slammed it into an energy ball that had been shot at her. The sphere, which appeared to have been composed of fire youki, dispersed into particles around her fist. She then launched her own attack. It was a bright red ball of crackling energy, which slammed into the Yokai Killer, pulverising it.

      Kiara fought her way through a horde of machines, which attacked her all at once. Tendrils and energy projectiles bounced off her aura as she made her way to Cien. The young inu looked like he was having a tough time. He was fighting six Yokai Killers at once, and he was losing.

      His fur was covered in dark crimson splatters. His muzzle, streamlined like a wolf’s, had several cuts on it. His clothing was torn, and there were holes in his body—tiny puncture marks like thin needles had stabbed straight through his muscles. Despite this, he fought on, doing his best to keep ahead of his foes.

      Feeling a grin threaten to split her face in half, Kiara leapt onto the nearest Yokai Killer, slamming a heel drop onto the back of its head. Her aura flared. It ate away at the quicksilver body, cutting through it like a scythe cutting wheat. Kiara felt resistance when she reached its core. Grunting, she put even more power into her attack and tore through the core, then she sliced through the rest of the machine.

      Two more Yokai Killers tried to attack her from behind. Their attacks, tendrils and energy projectiles, bounced harmlessly off her protective aura, and she spun around, her only arm flashing forward as she sliced through the air. Four crescent-shaped blades of red youki erupted from her clawed hands. They slammed into the machines, sending them skidding along the ground. Feeling her feet pounding against the earth, Kiara leapt into the air and rotated, reorienting herself. Fiery youki burst to life around her feet. The two Yokai Killers were unable to move before she pounded them with a fierce kick. Their chests caved in, then an explosion of energy blasted their bodies apart.

      Landing back on the now scorched ground, Kiara looked at the flabbergasted Cien. “Back up is coming, so be sure to hold out for half an hour, all right?!”

      Cien, unable to speak, nodded. That was good enough for Kiara. With her aura still going strong, she launched herself at the next horde of enemies. She didn’t know how long she could keep this up, but she only needed to last for thirty more minutes.

      That shouldn’t be too hard.

      She hoped.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin had never been to the White House. It was a large building with what appeared to be two stories and a perfectly manicured lawn. The main building looked like a combination of modern and Greek architecture, especially with those columns. Connected to the main building via a pair of long hallways were the east and west wings.

      As they descended from the helicopter, Kevin went over the plan in his head. Ethan Paine was currently meeting with the president. Their job was to infiltrate the White House, confront the president and the top brass in the military, and inform them of what Ethan’s plan entailed. In other words, they were going to try to convince the president that Ethan Paine’s plan would kill more people than he realized. If they could do that, then it might be possible to create a ceasefire between humans and yokai.

      They were dropped off several hundred yards from the White House, which was currently being protected by dozens of armed guards. Kevin supposed they should just be glad there were no tanks or anti-air missiles present.

      “Let’s get moving, everyone!” Kotohime ordered.

      Following the four-tailed kitsune as she calmly strode down the street, Kevin and the others remained on high alert. Their alertness proved to be a boon. Nearly a dozen armed soldiers wearing unique-looking armor rushed onto the street where they had been dropped off.

      “There they are, men! Open fire!”

      Kevin and the others were forced to scatter as a hailstorm of bullets peppered the area where they’d been standing. He and Lilian quickly ducked behind a wall. Cement chipped and flew all around them as the wall had several holes gouged into it. Knowing that if things kept up like this, they would be sitting ducks, Kevin looked at Lilian.

      “Don’t worry, Beloved. I’m on it!”

      He almost thought he could feel the youki flowing around Lilian as she channeled it into an illusion.

      “Celestial Art: Chameleon Masquerade.”

      Kevin couldn’t tell if the illusion had worked or not. He didn’t feel any different. However, Lilian confirmed that she could not see him, which was good enough. After taking a deep breath to steady himself, Kevin bolted from behind the wall and fired off several rounds at the soldiers. Two went down when they were hit by the spirit bullets he was using. They were low-powered bullets and wouldn’t kill, but they would drain anyone they hit of their vitality for several hours.

      “The enemy is invisible! Switch to heat-vision goggles!”

      Oh, this is not good…

      The soldiers that he was fighting had clearly come expecting kitsune. They lowered the goggles that they were wearing on their heads, then took aim again. Kevin only had a moment to realize his mistake as they opened fire.

      “Celestial Art: Barrier that Protects the Princess!”

      A dome of golden energy surrounded Kevin, protecting him from the bullets, which pinged off its surface. The dome crackled and flickered, but it still held strong. The soldiers soon ran out of ammo. The dome disappeared.

      “Now, Beloved!”

      “Right!”

      Kevin aimed his guns and fired. Six shots, three from each gun, were fired near-simultaneously. He didn’t aim for their bodies. The shots that he fired smacked into their goggles, knocking the devices off their heads, rendering him once again invisible.

      Not wanting to waste this opportunity, Kevin rushed at the soldiers who could no longer see him. It didn’t take long before he was attacking the first one near him. A quick double palm thrust to the chest caused the man to stumble. Little damage was done since the man was wearing a Kevlar vest, but Kevin unholstered his guns again and fired two shots at point blank. The spirit bullets flew straight through his enemy’s vest and stole the soldier’s vitality. The man crumpled, unconscious before he even hit the ground.

      “Shit! He’s in our midst!”

      “Hurry up and put your goggles back on!”

      “I can’t see him!”

      Before the soldiers could regain their wits, Kevin dropped two more, a man and a woman, with more point-blank shots. As the two soldiers dropped like sacks of potatoes, Lilian stepped out from behind her cover.

      “Gomu Gomu no Extension!”

      That girl seriously needed to learn about copyright.

      Her tails extended to incredible lengths, stabbing into the ground near the soldiers. Without ceremony, the tails pulled her forward, and Lilian oriented herself so that she was pointed feet first at the group.

      “Lilian Kick!”

      Had Kevin not been busy fighting against another soldier, who was blindly flailing their knife around like a maniac, he would have facepalmed. Still, he could not deny the effectiveness of Lilian’s attack.

      Her foot slammed into the face of her opponent, launching them clean off their feet. They struck the ground hard after flying for several yards. Rolling along the ground, the soldier tumbled like a ragdoll before coming to a stop after smacking into a light post.

      Putting his enemy down with a well-placed shot to the chest, Kevin turned around to help his mate—only to find that she had things well in hand.

      “Lilian Punch!”

      This time, Kevin did facepalm when Lilian liberally punched the next soldier with her tails. Since a kitsune’s tails were where they stored all of their power, they were the easiest appendage to reinforce.

      She had likely packed a lot of youki into those tails. The woman that she smacked flew into the air, ascending well over the height of a one-story building before crashing into a tree. Rather than something falling off, her foot appeared to become stuck between a pair of branches. The soldier, clearly unconscious from Lilian’s powerful tail attack, dangled upside down like a Raggedy Ann doll.

      “Nice job!”

      “Ufufufu, thanks!”

      Kevin and Lilian shared a high five. After which, they observed the area around them, checking to see if there were any more enemies.

      “On the building, Stud!” a familiar voice shouted.

      Kevin and Lilian spun around to see an enemy soldier standing on a building several yards away. They were already aiming at him and Lilian. There was no time for them to do anything as the loud bang of a gun echoed through the street.

      They both winced, expecting to feel the sting of a bullet penetrating their flesh. When no stinging sensation came, they opened their eyes… and gawked at the sight before them.

      It was a massive wall of ice. At least three yards tall and maybe even a foot thick, the ice wall glistened brightly in the afternoon sun. Kevin was shocked to see it, but he also realized what it meant. Only one person he knew called him “Stud,” and there was only one person he knew who could use ice like this.

      Looking around, Kevin eventually located Iris, Christine, and Justin. Christine and Iris were dressed in men’s military uniforms. He almost did a double take when he realized that they were the same people who’d been in the helicopter with them. However, his shock didn’t last long, and while he didn’t get angry, a sense of resignation hovered about him like a bad cold.

      “I can’t believe you two snuck onto this—wait. Yes, I can.”

      “You should have realized that we would do this,” Iris said, walking up to them with a seductive saunter and a mischievous grin.

      “I concur,” Lilian said.

      “Did you know they would do this?” Kevin asked.

      Lilian shook her head. “Not for sure, but I suspected they might.”

      He sighed. “Honestly, you two…”

      “You can’t expect us to just sit around at home while you and Lilian go into danger,” Christine argued with a scowl and a blush. “You and Lilian are important to us… and stuff, s-so it’s important to be around to protect you.”

      “It sounds to me like they were just worried about you,” Justin added. “While I’m not one for insubordination…” he paused, and his expression twisted, as if he’d realized the irony of his words, then pressed on. “… I don’t think leaving them out of this operation was a fair move either.”

      Kevin knew better than to argue at this point. Aside from being in the middle of a combat situation, he was honestly touched that they would do this. While Kotohime was going to be disapproving, and Mack would get upset, he couldn’t find it in himself to be angry.

      “Well, what’s done is done. Let’s just keep going with the mission.”

      Their decision made, the group of four went off in search of their companions.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan stood before the most powerful men in the United States.

      The room that they were in was small; large enough for a long table, several chairs, and room to walk around, but nothing more. He was at the head of the table. To his left, sat the president of the United States, and to his right was the vice president. Everyone else was a member of the military—the Admiral of the Navy, General of the Armies, and all of the other senior members of the United States Military.

      “President, if I may ask, why was this meeting called?” asked the current admiral—a hard-looking man with a square jaw and gray sideburns.

      “The one who called this meeting wasn’t me,” the president declared. “It was Commander Paine.”

      “Members of this esteemed body, I have heard troubling rumors about how you have been considering a ceasefire with the yokai,” Ethan began.

      “We have,” the General of the Armies stated. “I don’t know if you’ve realized this, but many of our soldiers have abandoned their posts to join the Four Saints’ cause.”

      “Traitors who’ve abandoned their duty,” Ethan rebutted in a calm tone.

      “Loyal soldiers who’ve come to believe that we are in the wrong,” the general corrected. “It appears that some of our most loyal soldiers—decorated war heroes even—were yokai. What’s more, many of our human soldiers are involved with yokai. I know at least a handful who are married to a yokai and have several children.”

      The Admirable of the Navy nodded. “At least several thousand of my best soldiers are either married to a yokai or a yokai themselves. Soldiers join the military to protect their families. When the military says that their family is the enemy, it’s only natural that they would abandon us in favor of them.”

      “The yokai are a threat,” Ethan stated with absolute certainty. “We’ve all seen the power that they wield. Having fought the yokai now, having seen their power for yourselves, can you deny that they are not a threat?”

      No one said anything. They recognized the threat that yokai presented. However…

      “It is true that yokai are a powerful force to be reckoned with,” the general said. “But are we not also a powerful force? I believe there is a reason that yokai have not willingly revealed themselves to us.”

      “And what reason is that?” asked Ethan.

      The general leaned forward and placed his elbow on the table. “Fear. They have seen our technology, and they are afraid of what it can do. What other reason could they have for hiding themselves?”

      Murmurs of agreement went around the table. If it hadn’t ruined his composure, Ethan would have scowled.

      When he’d first presented the threat of yokai to the United Nations and the United States, he’d done so by showing off footage of the kind of destruction that yokai could cause. He’d incited the fear of yokai inside of them. That fear had caused them to act hastily. But with the war having continued on for so long, heads had begun to cool off and logic was starting to prevail. If he wanted his plan to succeed, then he needed to reignite those heads.

      “Fear? No, I’m afraid that the yokai have nothing to fear. I believe you all received a report several days ago about how a mountain range in California was completely wiped out, yes? It was destroyed by a single yokai.”

      Ethan reached into a folder sitting on the table. He pulled out several sheets of paper, which he passed around to those sitting at the table. On each sheet was an image of a giant silver snake with eight heads and eight tails.

      “This monster is called the Yamata no Orochi. It’s the leader of the Yamata Alliance, and it is the one responsible for creating another Grand Canyon. Gentleman, this creature has the same amount of power as a nuclear warhead. It could easily be considered a weapon of mass destruction.”

      No one spoke for the longest time. Ethan cast a grim smile. He could practically feel the fear pouring off them.

      “What do you suggest we do?” the president asked at last.

      “I currently have several missiles being shipped to Portsmouth via an underground train network. They’ll be there in several hours.” Ethan paused. “These missiles are not ordinary explosives. They’ve been developed to release a toxin that attacks a strand of DNA unique to yokai. It is one hundred percent effective.”

      There was a pause in the conversation. Ethan allowed it to extend. He couldn’t be the one to keep the conversation going or he would seem desperate.

      “What will happen to humans?” asked the vice president.

      “Humans are not affected by this toxin,” Ethan informed them.

      “If we do this,” the General of the Armies started, “we will be inciting the wrath of all the humans who’ve made families with yokai.”

      “Those people are already lost causes and should be arrested anyway,” Ethan said. He saw the way several people who’d been nodding along with him shifted into glares. Realizing that he’d made a mistake, he backtracked. “What I mean is that any human who has engaged with a yokai sexually or otherwise has likely been brainwashed. They will need to be rehabilitated before they can be let out into society again.”

      He could see the way their faces shifted. They were contemplating his words, taking them seriously, on the verge of capitulating. Give them a few more seconds, a little time to sweat, and they would soon be—

      The doors suddenly opened and a man dressed in military fatigues entered the room, saluting.

      “Sirs! I apologize for intruding, but we’ve just received a report that several Apache helicopters have stopped right outside of the White House. Several yokai, including the high-profile target known as Kotohime, were seen exiting the helicopters.”

      “What?!” the president asked in shock, standing from his seat.

      “Do not worry, Mr. President,” Ethan said calmly. “I suspected the yokai would try something, and I have brought a number of my elite YK units with me. Say the word, Mr. President, and I shall have them come to our defense within seconds.”

      The president remained silent for only a moment before nodding. “Do it.”

      Ethan smiled. “Yes, sir,” he said, then he pressed a button on his wristwatch and spoke into it. “Activate the elite units and have them intercept the enemy. I repeat; activate the elite units and have them intercept the enemy.”
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        * * *

      

      Within a remote location, in an underground bunker, a young man with spiky black hair and a white lab coat stood before a control console. The lights played off his face as he grinned.

      “Activate the elite units and have them intercept the enemy. I repeat; activate the elite units and have them intercept the enemy.”

      The words were like a panacea to his ears, and he took great joy in pressing several buttons, of listening to them beep, and of knowing that he’d just unleashed his creations upon the world.

      “I can’t wait to see how these new units fight,” he said to himself.

      Within the darkness of his underground bunker, the young man observed the creatures that his units would be fighting with a grin. He hoped it would be an amusing battle.
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        * * *

      

      Kotohime was not pleased when Kevin, Lilian, and Justin returned with the two interlopers in tow.

      “Christine-san, Iris-sama, I would ask why you two are here, but I don’t think I need to.” Her tone was cold, like hoarfrost gathering on a window.

      Iris seemed unaffected. “Is now really the time to be reprimanding us?”

      Kotohime’s stern glare shifted. “You are correct. Now is not the time to reprimand you. However, I will be punishing you when we get home.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “I can’t get punished by someone who isn’t even my mother,” Christine muttered.

      “Did you say something, Christine-san?”

      “… No.”

      “Ufufufu, rest assured, you will be getting punished along with Iris-sama—regardless of what you think about our relationship.”

      “Urk!”

      “Nya! Kotohime, Lilian, Master!” Cassy shouted as she ran toward them with a squadron of humans trailing behind her. “We have trouble!”

      “Did she just call you ‘Master’?” Iris asked Kevin, wearing a grin that promised humiliation.

      “Now is not the time for harem jokes!”

      “What do harems have to do with being called ‘Master’?” Justin wondered out loud.

      No one answered him. Barely a second later, several large military transports turned the corner. There was a large turret on top of each vehicle, which was being controlled by a soldier, each of whom immediately zeroed in on them and opened fire.

      One of the human soldiers that they were allied with was ripped apart by massive armor-piercing rounds. Kevin grabbed Christine’s hand and yanked her away, running with Lilian, Iris, and Justin. They hid behind the nearest building. Meanwhile, Cassy and Kotohime attacked the vehicles.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Sen.”

      Kotohime’s blade moved faster than the speed of thought. It wasn’t even a blur. All Kevin could see was flickers of light as she cut straight through numerous bullets. It seemed not even the armor-piercing rounds of a 50mm artillery gun could stop her.

      “Nya!”

      Cassy, who’d been using Kotohime’s attack-turned-defense as cover, leapt over the older yokai and launched herself at the vehicles. Her hands and feet were covered in hellfire. Using the hellish purple flames, she tore into the transports, melting the guns, destroying the engine, and tearing the chassis apart like it was made of paper.

      The soldiers, unharmed by the destruction of their vehicles, tried to run away. Kevin wouldn’t let them. He darted out from his cover, took aim, and fired. Each bullet struck a retreating back, the ethereal projectile flying straight through the Kevlar vests and draining the soldiers of their vitality, dropping them like fifty-pound lead weights.

      Christine, Iris, Justin, and Lilian came out from behind their cover and met up with the others alongside Kevin.

      “What should we do now?” asked Kevin.

      “We make for the White House,” Kotohime determined.

      “As if that wasn’t the obvious choice,” Justin added.

      “Is it just me, or has your snark gotten worse?” Kevin asked.

      “Definitely just you.”

      Iris leaned over to Lilian. “I think I liked Slowpoke better when he was slow.”

      “I heard that!”

      The group was about to start traveling again, but before they could go anywhere, a low whine filled the air. Everyone looked around, wondering where this noise could be coming from. Then they realized that it was coming from above them.

      They looked up.

      Nearly one dozen YK units were hovering in the air. All of them had morphed their appendages into different weapons: scimitars, broadswords, axes—one even had a cannon on its hand, which very much reminded Kevin of Mega Man’s hand cannon. As Kevin stared into the brightly glowing nozzle, which was emitting enough energy to power a house, he only had one thought on his mind.

      I should have stayed home today.
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        * * *

      

      Monica Demonica was a human woman, a news reporter who was always looking for the next big scoop. Her dream was to one day become the most famous reporter in the whole world.

      Unfortunately, her dreams of becoming a groundbreaking reporter were slowly evaporating before her eyes. Rather than reporting important news on the war with yokai, she was stuck doing small-time gigs at the local animal shelter. She might love cute animals as much as the next woman, but damn it, that didn’t mean she wanted to be stuck newscasting for zoos and animal shelters!

      A massive explosion rocked the area, shaking her desk. Monica fell to the floor with a thud and a shriek. Wincing as her bottom jolted with pain, she scrambled to her feet and look out the window.

      There, in the distance, were several objects flitting through the air in the distance. She recognized them. Yokai Killers, the infamous automaton units that had been created by the Sons and Daughters of Humanity to kill yokai. What were they doing…?

      Don’t tell me there’s a battle happening near the White House?!

      “Andrews!” she shouted.

      “What?!” Andrews, her cameraman, shouted back.

      “Get your ass out of that chair and grab your camera!” Monica snatched up her jacket, put it on, then grabbed her purse.

      “Why?!”

      “What do you mean why? There’s only one reason I would ask you to grab your camera.” Monica presented him with a fierce grin. “We’re going to get a scoop!”
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        * * *

      

      It was like something out of a sci-fi movie—a giant beam of destruction ripped straight through the street. Kevin and the others rushed off the blacktop, which exploded as if geysers of iridescent light were bursting from beneath the surface.

      “Lilian!”

      “On it!”

      Kevin leapt into the air. At the same time, Lilian cupped her hands and, as he landed on them, launched him into the air with her reinforced strength.

      He felt a moment of weightlessness before he hit the roof. Rolling forward, he absorbed much of the impact before standing to his feet as Lilian and Iris leapt onto the roof with him. Iris had Christine wrapped up in her tails, and the yuki-onna’s terrified shriek was quite loud.

      She must not like heights.

      Two of the YK units spotted them. Each had formed two different weapons out of their arms—one had a claymore and a pistol, and the other had an an axe and mini-cannon. As they came in, both attacked, firing off several rounds that gouged chunks out of the building.

      Kevin rolled along the roof as fire detonated behind him. The heat was blistering. As he leapt onto his feet, he exchanged his spirit cartridges for water ones, then came up firing. His aim was dead on. The bullets splashed against the YK unit with the fire youki generator, causing it to sputter and fall from the sky.

      “Christine! Stab it!”

      Though startled, Christine still complied with his order, creating a large icicle of death, which jutted from the ground underneath it. The spear impaled the machine. Gravity had already taken hold, so it could do nothing as it fell onto the spike. Wanting to make sure it was dead, Christine created several more spears and sent them into the YK unit, turning it into a pin cushion.

      She must have destroyed the core. The light in its visor quickly went out, and its body soon morphed into liquid quicksilver.

      While Kevin and Christine dealt with their enemy, Lilian and Iris demolished another YK unit.

      “Celestial Art: Heaven’s Prison!”

      Several anomalies like swirling eddies appeared around the YK unit. From within those eddies, chains shot out, wrapping around its arms, waist, legs, and neck. It struggled against the bindings, but Lilian bit her lip and charged more youki into her chains, reinforcing them.

      “Void Art: Void Fire!”

      And that’s when Iris struck. The void fire slammed into the YK unit, and, due to the volatile nature of the Void and Celestial youki, a spectacular explosion was generated. There was no heat from this catastrophic detonation, nor was there a displacement of wind. The Void howled as it consumed everything within that small sphere of influence. Beams of light erupted from within it, remnants of Lilian’s chains, which the Void could not consume thanks to their opposing nature. When the lightworks finally died down, it was to reveal that there was nothing left. The YK unit was gone.

      “Ugh… I’m so tired,” Iris complained as she hunched over. Sweat poured from her body in thick rivulets, and her skin had become ashen. Kevin knew that it was a result of using the Void. Thanks to his interference, she hadn’t been able to complete her trials, though that was probably a good thing, considering how she’d almost been consumed.

      “I’m afraid there’s no time to rest just yet,” Kevin said.

      Iris groaned. “Why not?”

      “Because of that, probably,” Lilian said, pointing at where Kotohime and the others were fighting around eight more YK units.

      “Oh, fuck me sideways,” Iris muttered.

      “Maybe later,” Kevin and Lilian responded at the same time. As they grinned and gave each other another high five, Christine wrinkled her nose in disgust.
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        * * *

      

      Kiara didn’t know how long she’d been fighting, but she knew that she was running out of juice.

      Her aura flickered wildly. Sometimes it would defend her from attacks and sometimes it wouldn’t. Blood ran freely from numerous cuts on her skin, dripping down her body to create crimson tails.

      Her breathing had grown heavy, and her body felt like it was being weighed down by ten one-ton anvils. Despite this, she fought on. Even as blood flew from her fingers, mixing with her youki, even as several holes appeared in her torso from beams of condensed youki that penetrated her flesh, even as the accumulated damage that her body had taken racked up, Kiara still fought. She had to.

      Behind her were the remains of her squad. Most of them were beaten, lying unconscious on the ground. The ubagami was bleeding the remainder of his life out, and Cien was lying defeated against a steel wall. The others were fully hidden inside the burnt-out train car.

      Oddly enough, the ones that were still fighting aside from her were the humans. It was thanks to them that she was still alive. They’d utilized incredible teamwork to trade taking pot shots at all of the YK units that were harassing her.

      However, they were still outnumbered, and she was still the one doing all the heavy lifting. That put a serious damper on her mood.

      Gritting her blood-stained teeth, Kiara wove between beam attacks as she tasted copper on her tongue. Her left thigh, a hole punctured straight through it, felt like murder, but she ignored it and kept moving. Gathering her meager amounts of youki left, Kiara reared her fist back and launched it forward.

      A flickering red claw shot from her fist. It latched onto the YK unit as she clenched her fist, then she yanked her hand back. The YK unit shot straight toward her, and she drilled it with a kick that caused the entire thing to break. Before its liquidized form could recover, she stomped on its core, crushing it.

      One more down. Only six dozen more to go.

      Kiara moved as fast as she could. Two YK units peppered her with youki projectiles. Left. Right. Spin. Duck. Her body moved quicker than her mind, running on instinct. She couldn’t think anymore. Thinking only got in the way. Movement was what she needed. Faster. She needed to be faster.

      Unfortunately, Kiara’s strength was waning. Her youki was running out. Two more YK units landed on the ground. They charged her, swinging their weapons. One wielded twin batons, the other a whip.

      Stumbling as her footing struck something behind her, Kiara barely avoided the twin slash attack from the baton wielder. She turned her fall into a roll. Landing back on her feet, Kiara raised her hand and blocked the whip, grunting as she felt her skin get ripped off. Barely withholding her grimace, she grabbed the whip and yanked the Yokai Killer off its feet, then slammed her foot into the YK unit’s face.

      She’d put a lot of youki into her attack. The results were that the Yokai Killer flew backwards, smacking into its brethren and sending them both blasting off. It also left her vulnerable.

      Kiara gasped when she felt an intense burning in her back, as if magma was dripping inside of her skin. She looked down and blinked. Dripping with vermillion liquid, the sword that poked out of her chest appeared to be quite large.

      Youki surged through her veins. It energized her. With one last push, Kiara spun around, pulled the sword from her chest, then attacked. She felt her knuckles break through the unit as she rammed her fist into its chest, broke through the chest, grabbed the core, and crushed it.

      As the YK unit morphed into liquid metal, Kiara fell to the ground. All around her, YK units continued to hover. Some landed, others stuck to the sky, all of them were closing in on her and her comrades.

      Glancing over at the people under her command, Kiara saw what she expected to see—the people that she was protecting huddled inside of a damaged train car; Cien lying unconscious, the humans continuing to fight, the other yokai bleeding from numerous wounds. They were going to die. She couldn’t protect them anymore. She was out of juice, injured, and her body was slowly shutting down. There was nothing she could do anymore.

      Damn it…

      She hated it, this feeling of helplessness. Kiara had trained herself into the ground so that she would never feel like this again, so that she wouldn’t have to watch the people who were counting on her die, so that she wouldn’t be responsible for the death of others. It seemed that, even when someone was strong, they could still fail.

      It’s over…

      Before her thoughts could fall into even more despair, several explosions ripped through the afternoon sky. Kiara blinked. Then she blinked again when she realized that she was lying on her back. She would have pondered how that had happened, but seconds later, as if descending from the heavens, a giant military hummer flew over her head and several people jumped out.

      “Kiara!” a booming voice said. A figure appeared over her seconds later. Blond hair done up in ringlets. Blue eyes. A beautiful face that reminded her of a supermodel.

      “Phoebe,” she slurred.

      “Do not worry!” Phoebe boomed again. Kiara winced. “We are here to aid you! Just leave the rest of this fight to us!”

      “Right…”

      Kiara felt herself being lifted off the ground. She wondered who was carrying her, but she honestly didn’t care.

      Exhaustion hit her like a sucker punch to the tits, and she passed out, her last thoughts of her team and how she hoped they would survive this day.
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        * * *

      

      “Monica, I really don’t think this is a good idea!”

      “Oh, can it! We’re never going to get another chance like this!”

      Traveling against the flow of panicking civilians, Monica dragged her poor cameraman through the streets. Washington, DC, looked very much like a warzone right now. Frightened citizens aside, many of the streets had been demolished, the asphalt broken and gouged out as if something had torn it apart. A couple of buildings had holes in them, and several walls had collapsed.

      They eventually found out where most of the fighting was taking place: Near the White House. Five people were currently fighting against a horde of those fangled Yokai Killers that the military had spoken of days after the war began. There were six in total—make that five—and the people battling them were…

      “Aren’t those just a bunch of kids?” Monica asked herself.

      Indeed, the people fighting off the YK units were, in fact, nothing but a couple of kids. Sure, the woman with the Japanese sword was fully grown, but the others didn’t look older than sixteen. One of them even looked like she was fourteen!

      “Lilian!” a young teen shouted. He had messy blond hair, blue eyes, and surprisingly broad shoulders that weren’t hidden by the skintight leather suit.

      A red-haired, green-eyed beauty with two tails, fox ears, and the same skintight suit, responded to his call.

      How can a girl so young have such huge tits? Monica asked herself, eying the girl’s bust enviously.

      “On it! Celestial Art: Light Sphere!”

      A sphere of light flew from one of her tails. Striking against one of the YK units, it sent the thing into an out of control spin. The blond boy fired off multiple rounds from his two pistols. Beams of light blasted from the barrels, slamming into the machine, piercing it. The YK unit hit the ground with a splash.

      “What is that substance?” Monica asked. However, her attention was pulled away from the strange silvery liquid by her cameraman.

      “Are they… protecting people?” he asked no one in particular.

      Monica took another look. Indeed, they were not just fighting the YK units, but protecting citizens from them. Even as she watched, the young man engaged in hand-to-hand combat with one of the machines, which had been about to attack a father and his son.

      Aren’t those things supposed to protect the people? Why are they attacking civilians?

      “Look out, Stud! Void Art: Void Fire!”

      The blond, who was apparently called “Stud,” leapt out of the way as a raven-haired vixen—whose sex appeal made even Monica hot under the collar—launched a black ball of frightening flames. The fire consumed the YK unit, devouring it whole. Then it dispersed to reveal that nothing but a large black patch on the ground was left.

      “Quickly, you two,” Stud shouted at the father and his son. “Get out of here before more of those things come!”

      The father nodded. “Thank you!” he shouted, picking up his awestruck kid and running like a bat out of hell.

      “Are you getting all this?” Monica asked her cameraman.

      “Y-yes!”

      “Are we live?”

      “...”

      “Well?!”

      “I think so…”

      “What do you mean ‘you think so’? Either we’re live or we’re not.”

      “Then we’re live.”

      “Good.”

      After making sure they were a safe enough distance away, Monica fixed up her hair as best she could, then moved in front of the camera and began what she hoped would be the report of a lifetime.

      “This is Monica Demonica reporting from Washington, DC, and I am witnessing something unbelievable right now…”
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        * * *

      

      The fighting on the streets had caused the citizens to panic.

      Kotohime had not really thought about how the citizens would react until well after the fighting had started. However, now that she had seen it, she knew that something needed to be done.

      “Cassy-san,” Kotohime said during a lull in the battle. “Please take your squad and protect and evacuate the civilians.”

      One of the things that Kotohime appreciated about Cassy was that she didn’t question orders. When Kotohime told her what to do, she simply nodded and made the four people—two men and two women—in her squadron follow her. The soldiers, men and women who’d abandoned the military to protect their yokai spouses and children, didn’t question the orders either. They followed Cassy as she rushed to protect the panicking civilians.

      “Kotohime!” Kevin shouted as he and the others ran up to her.

      Several YK units spotted them and tried to attack. Arms morphed into cannons, and cannons were aimed at the four youngsters. The kids were quicker. Kevin fired several youki projectiles using the barrels of his guns, Lilian restrained them with her Heaven’s Prison technique, Christine blasted them with ice, and Iris consumed them in void fire. Kotohime was impressed by their teamwork and reflexes.

      “I’m glad to see that you are a safe,” Kotohime said. Yet even as she said this, several more YK units entered their sights. “However, it seems that now is not the time to talk. Come! We need to lead these things away from the civilians!”

      It was impressive how none of the youngsters argued with her. Perhaps she and Mack gave them too little credit—but no, Kotohime knew of their talents. She just didn’t like children getting mixed up in war.

      They ran down the street. Kevin fired at the YK units, his guns chugging away, bringing the attention of their enemies onto them and away from the civilians.

      “Lilian!”

      “Right! Celestial Art: Light Spheres!”

      Two spheres of light erupted from Lilian’s tails and slammed into the visors of their enemies. This didn’t damage them, but it did scramble their vision. Kevin used that moment to change ammo cartridges, then he held down the triggers of his guns before releasing them, unleashing two beams of incandescent light, one blue and the other brown. The beams tore through the YK units like they were made of soggy toilet paper. Kevin must have also hit their cores, because the units quickly dispersed into liquid metal.

      “You have become an excellent shot, Kevin-sama.”

      “I’ve always been an excellent shot. You should see me when I play shooter games at Dave and Busters.”

      “Heh… look at the stud bragging about his accomplishments. What a rare treat.”

      “Be quiet, Iris.”

      “Beloved, more robots are coming in from our left!”

      Christine reacted before anyone else could. Two ears suddenly popped onto her head, twitching. Kotohime saw her pupils become thin slits and a tail that split into two popped out from underneath her lolita clothing.

      I see. So she’s already learned how to channel her other side. Though she doesn’t appear to have complete control of it.

      Fire burst from Christine’s fingertips. They were like tiny lances, flying off quickly and hitting their targets in the chest. Unfortunately, neither of the YK units appeared to have a wind core, so the attacks did little damage.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Ougi.”

      Lowering her stance, Kotohime unsheathed her katana and swung it while spinning around a full 360 degrees. The air exploded. A wave of condensed energy in the form of a circle burst from her blade, slicing into the YK units and cutting them apart.

      Kotohime clicked her tongue when she realized that she hadn’t sliced into the YK units’ cores. The Yokai Killers regenerated quickly. Reaching behind her, she curled her fingers around the handle of her wakizashi.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Ichi no Ougi.”

      She unsheathed both blades, leapt into the air, and attacked. Kotohime overwhelmed the two YK units in her sights. Her blades were like flashes of incandescent light, flaring for only a split second before flickering away. She landed on the ground several seconds later and sheathed her two weapons. Click. The sound rang out ominously loud. Above her, the two YK units fell apart, their remains splashing against the ground like water, the two youki generators having been sliced into a hundred tiny pieces.

      They continued to fight a running battle, moving ever farther from the civilian epicenter. Of course, there were more civilians around, and they all proceeded to bolt when they saw Kotohime and the others. She did not let this bother her. Following her lead, Kevin, Christine, Lilian, and Iris did their best to protect everyone caught within the fighting.

      Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Kevin and Lilian fighting side by side, protecting a pair of children. To her left, Iris struggled against a YK unit that had nearly killed a mother and her child—until Christine froze it like a popsicle. Then Iris’s reinforced foot shattered it. The Void finished it off.

      This isn’t good.

      If this kept up, innocent people were going to die. The last thing that she wanted was to have innocent blood on her hands, or worse, for Lilian and the others to have that blood on their hands.

      We need to reach the White House and soon.

      The closer they moved to the White House, the less people there seemed to be—which was good.

      Kotohime darted left and right. Beams of compressed youki sliced the ground around her. Pumping the supernatural energy through her limbs, she leapt into the air and twirled her katana around like a propeller. Beams coming in from multiple directions ricocheted off her blade. While the attacks jarred her bones something fierce, she continued blocking attacks until she’d flown close enough to unleash one of her own.

      “Ikken Hissatsu. Sen.”

      A thousand lines appeared along the YK unit that she’d attacked. Landing on the ground, she ignored how it fell apart and continued fighting. The White House was in sight now—a large building composed of three wings, surrounded by a large fence. It was also guarded by around a hundred soldiers.

      This isn’t good. Do Kevin-sama and the others have enough energy left to fight?

      It looked like she was about to find out—whether she wanted to or not.

      The air was soon filled with gunfire.
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        * * *

      

      The battle was taking an unexpected turn.

      Ethan stared at the video that showed live feed from the battle. Five people were fighting against his squadron of elite YK units… and they were winning. That shouldn’t have been possible. What made it even worse was that not only were they winning, but his own YK units were attacking civilians… and the president, along with the entire top brass of the military, was watching.

      “Commander Paine!” the president shouted. “What is this? Why are your machines attacking our people?!”

      “It… must be having trouble recognizing friend from foe. In a thick urban environment, there are numerous factors that have to be taken into consideration. Ever since forty percent of the United States military turned traitor, we’ve had to recalibrate the YK units to kill more than just yokai. This has affected their ability to distinguish enemies and allies.”

      “Then why did you even bother sending these units out?” the General of the Armies demanded to know.

      “Would you rather these creatures mow through your men and attack us instead?” he asked, keeping his tone calm despite his anger. This situation was bad, but it was not unsalvageable. “Right now, there is no way that a human can defeat a yokai on even ground—and among all of the yokai currently on the enemy’s side, that one with the katana is formidable enough to kill hundreds of soldiers before we can take her down. Do you have several hundred soldiers currently stationed here?”

      Nobody spoke up. He knew why, of course. It was because they didn’t have that many soldiers here right now. This was a secret meeting. No one should have known about it, which meant there was only a light guard detail around the White House. There were only fifteen squads present. That was about one hundred soldiers, plus whatever light infantry vehicles they possessed.

      Another hiss came from the door, and one of the few soldiers who knew of their meeting entered the room.

      “Sirs!” He snapped a salute.

      “At ease, soldier,” the president said. “What do you have for us?”

      “You might want to turn on the news, sir. Channel fifteen. It’s… well, I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      Frowning, the president switched to channel 15 news. The image that came back was grainy, but everyone clearly recognized it as the same battle that they’d just been watching. There was a woman standing in front of the camera, off to the side, so as to allow everyone watching to view what was happening.

      “As you can see, there is currently a battle happening right this very moment next to the White House. I would love to say that this is, in fact, an attack on the president of the United States of America… except I’m no longer sure that is the case.”

      As she spoke, the camera zoomed in on Kotohime, who stood before a group of soldiers, simultaneously fighting them while also protecting them from two YK units. She’d push soldiers out of the way just in time to let them avoid a beam aimed by the unit. The ground would explode, sending fragments everywhere, but the soldiers were still alive.

      The camera zoomed back in to reveal the woman. Ethan didn’t recognize her. She must have been one of the lower-end journalists.

      “As you can clearly see, the machines dubbed Yokai Killers—a dubious invention created by the Sons and Daughters of Humanity to kill yokai—are attacking everything in sight, including our own soldiers. The yokai are currently protecting them, in spite of how our soldiers are trying to kill them.”

      Ethan’s eyes narrowed and a growl escaped his lips. “What does that woman think she’s doing?!”

      The camera zoomed in again. This time, it showed four people protecting their soldiers while also defending themselves. A girl in gothic lolita garb was launching fireballs at YK units. Beside her, using void fire, a twin-tailed kitsune stood. Behind them was a redhead. She’d projected a golden dome around them, protecting them from a hailstorm of bullets at their backs… and then there was…

      That boy…

      Ethan narrowed his eyes further when he saw the blond-haired young man currently disabling the soldiers with an unusual style of combat that he’d never seen before.

      … Kevin Swift.

      Reaching into his pocket, he pressed a button on his phone.

      The beep went unheard by everyone else.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kevin heard his raspy breathing pounding in his ears. He didn’t know how long he’d been fighting, but he did know that he was getting tired. Fighting against the YK units and the soldiers, while also protecting those same soldiers, was putting a toll on his body.

      The others were getting tired too. Sweat poured from Lilian’s forehead, Iris’s body was twitching from her exertions, and Christine’s fire was flickering like a candle in the wind.

      They’d manage to defeat ten YK units, but the last two were proving difficult. Kevin wondered if they’d been installed with a self-learning program. Their movements were more unpredictable, and they were firing projectiles and beam attacks from a distance, making getting in close untenable. Kotohime had already tried and had a hole blasted into her left thigh. She was lucky that she was a River Kitsune. The wound had healed up. However…

      How long will her youki last?

      Kotohime’s healing ability was not a finite talent. It would only last so long as she had youki. She was the least of their worries, however. The fact was that Kotohime had the most youki out of everyone there, nearly six or seven times the amount of the other three yokai combined. Lilian, Iris, and Christine were the ones who needed to be careful.

      We need to think up something quick.

      Iris must have been thinking the same thing. As she leapt back, avoiding the beam that sliced through the ground, she shouted at him. “Hey, Stud! You and Lilian should get moving! Head to the White House!”

      “And leave you three here?!” he shouted back while firing off several rounds at the YK units. They swerved to avoid his gunfire. Meanwhile, behind him, Lilian had created a barrier to protect him from the soldiers’ gunfire, though their attacks were petering off.

      “Yes! We’re getting nowhere like this! We need someone to continue on!”

      The soldiers fired at them again, but Christine—no longer in her nekomata form—created a wall of ice that blocked their bullets. Kevin and Lilian darted out from behind the wall and closed the distance. Slamming his fist into the underside of some guy’s chin, Kevin had the satisfaction of watching them crumple to the ground, though he did wince at the pain in his knuckles.

      Spinning around when he sensed movement behind him, Kevin ducked underneath someone’s punch, then leapt over another person’s kick. He extended his left leg and returned fire. His kick smacked into a woman’s Kevlar vest. It knocked her backwards, allowing him to grab her flailing arms and yank her into one of the other soldier’s attacks. As the woman had the butt of a rifle slammed into her face, Kevin shoved her into her companions, sending them all to the ground.

      “We’ll stay here and keep these people occupied,” Christine added as her ice wall shattered. The hundreds of shards that formed were then launched at the soldiers, pelting them with relentless tenacity and forcing them to take cover.

      “But—”

      “Ufufufu…” Kotohime’s freaky laughter filled his ears, as the woman in question unsheathed and resheathed her blade several times. Compressed crescents of wind sliced the air apart. The YK units that she was targeting flitted around the attacks like annoying gnats. “Iris-sama, Christine-san, and I will be your vanguard. Please go on ahead, Kevin-sama, Lilian-sama.”

      Kevin and Lilian silently conversed with each other. Nodding slowly, they broke rank with the others. Kevin leapt up, slamming his knee into a soldier’s face. Lilian used the extension technique, grabbing several soldiers and slamming them into each other. Rushing through the gap they’d made, Kevin and Lilian ran toward the White House. The soldiers tried to stop them, but Christine created walls of ice on either side of the two, protecting them, while Kotohime appeared within the enemy's midst, blasting them away with swings of her sheathed katana.

      Lilian reached the gate first. Like when she’d launched Kevin onto the roof, she did the same thing here. When they’d both safely jumped the fence, they turned to see the other three guarding their backs.

      “We’re counting on you!” Kevin shouted.

      “If any of you die, I’m never going to forgive you!” Lilian added.

      “Yeah, whatever, Lily-pad!” Iris grabbed someone’s gun with her tail, lifted the person holding it up, and swung them into another person. “Just remember, when all this is over, I expect a super-hot threesome for my contribution in this!”

      “There’ll be no threesome! You’re sleeping on the couch for disobeying Kotohime!” Kevin and Lilian shouted before turning heel and running further into the White House’s lawn.

      As they ran through a thicket of trees and bushes, Kevin frowned as he suddenly realized something.

      “Where did Justin go?” he asked, looking at Lilian, who shrugged.

      “Don’t look at me. I wasn’t even paying attention to him.”

      Kevin frowned but didn’t comment. He hoped his friend wasn’t in some kind of trouble.
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      Justin crawled through the small ventilation shaft, which, if his memories about the White House’s layout was correct, would take him directly to the secured chamber where the meeting between Commander Paine and the US president was taking place.

      While Kevin and the others had fought against those YK units, he’d decided to slip away and confront the commander. He knew that Kevin wanted to be the one who did it. That was the whole reason his friend was even on this mission. However, Justin didn’t want his friend facing Commander Paine, or learning the hard truths about himself.

      The ventilation shaft was a tight fit. He could barely squeeze himself through. It was a damn good thing that he wasn’t claustrophobic, otherwise he’d have been in deep trouble.

      He no longer had his knife, which he deduced had fallen off sometime during the battle outside. It sucked that he’d lost it. However, he couldn’t allow himself to be slowed down.

      “Don’t… me…”

      “… clearly… you…”

      Voices could be heard further off and down below, and though he couldn’t make out what they were saying yet, he could at least recognize one of the voices. Commander Paine. He was definitely one of the people talking, which meant that Justin was close. All he needed to do now was find the right exit point and…

      There it is!

      Justin crawled until he was situated over a vent. Peering down, he saw several people sitting around a long table. He recognized all of them as high-ranking members of the United States Military.

      Wasting no time, Justin broke the vent and dropped from it. He landed on his feet, smoothly unholstered his gun, and aimed it at Commander Paine as he came up from his crouch.

      “Commander,” Justin said, grinning. “It’s good to see you again. How’ve ya been?”

      “Justin Verrator.” Commander Paine scowled. “I’m surprised you’re here.”

      “Mack let me in on this mission.”

      “Hmph! Then he’s an idiot and far too trusting.”

      “That’s better than being a bigoted fool who trusts no one but himself.”

      Justin looked around to see that everyone present—minus the president and Commander

      Paine—had pulled out a gun and was aiming at him. He grinned.

      “Sorry, everyone. I didn’t mean to crash in on your meeting, but the commander and I have some business with each other.”

      “Who are you?” asked the president.

      “No one in particular,” Justin said, never taking his eyes off his former commander. “Just a child who was born inside of a test tube, experimented on, and trained to kill yokai, who currently has some business with his former employer.”

      “I should have disposed of you when our scientists called you a failure,”  Commander Paine declared.

      “Should’ve. Would’ve. Could’ve… but didn’t—and now that decision is going to bite you in the ass.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Commander Paine ’s uncharacteristic smirk made Justin frown. He felt like he was forgetting some… thing…?

      His eyes widening, Justin ducked just as a loud whumff was heard above him. The air was displaced as something heavy nearly bashed his head off. Justin rolled along the ground and came up firing, though his bullets only pinged off the surface of the Yokai Killer standing before him. Draped in a cloak, with a glowing red visor, the monster towered over him by at least two feet.

      I can’t believe I forgot about the commander’s personal guard.

      “Tch!”

      Justin hopped backwards to avoid the YK unit’s attack. As the creature slashed at him with what appeared to be an oversized scimitar, the air in front of him was displaced, blowing his hair from his face and stinging his eyes. He would’ve attacked back by shooting it; however, he was in a room full of VIPs. One stray bullet was all it would take to create more chaos.

      “Commander Paine! What is the meaning of all this?! What is going on here?” the president demanded to know.

      “Isn’t it obvious? This boy is here to kill me.”

      Seeing the smug look of triumph in the commander’s eyes, Justin felt a snarl peel his lips, even as he was forced back because of the YK unit. He would’ve liked nothing more than to wipe that look from Commander Paine ’s face.

      “That isn’t what I meant! Explain what this boy meant when he called himself an experiment!”

      Left. Right. Duck. Justin moved quickly to avoid being sliced in twines. He backpedaled. The YK unit charged forward, forcing him to move backwards even more quickly. Justin felt the hair on his scalp get sliced off from a near miss. Pain jolted him to awareness as something warm trickled down his scalp.

      This thing… it’s really fast!

      Justin tasted copper on his teeth as he bit his tongue after rolling along the ground, though he ignored the pain and kept moving. The air was cut in front of him. He sidestepped, wincing as the fierce sting of a blade sliced a line across his chest, drawing more blood.

      “I thought that was obvious, Mr. President,” Commander Paine  said, his tone almost languid as he watched on. “That boy is one of my experiments—a human weapon created for the purpose of killing yokai. Of course, he’s a failed experiment, but I thought I could help give him a purpose. I never imagined that he would bite the hand that was feeding him.”

      While Commander Paine spoke, Justin dodged. Sweat stung his eyes, but he ignored it. The feel of a blade cutting through air right in front of his face barely made him flinch. A failed experiment he might have been, but that didn’t mean he was a failure when it came to everything.

      This would’ve been so much easier if I hadn’t dropped my knife.

      The YK unit swung. Justin stepped into its guard, wincing as he raised his arm and blocked the attack. It felt like his bones were splintering. He ignored the burning sensation and pushed ahead, leaping into the air and kicking the unit in the face, causing it to stumble back.

      “So you admit to creating child soldiers,” the Admiral of the Navy accused.

      “When fighting against creatures that are beyond our abilities, it is only natural that we seek a way to even the scales,” Commander Paine replied mildly.

      “That sort of inane sophistry won’t work on me!” The admiral slammed his hands onto the table. “You think fighting against an enemy excuses what you’ve done? Our nation has prided itself on our morals for generations!”

      “You mean the same morals that discriminate against different races? The morals that make it nearly impossible for immigrants to get into high government positions? The same morals that have caused numerous United States citizens to get beaten by their own countrymen because of their family’s origins? Those morals?” Commander Paine  rolled his eyes as he continued talking. “Spare me your lecture, Admiral. It’ll just ring hollow since I already know how America operates.”

      The Admiral growled. Meanwhile, Justin stumbled when, without warning, something stabbed him in the leg. Falling down, he could do very little when the YK unit cut him open with an overhand swing.

      The floor became stained with blood.
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        * * *

      

      “There they are!”

      “Get them!”

      “Open fire!”

      “Celestial Art: Barrier that Protects the Princess!”

      Kevin watched as a golden barrier shaped like a dome appeared around them. Bullets glanced off its surface. The barrier held. Lilian had become quite talented at creating barriers, though he really wished she would have chosen another name. He wasn’t a princess.

      When the soldiers ran out of ammo, the barrier dropped and Kevin rushed forward. Six shots of fire youki projectiles reduced their enemies’ weapons to slag. He then smoothly changed to spirit ammo once more. Four more shots dropped four of their opponents, then Kevin was in their midst. Rather than relying on his fists, Kevin slammed his silver gun into a soldier’s jaw, listening as their teeth clacked together. While his foe was stumbling, he spun around, reversed the grip on his gun, and smashed the back of it into his opponent’s head. The helmet they’d been wearing had been knocked off, and so the gun cracked against their temple. The soldier dropped to the ground and didn’t get back up.

      Turning to deal with the last soldier, Kevin saw that Lilian had it well in hand. She’d moved into hand-to-hand range. This forced the soldier, a bulking man with muscles on his muscles, to try and grapple her. Lilian was nimble, however. She wove in and out of his range, peppering him with reinforced punches and kicks.

      She must have been conserving youki. Her attacks didn’t seem to do much. Finally growing frustrated when her opponent began to laugh at her, Lilian decided to use her tails.

      “Gomu Gomu no Extension!”

      Whap! The sound of two tails smacking someone across the face echoed down the hall. Her titanic opponent fell onto his backside from the power that she’d put into her attack, and Lilian capitalized on the moment.

      “Lilian Heel Drop!”

      Kevin winced when Lilian slammed her heel on top of the guy’s head. She had to have pumped a lot of youki into that attack, as the helmet protecting the soldier’s head cracked open like an egg. The hulking man wobbled for a moment, then his eyes rolled up into the back of his head and he fell down, unconscious.

      “Nice hit,” Kevin complimented his mate.

      She grinned at him. “Thank you.”

      “You still need to come up with another name for your extension technique.”

      “But I like that name.”

      It’s also already being used by a certain Straw Hat.

      “I don’t want to hear another word out of you!” Lilian pointed at the ceiling.

      “Lilian, what are you doing?”

      “Nothing, Beloved. Just telling a jerk that his comments aren’t appreciated.”

      Kevin sighed. “Let’s just keep going.”

      “Okay!”

      He and Lilian began running down the hall. They didn’t speak for a while. However…

      “By the way, if we get sued for copyright, I’m blaming you.”

      “Hawa.”
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        * * *

      

      Their destination was the West Wing, which, according to Mack, was where the meeting between the president, his top military personnel, and Commander Paine was taking place.

      As they turned a corner, two soldiers opened fire on them, forcing him and Lilian to hide behind the wall again.

      “What do you think?” Lilian asked.

      “I think we need to create a distraction,” he said.

      “Agreed.”

      Kevin and Lilian stared at each other. Slowly, matching grins spread across their faces.

      “Let’s do it.”

      Lilian closed her eyes. Her tails became a riot of activity. Kevin couldn’t sense the flow of youki, but he could tell that she was channeling it, preparing for a technique.

      “Celestial Art: False Face.”

      Golden energy gathered in front of them, swirling like the eddies of a stream. The youki coalesced, the streamers merging together to form two shapes, bipedal and familiar. The humanoid figures then changed color, shifting from gold to the color of skin. When the technique was complete, the two shapes looked like carbon copies of him and Lilian.

      “Not bad. Not bad at all. However…”

      “What’s wrong, Beloved?”

      “Why are they naked?”

      Kevin stared at Lilian, who stared back at him. Her cheeks flushed under his gaze. Looking down, Lilian mumbled, “I-I’m not quite good enough to make it look like they’re wearing clothes.”

      “I’m not really excited about having anyone but me see you naked…” Kevin paused, then amended his statement. “I mean having me and Iris see you naked, but I guess we don’t have a choice.”

      “Trust me. I’m not really excited by it either,” Lilian said.

      Regardless of their desires, they needed to create a distraction, so Lilian sent the two out from behind the wall. There was a pause from the other side. Then…

      “What the fuck?!”

      “P-p-put some clothes on!”

      “How indecent!”

      Kevin knew their distraction had worked when shouting reached their ears. He darted out from behind the wall and took aim with both guns. Two shots rang out and two ghostly bullets flew straight through his opponents’ Kevlar vests, striking their souls and knocking them right out. Lilian emerged from behind the wall and the two of them ran up to the door that the soldiers had been guarding.

      The illusions of naked Lilian and Kevin had thankfully disappeared.

      The room that they stepped into was that of a conference room, one that was designed with smaller meetings in mind. Several people were already inside. Kevin recognized the president from the times he’d seen the man on TV. He didn’t recognize the others, but he could tell that they were important from their uniforms. Then there was the man standing at the head of the table.

      If Kevin had been several decades older, he would’ve probably looked like this man. His short blond hair was the same shade as Kevin’s, and his blue eyes had the same tone, though the man’s appeared much colder than his own. Bulging muscles were hidden under a layer of military clothes. A scar ran across the man’s face, traveling from the crown of his forehead and down to his chin.
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“Mr. President, sorry for barging in here unannounced,” Kevin said.

      “You… you’re that boy who was fighting against the Yokai Killers.” The president seemed flabbergasted. “You’re human.”

      Kevin wanted to say, “Duh,” but then he saw a large cloaked figure standing over a bloody body that he immediately recognized.

      “Justin!”

      He would’ve rushed toward his friend, but in that moment, the cloaked figure shifted. A red visor flashed beneath its hood. Kevin barely had a moment to react before the YK unit attacked him.

      “Beloved!”

      Kevin dropped to the floor, avoiding the giant YK unit’s swinging scimitar. He placed his hands on either side of his head, pushed off the ground, and kicked the flat end of the scimitar. The YK unit’s arm was jerked up above its head.

      That’s when Lilian came in. She appeared directly over him. Her tails coiled together and began emitting light.

      “Celestial Art: Divine Thrust!”

      Lilian thrust her tails into the YK unit’s chest. Light burst from her tails, which drilled straight through its chest and jutted from its back. The machine remained still for a moment. Liquid silver leaked off its body before, like someone jumping into a puddle, the mercuric substance splashed against the ground as the YK unit turned back into liquid.

      “Huh,” Lilian uttered, scratching the side of her head. “I must have hit its core. Are you okay, Beloved?”

      Kevin climbed to his feet and retrained both of his guns on Ethan Paine. “I’m fine. Go check on Justin.”

      Lilian didn’t respond with words. She nodded and went over to Justin, kneeling down and looking at his wounds. He heard her muttering to herself as her tails started to glow, but he focused his attention elsewhere, on the other people in the room, and on the man standing with such a composed expression that he looked like someone who’d already won.

      “Kevin Swift,” Ethan said, enunciating his name slowly. “I have always been curious to see how you’d turn out. I’m disappointed to know that my own son has allowed himself to become ensnared by the seductive nature of a yokai.”

      His words caused muttered whispers to spread around the room. Kevin couldn’t hear what was being said though. His attention was on the man before him.

      “And I’m disappointed that the sperm donor who thinks he can call me his son abandoned my mom, but I’m not here to talk to you about that. Honestly, now that I’m actually here, I couldn’t care less about you. I’m here to speak with the president.”

      Though he didn’t take his eyes off Ethan, the next person that he addressed was the man adorned in a smart-looking business suit.

      “Mr. President, I regret to inform you that this man right here has been lying to you this whole time.”

      The president, to his credit, did not react rashly. While all of the military members were pointing their guns at Kevin, the president remained calm.

      “And what do you mean when you say that he’s lying to me?” he asked.

      “I mean that his plan to eradicate all yokai is going to destroy over seventy-five percent of the United State’s population. That poison he plans on releasing doesn’t target just yokai. It will kill anyone who has yokai ancestry within them. I don’t think I need to tell you this, Mr. President, but yokai and humans have been intermingling for thousands of years. At least eighty to ninety percent of the Earth’s population has at least some yokai blood mixed into their ancestry. What do you think will happen when all those people die? Do you think the survivors are going to rejoice? Or will they blame you for killing so many of your own people?”

      “Is this true, Commander?” asked the president.

      Ethan remained silent for a while, his glare set squarely on Kevin. “Sacrifices are sometimes necessary. To cure cancer, you have to get rid of more than just the roots. You need to destroy every cancerous cell in the body. Otherwise, it will just come back.”

      “So you were going to have us kill most of our population to satisfy your desires!” the admiral growled.

      Ethan remained calm in the face of the admiral’s glare. “Calm down, Admiral, lest you find yourself in a situation that you cannot control.”

      “Is that a threat?” asked the admiral through narrowed eyes.

      “If you wish to take it that way.”

      His anger getting the best of him, the admiral quickly switched from aiming at Kevin to Ethan. Yet before he could pull the trigger, the commander moved quicker than anyone could’ve expected him too, pulling out his own gun and firing.

      “Barrier!”

      Lilian put up a hasty barrier around the admiral. Since the barrier wasn’t well made, the bullet broke through it. However, its trajectory must have been skewed because it only grazed the admiral’s arm. As the military officer went down, the others all opened fire on Ethan, who once again surprised them by taking all of the bullets without flinching. As the metal projectiles glanced off his skin, Kevin came to a startling realization.

      “You’re a machine!” he shouted.

      “I believe the term cyborg is more appropriate,” Ethan said. “I realized several years ago that humans could never compete with yokai simply by genetic enhancements. If we want to fight as their equals, then we need to rely on the one thing we have that they don’t.”

      Beneath Ethan’s skin, which had peeled off in several places, was glistening silver steel. As he stared at the parts, Kevin was reminded of the Terminator. He was expecting Ethan to start saying things like, “I’ll be back,” and “Hasta la vista, baby.”

      He curled his lips in disgust. “So, you turned yourself into a robot? How does that make you any different than the yokai you claim to hate? You’re not even human anymore!”

      “Hmph. I don’t expect a brat who knows nothing of this world to understand anything of the sacrifices I’ve made for humanity.”

      Kevin gestured to Ethan, though he addressed the other people in the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is the person that you entrusted the future of your nation to. Please take note of his egotistical self-views and complete lack of empathy for your citizens. He’s not looking to save the world from yokai. His only desire is the eradication of everything that has to do with yokai—even if it means killing off more than half of the world’s population.”

      Ethan grunted at his sarcastic remark. “Little boys who’ve spent more time sucking on their mother’s tit than living should learn not to speak out of turn.”

      “Shut up, old man!” Kevin nearly snarled. “My mom went through hell because of you! A man who abandons his family has no right to talk about living! You don’t even know what that word means!”

      “Commander Ethan Paine,” the president said, interrupting. “I do not know everything that this boy is talking about, but I understand that you’ve been deceiving us all this time. Until this situation can be resolved, we’re detaining you.”

      “Who’s going to detain me?” Ethan asked, spreading his arms wide. “All of your men are fighting the yokai, and none of your weapons can—”

      Ethan was cut off when two reinforced tails slammed into him. His feet left the ground, and he flew backwards, crashing into a wall, which crumbled around him.

      “That felt surprisingly good,” Lilian said as she walked up to Kevin’s side. “I had no idea that hitting people who talked too much could feel that good.”

      “You’re becoming awfully violent,” Kevin said.

      “I’m just getting in the mood, Beloved.”

      Kevin chuckled before becoming serious. “How’s Justin?”

      “He’ll live. He’s lost a lot of blood, but I healed his wounds.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.”

      Rubble flew from the hole in the wall as Ethan charged back in. With his skin even more damaged, the extent of what he’d done to his body was finally revealed. A bright red receptor was situated in place of his right eye. Around the eye was metal, gleaming steel polished to a shine.

      “Oh, I’ve been waiting for the robot bad guy to make his appearance.” Lilian smacked her left fist into her right hand. “It took a while, though.”

      “It must have been all of that unnecessary world building,” Kevin added as he loosened his stance.

      “Indeed.”

      There was no more time to talk. Ethan was suddenly in their midst. Kevin and Lilian leapt back. While Lilian wrapped her tails around the commander’s wrists, Kevin fired off several spirit bullets, though he clicked his tongue when those projectiles did nothing.

      It must be because he’s part machine now. Does he even still have a spirit?

      He and Lilian traded places. As his mate moved to the front, Kevin moved back to change ammo cartridges. He switched out the bullets in his left gun for water and the ones in his right for thunder.

      Lilian wove between the commander’s punches, moving left and right, redirecting his fists with her reinforced speed. She stumbled when he kicked her leg. Wincing, she regained her balance, only to yelp when Ethan thrust his palm into her solar plexus. Lilian went flying.

      Gritting his teeth as his mate rolled across the floor, Kevin fired Ebony, which spat several water projectiles that splattered against Ethan’s mostly metallic body. While he fired water rounds with Ebony, he charged up Ivory. The barrel of his gun glowed yellow. Arcs of energy crackled inside of it. Brighter and brighter the glow became, and the lightning surges caused the gun to shake in his grip. Then he released it.

      The results were catastrophic. A massive beam tore from the barrel, overtaking Ethan and bathing everything in yellow light. Kevin was blinded. All he could hear was the sound of explosions. His feet slid along the carpet as the power of his own weapon being unleashed pushed him back. He probably would have been blasted off his feet, but two furry tails had wrapped around his torso.

      When the light died down, Kevin opened his eyes. Ethan stood before him, unharmed, undamaged. To either side of the commander was a massive trench, and behind him, the entire wall of the West Wing had been obliterated. In front of the man was a large red shield.

      That’s a youki barrier?!

      “Did you really think that I wouldn’t have found a way to protect myself from those projectiles?” Ethan asked. “That weapon is derived from one of my own designs, boy. I’m not going to be beaten by something so simple.”

      “Lilian,” Kevin said softly. “Please get everyone out of here quickly.”

      It was a testament to her trust in him that she didn’t argue. “I’ll come back soon.”

      Kevin smiled. “I know you will.”

      Turning back to Ethan, who remained stationary, Kevin’s thoughts turned grim.

      I just hope it’s not too late by the time you get back.
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        * * *

      

      Justin’s first thought upon waking was: what the fuck hit me?

      His second thought was: how am I still alive?

      Slowly opening his eyes, he needed to blink several times as the glare from the sun threatened to blind him.

      “Ara? You’re finally awake, I see,” a voice said.

      He blinked some more. Turning his head, he saw Kotohime kneeling several feet away. He shuddered as she caressed the hilt of her katana. It was such a loving, tender gesture that he couldn’t help but feel creeped out by it.

      “Where…?”

      “You are currently outside of the White House. Lilian-sama brought you here.” Kotohime looked away, staring at something that he couldn’t see. “The fighting has stopped—for the most part. I believe it is thanks to the president arriving with you and the others. Everyone else is currently helping the civilians who were injured during the battle.”

      “Kevin…?”

      “Kevin-sama is inside of the White House, still fighting against his father.”

      “Why…?”

      “Why am I not going to his aid?” Kotohime finished the question that he wanted to ask. “Because I believe in Kevin-sama. I am confident that he and Lilian-sama will come out victorious.”

      That was good enough for Justin. He closed his eyes and let himself rest for now.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin grimaced as he fired off several more lightning rounds at Ethan. A shield sprang up to meet each projectile. His shots splashed harmlessly against the barrier, dispersing across its surface like a dying electric current. The shield disappeared soon after, and the commander, moving faster than a regular human would have been capable of, suddenly appeared directly in front of him.

      It was only thanks to his fighting style that Kevin avoided an unfortunate fate. He twisted away from the commander, whose thrust hand nearly slammed into his chest. The attack was powerful enough that he could feel the air being displaced.

      Holstering Ebony, Kevin grabbed Ethan’s forearm and tried to judo toss the man. This might have worked on someone else, but on a person whose body was part machine, it didn’t work so well.

      Kevin felt a moment of weightlessness as Ethan lifted him off the ground. His stomach did flip flops for all of one second. Then his back slammed into something hard.

      Stars exploded in his vision as all of the air was expelled from his lungs in a single breath. He blinked. Then his eyes widened when he saw the sole of a boot traveling for his face. Rolling across the floor, Kevin avoided having his face stomped in. The floor wasn’t so lucky. Kevin warily eyed the abrasions that spread along the floor.

      If that had been my face…

      Unwilling to let himself be caught like that again, Kevin unholstered his guns and created a hailstorm of gunfire. The barrier appeared again, but this time, Kevin had a plan for dealing with it. He’d already noticed that Ethan needed to remain stationary when the barrier was up. He didn’t know why that was, but he didn’t think it mattered either. This was an opening that he could work with.

      Keeping up a constant barrage of gunfire with Ivory, Kevin rushed forward and, cocking back his right hand, punched the barrier. Just like what always happened when dealing with youki barriers, this one peeled apart like the petals of a blooming flower. Kevin didn’t hesitate. He rushed into the opening, pointed his charging gun at  Ethan’s chest, and unleashed another massive beam of lightning.

      It never hit its target. Ethan grabbed the gun by the barrel and jerked it away from his body. Because the commander was so much stronger than him, there was nothing that Kevin could do to stop this. The beam of lightning burst from his gun, blasting a hole through the ceiling.

      Kevin didn’t have time to lament what happened. His mind became overridden with agony when, like a tidal wave crashing into a city, Ethan thrust a fist into his chest.

      He could’ve sworn he felt his chest cave in from the attack, which launched him off his feet and sent him flying backwards. The world tumbled around him. It spun in a dizzying display as his body screamed in pain. Even after he’d come to a stop, his body resting against a wall, the jolts of agony caused his body to jerk and twitch, as if he was suffering from the aftershock of having his finger plugged into an electric socket.

      Footsteps came to him. They were slow, measured. Blinking the blurriness from his vision, Kevin looked up to see Ethan staring down at him with an almost disappointed look.

      “Look at you, boy. You look pathetic. To think that my own flesh and blood is this weak. It’s inexcusable.”

      “S-shut up,” Kevin groaned, feeling blood welling up in his mouth. “You think I care what a prick like you has to say? You abandoned my mom.”

      “Abandoned? Boy, you know so very little about your mother or me. I never abandoned anyone. Your mother is the one who ran away from her responsibilities.”

      Kevin hesitated. “W-what do you… mean by that?”

      “You really don’t know anything, do you? Before your mother had you, she was one of our top agents, a woman so skilled in assassination that she’d earned the nickname Death God by yokai.” Ethan’s eyes gained a distant quality, like he was seeing something far into the past. “She was the best, which is why I selected her to be the subject in our project. If I could combine the DNA of our best agent with my own and enhance the attributes that made us such feared figures, then I’d be able to create the ultimate killing machine—a perfect human who would be capable of fighting yokai on even ground.”

      Kevin didn’t know what to say. His mother had been a test subject? He was an experiment like Justin? That couldn’t be true, could it? Was this the reason that he could negate barriers?

      “But then she ran away after becoming pregnant, taking a slew of secrets with her, and sought asylum with Davin Monstrang.” Ethan shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. I’ve realized that humans can only get so far while remaining human. To overcome the threat of yokai, we need more than simple genetic manipulation.”

      “And that’s why… you made yourself into a machine?”

      “That’s right. To destroy the threat of yokai once and for all, I turned myself into a cyborg. Of course, being a cyborg alone isn’t enough to destroy a yokai of great power, which is why I created my plan to eradicate the yokai by attacking their very genetic structure with a powerful toxin.”

      Kevin gritted his teeth. “You… disgust me.”

      “Then it’s a good thing that I don’t care about your opinion.”

      Then why did you bother telling me all that?

      His thoughts were interrupted when a light click echoed in the mostly empty room. Ethan held a gun, which he aimed at Kevin, who could do nothing but stare down the barrel as he realized that he was going to die.

      “Celestial Art: Flare!”

      “GGRRAAA!” Ethan screamed as a brilliant orb of light burst in front of his vision. His photoreceptors must have been more sensitive to light than human eyes. He stumbled backward—right into Lilian’s waiting tail.

      “Lilian Tail Drop!”

      Wrapping her tail around Ethan’s neck, Lilian lifted the man up, then slammed him head first into the ground. Kevin winced as the commander’s head became embedded into the floor.

      “Beloved!”

      Lilian rushed to his side. Before he knew what was happening, a pair of soft, fluffy tails had wrapped around his torso and a pair of lips on his mouth. Energy suffused him. It flowed into him through Lilian’s lips and tails. The pain in his chest vanished. Bones snapped back together, ruptured organs regained their functionality, and the blood welling up in his lungs disappeared. When they broke apart for air, Kevin gasped and sucked in a deep breath.

      “Lilian…”

      “Yes, Beloved?”

      “Behind you.”

      “Eh?”

      Kevin grabbed Lilian’s shoulders and rolled them across the floor. A loud bang like the crackling of thunder echoed all around them. A glance at where they’d been previously revealed that the ground was cracked and dented.

      He and Lilian scrambled to their feet. They were just in time to see Ethan pull the trigger on the weapon he was holding, which Kevin belatedly realized was actually his gun. As lances of lightning exploded from the barrel, he and Lilian leapt away from each other. The hairs on his arms prickled as the lances of crackling yellow lightning moved between them.

      “Celestial Art: Heaven’s Prison.”

      Chains shot from swirling eddies of youki, entangling Ethan, who grunted as he fought against his bindings. Kevin darted forward and kicked Ivory out of the commander’s hand. He then caught the gun in the air and leapt back, raising his gun and firing off several shots. A shield appeared before Ethan. Kevin leapt back in and broke the barrier with his fist.

      “Celestian Art: Divine Cannon!”

      Lilian coiled her tails together in front of her body. The tip glowed brightly before golden energy detonated from the tip, lancing out as a cylindrical beam of energy that crashed into Ethan, who, unable to bring his shield back up after it was destroyed, took the attack head on.

      Kevin raised his arm up to his face and closed his eyes. The powerful crackle of repressed celestial energy burned his cornea like fire, several explosions rocked his body, and the intense wind, created by bursting air and shockwaves, nearly knocked him off his feet. As the light eventually died down, and the howling of Lilian’s technique became less intense, Kevin opened his eyes.

      “Woah…”

      There was a gaping hole in the wall, through which Kevin could see the path that had been left by Lilian’s technique. A shallow but long trench was carved into the ground. He didn’t know how long it extended to, for it disappeared into a copse of large trees.

      “That’s impressive.”

      “T-thank… you…”

      Kevin looked at Lilian. His mate was sitting on the ground, her legs sprawled out in front of her as she used her hands to keep herself upright. Sweat poured from her skin, and her breathing was heavy, as if she’d just run sixty miles without rest.

      “Are you okay?” Kevin knelt beside her and placed a hand on her back. His palms and fingers became soaked with her sweat.

      “I… I’m fine.” Lilian smiled at him. “G-go on ahead… this is your chance to really confront… your father.”

      “You mean my sperm donor,” Kevin rebutted. Leaning in, Kevin placed a kiss onto Lilian’s lips, ignoring the saltiness as her sweat got into his mouth. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “R-right…”

      Kevin found Ethan several dozen yards away. He’d climbed to his feet, seemingly undamaged except for his left arm, which was missing. Kevin eyed the sparks coming from the stump, then looked back at the man who’d helped give him birth.

      “I’ve always hated you,” Kevin told him. “Even though I’ve never met you until now, even though I never knew a single thing about you, I’ve despised you from the moment I was old enough to understand why you weren’t a part of my life.”

      Ethan snorted. “If I cared about your feelings, I’m sure that speech would’ve left me heart broken.”

      “You’re a pathetic excuse for a man.”

      “And you’re nothing but a brat.”

      Kevin and Ethan stared at each other. A swift breeze blew through the clearing. Then a tumbleweed rolled between them. Randomly. Out of nowhere. For no reason.

      “Virginia doesn’t have tumbleweeds, does it?” Kevin asked.

      “Not that I know of,” Ethan admitted.

      “I didn’t think so,” Kevin said, and then he fired off six rounds. Ethan rolled along the ground to avoid the attack. Kevin’s eyes narrowed.

      Why isn’t he bringing up his barrier?

      Charging Ivory, Kevin let loose with a massive bolt of lightning. Ethan moved to avoid it, but Kevin predicted his path and fired several water rounds at him. The attacks splashed against the commander’s arm. Water dripped onto the ground.

      Circling around Ethan, Kevin continued to unleash a constant barrage. He pulled the trigger as quickly as his finger allowed, unloading water bullets from Ebony like a gardener watering a plant. It didn’t take long before his opponent was splashing around in a large puddle as Ethan did everything possible to defend himself—never once noticing the bright yellow glow from Ivory.

      Now!

      Without warning, Kevin raised Ivory and fired off a round. A bolt of yellow lightning was launched forward. Ethan moved to dodge the giant lance-like attack. He wasn’t the target.

      A silent screamed issued from the commander as the lightning lance struck the ground around him. The water that had been accumulating into a large puddle on the ground acted as the perfect conductor, and since Ethan’s body was composed of mostly metal, he absorbed lightning like a sponge.

      Smoke wafted from his metallic body. Skin sloughed off him in thick gobs that splattered against the ground. Perhaps it was metal joints going haywire or maybe whatever was left of his organic parts were suffering spasms, but the commander twitched and jerked around like a glitching video game character. When the lightning finally lost power, Ethan remained standing for all of one second. Then, with a loud clang, he fell onto his back.

      Kevin walked up to the man, guns warily trained on his enemy, who might still have some tricks up his sleeve. However, no surprise attack came.

      “Ha… ha…. hahahaha… hahahahaha!”

      Ethan’s chuckling made the hairs on Kevin’s neck stand on end. It just felt so… out of character. Still, he stopped before the man who’d definitely earned the “Worst Parent of the Century” award, stopping well out of the commander’s attack range, just in case the man still had a trump card to play.

      “You’ve lost, Old Man.”

      “Do you really think that?” An uncharacteristic grin crossed the commander’s face. “If so, then you’re even more naive than you look.”

      Kevin narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean by that?”

      Blood stained Ethan’s teeth, making Kevin realize that while his exoskeleton was made from metal, his internal organs must have been human. His lightning attack had likely fried a good portion of Ethan’s insides.

      “I’ve already sent the activation command for the missiles.” At Kevin’s horrified look, the ruined commander chuckled. “That’s right. You’re already too late.”

      Kevin didn’t bother talking to Ethan anymore. He turned around and sprinted back into the White House. Lilian was on her feet again, having seemingly recovered youki enough to be standing. Kevin grabbed her hand and pulled her along behind him.

      “Beloved, what are you—”

      “There’s no time to explain! Just follow me!”

      He didn’t think he’d ever run faster in his life—not even when he was running for a track meet. He ran out of the gate to the White House like a man on fire. The fighting seemed to have stopped. Soldiers stood off to the side, appearing unsure of what to do. Kevin ignored them and, upon finding the president speaking with, oddly enough, Kotohime, he ran toward them.

      “… a ceasefire should be possible,” the president was saying when Kevin interrupted them.

      “Mr. President! I’ve got bad news! Ethan has sent the activation code for the missiles! They’ll be launched soon!”

      “W-what?!” The words came from more than just the president. Kotohime, Iris, Justin, and Christine all shouted at the same time.

      “The missiles are being launched soon!” Kevin said again. “Mr. President, get in contact with everyone you can, the military, the police, the fire department! Contact everybody in every state, city, and town! Have the military mobilize and intercept those missiles! Tell the police and fire departments to evacuate their civilians into any underground bunkers that they have!”

      The president proved himself to be a practical man when, rather than argue, he nodded and rushed over to the men wearing military suits and began barking out orders. Kevin turned to Kotohime.

      “I need you to contact Mack and tell him what’s happening. If possible, have him completely seal off Neo Seiryuu.”

      Kotohime nodded and rushed off to the helicopters that they’d arrived in. Before she could get too far, one of the helicopters suddenly took to the skies. Kevin looked around. All of the people who’d come with them on this mission were on the ground—even their pilots.

      All except one.
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        * * *

      

      Justin heard the crackling in his helmet as the ground passed underneath him in a blur. He was flying a helicopter, which he’d actually never done before. It was kind of interesting. If circumstances were different, he’d have loved to learn how to fly one for real.

      “Hello?” Justin said after pressing a button. “You’ve reached the Mile High. This is your host, Justin speaking, may I ask who’s—”

      “What are you doing, Justin?” Kevin cut him off.

      “I thought that was obvious. I heard about the missiles being launched, and I’ve decided to stop them before the launch can initiate. To cover the whole United States, there must be at least a couple hundred thousand missiles. It’ll take a while for the computer to calculate their trajectory and target points.”

      “So you plan to stop the missiles alone? What can a single person do?”

      “In a military chopper like this? A lot.”

      “What about their defenses? A base like that must have anti-air turrets or something!”

      “I’m sure they’ll have something like that. Why do you think I decided to go alone?”

      “Dang it, Justin! You’re being reckless!”

      Justin laughed. “No more reckless than the boy who traveled across the Middle East and snuck into China to rescue his mate. Anyway, I need to get off. I don’t actually know how to pilot a helicopter, so I have to focus.”

      “Don’t hang up on me, Jus—”

      “Sorry, Kevin,” Justin said to himself as he hung up, then tossed the helmet out of the window for good measure, “but I really do need to concentrate.”
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        * * *

      

      “Damn it!” Kevin swore as static entered his ear.

      Yanking off the headset, he threw the device on the ground and hopped into the one of the helicopters their forces had arrived in.

      “Kevin-sama, what do you think you’re doing?” asked Kotohime.

      Kevin didn’t look at her as he stared at the controls. “I’m going after my friend. What’s it look like I’m doing?”

      “You do not know how to fly a helicopter,” Kotohime said placidly.

      “Yeah? Well, neither does Justin. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “What you are being is reckless.”

      Kevin stopped trying to figure out what button he needed to press for the helicopter to start working to glare at Kotohime. “What do you want me to do? I can’t abandon my friend! I won’t!”

      “I never said that you should,” Kotohime said in a calm tone. “I was only suggesting that you have someone else, who has actually been trained to pilot, fly this craft.”

      “Oh.” Kevin blushed. “That’s fine, then.”

      “Ufufufu, I knew that you would understand.”

      Kevin hopped out of the pilot’s chair and allowed an actual pilot to take his place. He went to the back. Getting on, he was hardly surprised to see Lilian, Iris, and Christine also jumping on board, though he was a little surprised when Kotohime also climbed on.

      “You don’t honestly believe that I would let you all go off on your own, do you?” Kotohime asked, hiding her smiling lips behind the sleeve of her kimono.

      Kevin shook his head. “Not at all.”

      “Ufufufu, I am glad to hear that.” Kotohime turned to the pilot. “Captain, please take us up.”

      “Roger!”

      The man wearing military fatigues and a helmet pressed several buttons, which caused the rotors to start up. A loud noise filled the air as the rotors spun faster and faster, granting them lift. The man yanked on the wheel. As the helicopter lifted off the ground, Kevin turned his thoughts towards Justin.

      Hold on, you idiot. Don’t think I’m going to let you go off on your own like this.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin was right. The base did have anti-air defenses.

      Justin gritted his teeth as he struggled to maneuver the helicopter against a hailstorm of bullets and missiles. He’d already activated the chopper’s defense turrets, but against the barrage that he was facing, the meager turret was practically useless, especially when it was being operated by a crappy AI.

      A loud explosion rang in his ears and rocked the helicopter. Justin gripped the cyclic and tried to readjust his altitude, which was quickly plummeting. The ground was rising up to meet him. Missiles flew all around him and bullets peppered the hull. He winced as several pierced the steel frame, coming too close for comfort. Down below, several missile silos were opening in the ground.

      If I can just fire off one missile down a single silo…

      The poison that was being stored inside of the missile was volatile. A single spark would be enough to set off a chain reaction, causing one missile to explode, followed by all of the others. All he needed was one shot—

      Beeping rang out all around him. The helicopter shuddered as it was struck by another explosion. Fire burst from the engine and smoke poured off the propellers. This vehicle was going down, and no amount of jury rigging was going to make it remain airborne.

      Yanking on the cyclic, Justin did the only thing that he could think of: he maneuvered his helicopter so that it would fall into one of the silos. As the interior filled with smoke, and an overbearing heat caused sweat to break out on his skin, Justin sighed.

      “Looks like I won’t be getting to live a normal life, after all.”

      Oddly enough, he was okay with that. This was, after all, a choice that he had made himself.
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        * * *

      

      Kevin stared outside as the helicopter continued flying toward Justin’s helicopter. He couldn’t see it, but he knew that it was out there. Clinging to his side was Iris, who despised flying but was going with them anyway.

      “I see Justin’s helicopter!” Lilian shouted from the front. As a kitsune who was surprisingly unafraid of heights, she was acting as their eyes. “Oh, no!”

      “Oh, no? What does that mean?” Kevin asked moving to the front while Iris continued clinging to him. Christine was also up front. He had to maneuver around her to see.

      Lilian hesitated, then slowly handed him a pair of binoculars. “H-here… it’s better if you see for yourself.”

      Kevin felt something fall into the pit of his stomach as he took the binoculars and put them to his eyes. He searched the space in front of him, looking for the familiar matte black paint amidst the massive amount of explosions. He almost missed it. Had it not been for the flames pouring from it, Kevin probably would have never noticed the helicopter that was falling toward the ground.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “No…” he whispered, his eyes widening as the helicopter disappeared into one of several giant holes, which he belatedly realized were missile silos. “NO!”

      Fire blasted out of the missile silo. What’s more, the explosion that tore through that one silo set off a chain reaction, causing the numerous missiles located underground to detonate with unrelenting force.

      As hundreds of massive explosions split the air, as fire rose into the sky and a fierce wind buffeted the chopper, forcing them to break off and turn around, Kevin’s scream was lost in the distance.
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            The Ending of One Story Marks the Beginning of Another

          

        

      

    

    
      The Arizona weather in February was mild. It wasn’t cold enough to be considered freezing, but it wasn’t hot enough to be called warm. Chilly might have been the best way to describe it. Of course, since they were still living underground, weather was something of a nonfactor.

      Kevin stood in his room with the others, helping pack away their belongings. Christine didn’t have much, just a few suitcases filled with lolita outfits and her secret stash of shojo romances, unlike Lilian and Iris, who possessed tons of items. Of the four of them, he and Lilian had the most possessions because of their anime and manga collection. It was quite large, consisting of over 700 manga volumes and 300 anime on Blu-ray and DVD.

      “I can’t believe you nerds are really going to carry that back up,” Iris teased them. “You should just sell that stuff. I’m sure you’d make some good money.”

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Lilian said seriously.

      Kevin nodded. “There’s no way we would ever sell our anime and manga collection.”

      “If you say so… weebs.”

      “That does it. I vote that we force Iris to sleep on the couch.”

      “W-wha—hey now!”

      “I agree, Beloved.”

      “Eh tu, Lily-pad?”

      As Lilian continued teasing her sister, her words causing a worried Iris to break out in a cold sweat, Kevin turned to Christine. “Do you have everything packed?”

      “Yeah.” Christine patted her two suitcases. “It’s all right here.”

      “Awesome.”

      Today they were leaving Neo Seiryuu. The underground city was never meant to be anything more than a temporary place for people displaced by the war to live. However, the war had ended several weeks ago. Although Kevin had heard that there was still fighting happening in certain states, the United States government and the yokai under Mack’s new leadership had reached an official peace treaty several days ago.

      Kevin didn’t know what that agreement was, and he didn’t really care to know. His part in all of this had ended in Washington, DC. He was looking forward to returning to his normal high school life.

      “Hawa!” a shout came from the other side of the door.

      “M-My Lady! Please don’t run like that!” came another voice.

      The door burst open and Camellia rushed into the room, wearing a joyful smile. “Hawa! Everyone! The bus is here! Let’s—hawa!”

      “Kya!”

      Kevin, Lilian, and Iris mutely watched as Camellia tripped over her own two feet, stumbled, then landed boobs first on top of Christine. Unlike Kevin, who was quite strong, poor Christine couldn’t bear the woman’s weight. She fell to the floor and became buried beneath the voluptuous woman. The poor girl floundered underneath the woman’s massive mammaries, which had a breast circumference as wide as the yuki-onna was tall.

      Iris sent him a teasing look. “I’m surprised you’re not the one getting your face full of breasts, Stud.”

      Kevin shrugged at Iris’s words. “Maybe the author decided to change things up. You know, to keep things from becoming boring.”

      “Uhuhu, that’s a good one, Stud. We all know the author’s not that original. He steals ideas from fan fiction of all things.”

      Oi!

      “Beloved, there’s no more room in the computer case. Where should I put my tablet?” Lilian asked, holding up the device that he’d bought her for Christmas.

      “Maybe we could put it with our anime…” Kevin trailed off when he looked at the suitcase filled with anime. It was nearly overflowing. “… What about your Extra Dimensional Storage Space?”

      “It’s already full.”

      “Huh…” Kevin scratched his head. He didn’t think Extra Dimensional Storage Spaces could get full.

      “Mrrggggllleee!!!”

      “Tee-hee! That tickles!”

      “My Lady!”

      As Christine struggled to get the older woman off her, Camellia pressed the poor girl’s face further into her sweater stuffers, and Kirihime ran around them and panicked, Kevin and Lilian looked at Iris.

      “What makes you think I have any extra room in my Extra Dimensional Storage Space?” she asked.

      “Because the only thing you ever carry with you is lingerie,” Kevin said.

      “And that doesn’t take up much space,” Lilian added.

      In the face of such impeccable logic, Iris could only sigh and stick out her hand. “All right, give it here. I’ll hold onto it for you.”

      “Thanks, Iris!”

      “Yeah. Yeah. You two are just lucky I love you so much.”

      The Wacom tablet disappeared between Iris’s breasts like magic. Meanwhile, Christine had frozen Camellia solid and was laughing like a lunatic.

      “Shove your cow lumps in my face, will you? Take that, Tits McGee! Mwahahahahaha!”

      “MY LADY!”

      “You guys are taking an awfully long time to get packed,” a voice said from the doorway. “Can you people hurry it up? We’re gonna be the last to leave if you don’t.”

      “Kiara,” Kevin greeted.

      The woman in question, wearing her usual business suit, waved her only remaining arm as she stood within the doorway of their bedroom. “Yo.”

      “Ne, ne, meanie meanie, who are these people?” asked a little girl who peeked her head out from around Kiara.

      A large vein pulsed on Kiara’s forehead. “I’ve already introduced you to these people before, Sarah—and don’t call me that.”

      “If you’re here, does that mean that Kandice is also here?” asked Lilian.

      “Yep. She’s helping Kotohime pack the stuff in the living room.” Kiara hiked a thumb behind her, as if to point out where Lilian’s new friend was.

      “Beloved?” Lilian looked at him as though asking for his permission to leave.

      “Go on and greet your friend,” Kevin said with a smile. “I’ll finish packing all of our stuff.”

      Lilian beamed at him. “You’re the best.”

      Grabbing her sister and Christine by the hand, Lilian walked past Kiara and Sarah. Kevin watched them go, until they had disappeared, and then he turned back to his suitcases.

      There were seven in total. Two were for Christine, one belonged to Iris, and the rest were his and Lilian’s. He had one more suitcase out, which was currently only half full. The eighth one would be carrying his weapons and his combat suit.

      I wonder if I should just get rid of those. It’s not like I’m gonna need them anymore.

      “Ne, ne. What is this?” a girlish voice asked. Kevin nearly stumbled back when a pair of bright blue eyes appeared in front of him. The girl they belonged to, Sarah, was holding up one of his guns. “Is this the thing that goes bang bang?”

      “Yes, that’s a gun.” Kevin gently took the gun from her hand and put it back in his suitcase, which he then zipped up. “And you really shouldn’t be playing with it. Guns are dangerous.”

      Sarah puffed out her cheeks. “I know that.”

      Kevin didn’t really know what to make of this girl. Sarah Feniks was supposed to be one of the Four Saints, and he remembered meeting her once before, but she seemed so different from that time. No longer looking like an emotionless doll, she now had the personality of an inquisitive little girl.

      “All right, brat. That’s enough bothering the other brat. Why don’t you go and play with Kandice or something?” Kiara suggested.

      Sarah’s already puffed cheeks enlarged even more, reminding Kevin of air balloons. “I’m not bothering anyone, you old hag!”

      “O-old hag.” Kiara grinned. Her twitching lips and the dark shadows cast along her face gave her a haunting appearance. “Is that really something that someone who is at least over a hundred years older than me should be saying?”

      Sarah pulled down her eyelid and stuck out her tongue.

      “Oh, that does it!”

      “Eek! Get away from me!”

      “Brat, I’m gonna show you who’s boss!”

      “Not if you can’t catch me!”

      Kevin sighed as Kiara chased Sarah around his bedroom. He grabbed the luggage and moved it to the far wall, where it would hopefully be safe. Thankfully, everything was already packed, so as long as they didn’t step on his luggage, everything would be kosher.

      “Hawa, Kevin-kyun?” Camellia walked over to him.

      “Yes?”

      “Can Camellia help you pack?”

      Kevin looked at Camellia, then at the already-filled suitcases. Then he looked at Kiara, who had gripped Sarah in a fierce headlock. It looked like she wanted to give the blond girl a noogie, but she only had one arm, which she seemed to just now remember. Finally, he looked back at Camellia.

      “Everything is already packed, but you can help me carry it to the bus.”

      Camellia, who’s foxy ears had drooped down at his first comment, perked back up at his second. “Hawa! Camellia would like that very much!”

      Deciding to let Kiara and Sarah argue, Kevin grabbed several suitcases and left with Camellia and Kirihime in toe. The five-tailed mother of two was dragging one of his cases behind her. Meanwhile, her maid fretted over the woman like a mother hen.

      “My Lady, please be careful not to trip again.”

      “Hawa. Don’t worry, Kirikiri. Camellia isn’t going to—HAWA!”

      “MY LADY!”

      Kevin sighed.
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        * * *

      

      After everything was packed and loaded into Kiara’s van, the group entered the vehicle and left.

      Kevin sat in the driver’s seat while Lilian and Iris had squeezed into the front passenger seat. Christine, not wanting to be left out, sat on their laps, though it looked like she was beginning to regret that decision.

      “Would you stop stroking my thigh?!”

      “Uhuhu, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You do! You so do know what I’m talking about! Stop that!”

      “Could you please stop bothering Christine? She and I are trying to read this manga.”

      “Tch. I can’t believe you’re siding with her. Well, weebs have to stick together, I guess. Maybe the stud and I can have some fun.”

      “Not now,” Kevin said. “I’m driving.”

      “It’s because you’re driving that we should do this,” Iris responded with a seductive grin. “I was thinking I could give you road head.”

      “Absolutely not!” Christine shouted, her face turning a strange shade of purple.

      Holding a tablet in her hands, Lilian released an annoyed sigh. “I’d rather we not die in a car accident, so I’m gonna go with Christine on this one.”

      “Oh, poo.” Iris sighed and placed her cheek on Christine’s back. “No one wants to have any fun with me.”

      “It’s because of the kind of fun you’re always trying to have! And get your cheek off my back!” Christine shouted.

      Sitting in the back, Kotohime smiled lightly as the children bantered. Next to her, Camellia had convinced Kirihime to play what appeared to be house with plushies. Kiara sat on her other side. Kandice and Sarah sat in the back. Kandice had been offered a spot up front by Lilian, but she’d declined on account of not feeling comfortable being squished together on a single seat.

      “The kids seem to be in high spirits,” Kiara commented.

      Kotohime nodded. “That they do.”

      “How’s the kid?”

      “Are you referring to Kevin-sama?”

      “Who else would I be talking about?”

      Being one of the largest names in both the yokai and human worlds, Kiara had been busy. They all had, of course. Dealing with the aftermath of a war was never easy, but the inu had it the worst. Thanks to her background with running a business, she’d been the one who Mack had turned to when negotiating with the president of the United States. This was the first time that Kotohime had seen her in two weeks.

      “Kevin-sama is fine,” Kotohime said after a moment. “He was depressed for a time, but Lilian-sama, Iris-sama, and Christine-san have been doing a fine job of keeping him occupied.”

      “Christine, huh?” Kiara eyed the yuki-onna, still sitting on Iris’s and Lilian’s laps, reading from the tablet that Lilian was holding while still somehow managing to argue with Iris—multi-tasking at its finest. “She likes the brat?”

      “I would assume so.”

      “Damn. He really is building his own harem.”

      “It’s not a harem!” Kevin shouted suddenly.

      The bright sun shone down on their vehicle as they emerged from the tunnel and left Neo Seiryuu.
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        * * *

      

      Since Kevin was driving—Kotohime didn’t know how to drive and Kiara only had one arm—they’d dropped Kiara off first. She’d told him to keep the van until he could get a car of his own. Kevin had gratefully accepted the gesture and driven home after Lilian gave a proper farewell to Kandice.

      Arizona, or at least Phoenix, had changed significantly since the war first started. What had once been a mostly pristine city that sprawled out for hundreds of miles was now a wreck. Buildings remained gutted. Once towering structures had been toppled. However, repairs were underway, and Kevin could see the effort all of the construction workers were putting in to rebuilding the once large city.

      There still weren’t that many ordinary people wandering about, but that was because the process of relocating nearly 100,000 people from Neo Seiryuu was a slow one. Also, most of the people who hadn’t moved to Neo Seiryuu had moved out of the state entirely, leaving it as something of an empty husk. Kevin suspected that people would begin moving back now that the war had ended.

      Due to their contributions to the war, Mack and the US government had built a house for Kevin and his kitsune family. It would be weird living in an actual home. Kevin had lived in apartments all his life. However, he couldn’t deny the appeal of having a larger living space.

      “Am I going the right way, Lilian?” he asked.

      Lilian looked at the GPS sitting on her lap. “Hm, looks like it. Just take another left turn up here.”

      Now that Kiara, Kandice, and Sarah were gone, Iris and Christine were sitting in the back. They weren’t bickering, which was odd, but Kevin believed that had something to do with their conversation.

      “I’m not sure if it would be a good idea to add leather to my outfit,” Christine was saying.

      “What are you talking about? You’re wearing the traditional goth loli dress. Adding leather can only be a good thing,” Iris rebutted.

      “But leather is uncomfortable to wear…”

      “Then only wear it as an accessory instead of something like, say, a bodice. How about a thong?”

      “Why the hell would I wear a leather thong?!”

      Kevin shook his head. Taking the left turn that Lilian had mentioned, he pressed on the brakes, slowing to a stop when he reached a large gate. Gleaming with green paint, the wall and gate before them was reminiscent to a gated community, only on a smaller scale. It didn’t seem to cover enough space to be an actual community. At the same time, it was large enough that he didn’t think someone would bother building a single house inside it.

      “Lilian?”

      “Yes, Beloved?”

      “Is there supposed to be a gated community here?”

      “Not that I know of… ah! But there was a gate code in the email. Maybe it’s a new community.”

      Kevin didn’t know why, but he had a strange feeling—not a bad one, just an unusual one, like something was about to happen. “What’s the gate code?”

      “8825.”

      After punching the code into a small access panel situated next to the gate, there was a soft beep, and then the gate opened. Kevin pushed on the gas and slowly drove through. There was only one road for him to follow, and it twisted around in a slow bend that kept him from being able to see where it was heading. Cactus and several large trees also blocked off his view of their surroundings.

      When they finally reached the end, what they found was nothing like what he’d been expecting to find.

      “Lilian?”

      “Yes, Beloved?”

      “That is not a house.”

      “Well… if you want to get technical, it is.”

      “That is not a house. It’s a mansion.”

      The “house” that Kevin and the others found themselves looking at was, indeed, a large mansion. It possessed a very modern aesthetic, being composed from a combination of gray bricks, floor to ceiling windows, and numerous geometric shapes that combined into a single building of at least two stories. While he was not good at estimating size, it looked to be at least several thousand square feet—maybe even an entire acre. The front yard was also large. It came complete with a desert landscape, a flat driveway with a three-car garage, and a path leading up to a gate built into a miniature tower composed of stone.

      Iris whistled. “I’m liking this place already.”

      “Are you sure this is the right place?” Christine asked.

      Lilian’s cheeks swelled like balloons as she pouted. “Of course, I am. Beloved followed my directions perfectly.”

      “Maybe you’re just bad at giving directions,” Christine suggested.

      “Hawa…”

      “Stop using your mother’s catchphrase!” Kevin and Christine shouted at the same time.

      “Ufufu,” Kotohime giggled as she unbuckled her seatbelt. Kevin felt sweat trickle down his face when he saw that, even in the car, she was sitting in seiza. “I can confirm this with Mack-dono, but I believe that this is, indeed, our new residence.”

      “But, there’s already a car in the driveway.” Kevin pointed at a large black limousine. It was a sleek model that he couldn’t help but think was foreign. Its more streamlined design gave it a foreign appearance.

      Lilian and Iris looked at each other.

      “You don’t think…” Iris started.

      Lilian shuddered. “I pray to Inari that’s not the case.”

      “Care to share whatever’s on your mind?” Christine asked with a raised an eyebrow.

      “Ufufufu, Iris-sama and Lilian-sama are probably just worried about our new roommates.”

      Roommates? Kevin frowned, but he decided not to ask. It sounded like there were people waiting for them inside.

      After parking the van, Kevin and the others vacated the vehicle and walked up to the front. Kotohime had the keys, so she unlocked and held the gate open, allowing them to enter. They went through one by one, entering what appeared to be an open courtyard.

      They were halted from going further by several people standing before the front door. He recognized all of them. They were the female members of the Pnevma Clan. Delphine, their nine-tailed matriarch with breasts bigger than her head; Daphne, the oldest of her daughters and a seven-tailed kitsune of considerable power and beauty; Aster and Azalea, the twincest lesbians; Marigold who was known as the clan’s angel; Holly and Ivy, the mother/daughter scientist duo; the tiny Violet who kept her tattas carefully concealed with breast bindings; and Jasmine, the youngest of Delphine’s children. All of them were present, which caused Lilian and Iris to gawk like they were seeing ghosts.

      And standing in front of this massive group of beauties was a woman who Kevin would never fail to recognize.

      “M-Mom?!”

      “Kevin!”

      Kevin’s mom, a youthful woman with light brown hair and blue eyes, rushed up to him and engulfed him in a hug. While he was a little embarrassed about being hugged by his mom in front of so many people, he was so relieved to see her that he hugged back without thinking about it.

      “I’m so glad you’re all right,” Kevin said.

      “That’s my line.” His mom seemed more emotional than usual. She was actually crying. “I was so worried about you.”

      As he and his mom shared a touching reunion, more voices echoed all around them.

      “Hawa! It’s Mama! Hi, Mama!” Camellia shouted as she waved at her mother.

      “Ugh, I can’t believe that old bat brought the whole family,” Iris groaned.

      “Hmph.” Delphine snorted. “Now that’s just rude.”

      “Don’t disrespect the matriarch, you little brat!” Daphne shouted at Iris.

      Iris glanced at the seven-tailed kitsune with a disinterested glare. “Oh, you’re still alive, Daphne?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?!”

      “We’re here, too! Don’t forget about us!” Aster and Azalea said.

      “Oh, it’s the yuri twins!” Iris exclaimed.

      “Heya, Iris. You’re looking sexy as always. How about a threesome to celebrate our reunion?” the two offered.

      Iris buffed her nails. “Sorry, girls, but I’m in a relationship now.”

      Everything screeched to a halt. Even Kevin and his mom broke apart when an awkward silence fell over the group. Kevin disengaged from hugging his mom to look at the family of kitsune.

      “D-did I hear right?” Aster, or maybe it was Azalea, asked. “Did Iris just say no to a threesome?”

      “Uhuhu.” Puffing up her chest, Iris grabbed Kevin and Lilian by the arms and pulled them to her. “That’s right, dear aunties. I’m in a relationship with this Studmuffin and Lily-pad.”

      “Studmuffin?” Kevin nearly gagged on the word.

      “Wait. You mean you’re with a man?” one of the identical twins asked, her nose wrinkling.

      “That’s what you got from this?” Kevin asked.

      “Iris has been sullied by a cock,” the other twin said.

      “Don’t speak about such things where everyone can hear you!” Kevin and Christine shouted.

      “Oh, my. Who is this?” asked Delphine as she looked at the frightened Christine.

      Kevin froze. It had been a long time since he’d last seen her, but Delphine, the matriarch of the Pnevma Clan and one of the three Kyūbis, looked every bit as stunning as he remembered. Her silver hair was artfully arrayed in delicate swirls that allowed her slender neck to be seen. The dress that she wore—a red ensemble that glittered as she moved and had a single slit running up the side, revealing a single beautiful leg—was enchanting. Of course, her legs were the last place most people would have looked. In fact, Kevin was positive that no straight male would’ve been able to move past her breasts, each of which were about the size of his head.

      “Well, Lilian, Iris? Why don’t you introduce me to this wonderful child?” Delphine said with a gesture.

      “C-c-child?!” Christine shrieked, pointing a quivering finger at Delphine. “Listen here, Breasticalsaurus Rex! I’m not a child! I’m sixteen years old!”

      “Oh, dear.” Delphine raised a hand to her lips. “This child has a mouth on her.”

      Steam rose from Christine’s head. Her face had turned a bright, angry red, like a murderous apple that had gained sentience and decided to eat people. With her body quivering from head to toe, and her eyes glowing with a demonic aura, she truly looked like something out of a horror novel.

      “THAT DOES IT! I’M GONNA MURDER YOU!”

      “Ack! Wait, Christine! You don’t want to do that! She’s a Kyūbi!”

      “Let go of me, Lilian! Let go of me so I can SHOVE MEAT HOOKS THROUGH THAT HAG’S TITS!”

      “Uh… I don’t think you want to do that,” Iris said. “The old hag might not look it, but she is one of the strongest creatures in existence.”

      Delphine huffed, causing her massive boobs to jiggle. “I take offense to being called an ‘old hag.’”

      “I DON’T CARE! I’M GONNA MURDER THIS BITCH!”

      As Lilian and Iris struggled to hold down an enraged Christine, who must have had the power of rage fueling her strength, Kevin gave the Pnevma matriarch the evil eye.

      “You did that on purpose,” he accused.

      Delphine’s smile was as beautiful as it was devious. “Why, whatever do you mean, dear boy?”

      It’s just as I suspected. Kevin groaned to himself. This woman is pure evil.
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        * * *

      

      A party took place at the new Swift’s residence that night. It was quite the raucous party indeed. Kevin should have expected it, but even he was taken aback by how noisy the festivities were.

      Kevin didn’t know the specifics, but according to what his mom and Delphine told him, the war between humans and yokai in Europe was also winding to a close. Of course, this had come after a war that was every bit as bloody as the one they had experienced in the United States.

      The party was a confusing jumble of voices. Kevin was trying to keep up with all the conversations, but he was honestly having a terribly hard time of it. So many people were talking at once. Of course, most of these people had broken off into groups.

      During the party, Lilian spent her time regaling Marigold with her “epic quests” during the war.

      “Oh, my. Did you really do that?” Marigold would ask, a hand raised to her mouth in surprise.

      Lilian, a massive grin curling her lips, placed her hands on her hips and thrust out her chest. “I sure did! Beloved and I were like a couple of shōnen heroes kicking ass and taking names! We were awesome!”

      Marigold giggled at her niece’s enthusiasm. “I’m sure that you were. It sounds like you have grown really strong.”

      While Lilian wove more tales for Marigold, using wild hand gestures to emphasize her story, Iris was busy grossing out Aster and Azalea by telling them about her sexcapades with him and Lilian.

      “And then I went down on him and—-”

      “I don’t want to hear it!” Aster shouted, holding a hand to her ears. “Speak of this no more!”

      Also covering her ears, Azalea nodded emphatically.

      Aster and Azalea were identical twins with stunning silver hair and bright eyes. Because they looked identical, it was impossible to tell them apart. Everything from the generous proportions of their bodies to the features of their faces was the exact same. They even wore the same one-shoulder strap toga, which meant no one could actually tell them apart, not even their own mother.

      “But really,” Iris continued, and he would have assumed she was heedless of her aunts’ rising horror were it not for her vicious grin. “The musky scent of a man is a lot different than a woman.”

      Aster and Azalea both screamed.

      “Ha! Look at this girl! She’s even shorter than me!” Violet—the incredibly tiny, yet busty three-tails—laughed as she pointed at Christine, who looked ready to blow her top.

      “Who the hell are you calling short, tiny tot?!”

      “You, of course! Not only are you a midget, but you’re small in the other way that matters, too.” As if to emphasize her point, Violet thrust out her chest. The two objects, which looked like a pair of beach balls on her tiny frame, bounced.

      Christine saw red. “Who the hell would want to date a girl as short as you with those disgusting blobs of fat on your chest?!”

      “E-excuse me?!”

      “You heard me!”

      “I think someone needs to be taught a lesson!”

      “Bring it, bitch!”

      And thus the two began to fight—until Kotohime and Kirihime pulled them away from each other.

      They weren’t the only ones who’d gotten in on the festivities. Holly and her daughter Ivy had tried to convince Kevin to let them experiment on him. He’d been reticent and attempted to run away. They probably would have caught him were it not for Delphine, who’d informed the pair that, because he was Lilian’s mate, he was off-limits for experimentation.

      “The only way you’d be allowed to experiment on him was if you ended up joining his harem,” she’d said.

      “There is no harem!” had been Kevin’s emphatic response.

      “Master,” Jasmine said with her dead eyes. “I had not realized you were building a harem. In that case, please allow this worthless slave to become your wanton whore.”

      Jasmine was the youngest of Delphine’s daughters at 121 years old. She looked like an abnormally beautiful girl of maybe twelve or thirteen, with short silver hair and equally silver eyes. Out of all the kitsune Delphine had given birth to, she was the one who most resembled her mother—minus the fact that she was flat as a billboard.

      “You be quiet!” Kevin snapped.

      And, of course, Kevin’s mom had been quite taken in with Camellia—or at least, she’d been taken in with the buxom woman’s body proportions.

      “Camellia, your boobs are astounding! And you have such a thin waist!”

      “H-hawa! That tickles!”

      “What size are these? E-cups? F-cups?”

      “Camellia doesn’t knooooow.”

      “Mom! Stop groping my mate’s mother!”

      “But… look at these things…”

      “Um… Mistress Karen, could you please halt your groping of Lady Camellia?” Kirihime requested in a polite but embarrassed voice.

      “Ha… fine.” Kevin’s mom released Camellia’s breasts from her indomitable grasp.

      Sometime during the party, Delphine had made a shocking announcement.

      “Before we continue celebrating the end of a vicious war, I have a couple of announcements to make. First, thanks to the war, our clan has been displaced. Our island is no longer livable, and many of our people have been scattered. While I intend to rebuild our clan, we need a place to stay. Mack has graciously allowed us to live here in Phoenix as a courtesy to Lilian and Iris for their deeds in helping end the war.”

      Kevin suspected there was another reason that Mack had allowed them in. The Four Saints had been responsible for keeping yokai clans out of the United States, but Mack did not have their strength, and the only member of that group left was Sarah, whose amnesia had caused her mind to regress to that of a child. With the Four Saints now gone, there was nobody powerful enough to keep yokai clans from intruding on this country if they chose to.

      “So… we’re all going to be living together?” Lilian murmured with a frown. “I’m not sure I like that idea.”

      “So long as no one invades our love nest, I don’t care where they live,” Iris declared, which earned her a disgusted look from Christine.

      “Kevin.” He stiffened when Delphine addressed him. “It seems that we will be in your care for some time. I hope that you will come to see us as your family during these times.”

      “Uh… yeah, I’m sure I will,” Kevin hedged.

      Delphine’s smile set him on edge. “You’re too kind.”

      The party continued after Delphine’s announcement. Kevin mingled some more, talking with his mate, letting Iris act clingy as she showed him off to the repulsed Aster and Azalea, conversing with Marigold, and defending Christine from Violet’s teasing. He was exhausted by the time the festivities began winding to a close.

      Later in the evening, Kevin wandered out to the backyard. Much like the front, the backyard was a study in aesthetic beauty. The cobblestone floor gave off the impression of natural ground, and the arched ceiling above him created an appealing contrast to the generally western architecture of the house. Basic Greek columns supported the ceiling. An elevated fireplace sat in the center of the patio, surrounded by several cushy armchairs. This backyard even had a spillover spa that led into a massive infinity edge pool and a fully equipped outdoor kitchen.

      Kevin sat down on one of the armchairs. As the noise coming from inside of the house blocked out the sounds of chirping crickets, he thought about everything that had happened to him; the war, his father, the fact that he was an experiment, and of course, Justin’s death.

      That idiot. He didn’t have to go and get himself killed.

      Kevin had not cried over his friend’s death—not during the small funeral service that was held, nor after it had happened. It was as if he’d become disassociated with what happened, like there was a disconnect between reality and his brain. A part of him expected Justin to randomly appear before him one day.

      Footsteps approached him. They were too light to be Lilian’s, and their pace did not carry the confidence of Iris. However, they were too heavy to be Christine’s. His mom, then.

      “What are you doing out here?” his mom asked. “Are you tired of all those partying kitsune?”

      Kevin didn’t turn around. He looked out at the backyard, which fed into a large desert that stretched out for miles.

      “I guess I just needed some peace and quiet. It’s kind of noisy in there,” he said.

      “That’s true. Those kitsune are a riot.”

      Kevin heard the rustling of fabric and assumed his mom had sat on one of the chairs. He still didn’t look her way, but that was because he didn’t know what he’d do upon seeing her.

      “I met Ethan.”

      “I know. I saw your fight against him on the news.”

      “Oh, I see. You already saw it on the—wait.” Kevin finally turned to her. His mother was, indeed, sitting on the armchair next to him. “What do you mean you saw it on the news?”

      His mother gave him an odd look. “You mean you don’t know? Your face is all over the news, Kevin. There were several security cameras located throughout the White House that caught your fight with Ethan on tape, which was later leaked by someone. You were also seen protecting several human families with Lilian and the others. They’re calling you ‘The Hero Who Saved Two Races.’”

      “W-when did this happen?” Kevin asked, flabbergasted. “I never heard anything about this!”

      His mom sighed. “You really should pay more attention to what’s happening around you, Kevin.”

      “I-I’ve been kind of busy,” Kevin mumbled, looking away.

      His mom studied him with keen eyes that made Kevin squirm. Something about her gaze made him very uncomfortable. A moment later, she looked away and sighed.

      “I suppose you have,” she finally admitted. “Even without seeing that video on the news, I can tell just from being near you that you’ve been through a lot. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help you.”

      For just a moment, Kevin felt resentment for his mom. Images flashed before his eyes, of times when his mom would leave him alone at home, of when she’d abandon him during their travels for her job, of when she’d tell him to man up after he’d come to her in tears because of something that happened when he was younger. Of course, there were also the more recent times when he had been forced to fight for his life. The moment soon passed, however, and Kevin took a deep breath, held it, then released it.

      “It’s fine. I’m not angry.”

      The smile that she gave him made Kevin feel like she could see through his lie. “You really are a kind young man. I’m very proud of how strong and compassionate you’ve become. You’ve even got your own harem.”

      Kevin felt like slamming his face into a wall. “Don’t mention my harem! I don’t have a harem!”

      “There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” she teased. “Isn’t it every boy’s dreams to have their own harem?”

      “Where the heck did you hear that?! No, you know what. Never mind. Polygamy isn’t legal anyway, so get your mind out of the gutter!”

      “You never know. Now that yokai are no longer forced to hide their identities, there’s going to be a lot of changes. Polygamous relationships aren’t that unusual in the yokai world.”

      Kevin clicked his tongue as his mother chuckled, but he couldn’t argue with her since he knew that she was correct. Settling down, he leaned back in his chair and looked at the starry night sky.

      “Will you tell me about Ethan now?” he asked. Kevin could practically feel his mom stiffen in her seat.

      “I… suppose you do have the right to know,” she said.

      “I’d also like to know more about the experiments that made me.”

      His mom winced. “I don’t actually know much about those. I only found out after my third trimester, and the report that I read never specified what had been done to you while you were in my womb.” She gave him a weak smile. “It was actually learning about you being experimented on that made me decide to leave the Sons and Daughters of Humanity.”

      “I see.”

      Disappointment hit Kevin like a speeding semi-truck. He’d hoped to learn about his power to negate youki barriers, and he wanted to know if there were any other surprises in store for him. It was hard not knowing what he was and wasn’t capable of. It was even harder because he was worried that some latent power he had might hurt his mate.

      “Now, don’t get too depressed. I’m sure there’s nothing wrong with you,” his mom reassured him.

      “Yeah. I’m sure you’re right.” Knowing better than to mope, Kevin decided to change the subject. “So, about Ethan…”

      His mom slumped in her seat as a sense of melancholy washed over her appearance. “Ethan … I met him back when I was fourteen. My father had been killed by a yokai, and that same yokai had also raped and killed my mom in front of me. Ethan came with his group and rescued me. At the time, I had decided to join him after he told me about their cause. I hated yokai for what they’d done to my parents. It didn’t take long before I became one of their best operatives, which I guess was what attracted Ethan.”

      There was an air of wistfulness about his mom, yet he couldn’t help but detect a sour note in her demeanor. Her eyes, staring up at the sky, were lost in a distant past that he couldn’t see.

      “For a while, I thought he loved me. It wasn’t until I accidentally uncovered secret files pertaining to you that I realized he only got close to me because he thought I was the ‘perfect specimen’ to carry his genetically modified child. He was just using me. That’s when I decided to run away. I destroyed all of the files and blew up his base, making it look like I was taken out in the explosion. I cut all ties with him and his organization after that and ran all the way to Phoenix, where I met Davin and pleaded with him to let me live here. Then I had you, and the rest is history.”

      Kevin remained silent as his mom finished her story. He didn’t know what to say.

      “Do you hate me?” she asked suddenly.

      “What? No! Of course not!” Kevin was shocked that she would even ask that. “Why would you think that?”

      His mom’s sad smile kept him from saying anything else. “Because I know that I wasn’t a very good mother. I expected a lot from you. I expected you to be able to take care of yourself, I wasn’t there when you needed me to be, and I did more than just neglect you. If I were in your shoes, I would hate me.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you’re not in my shoes.” Kevin ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t hate you. I could never hate you. You’re the only family I have. Despite all of your faults, you’re my irreplaceable mom.”

      “Heh, you’ve turned out to be a really great kid. I might not have any right to say this, but as a parent, I’m very proud of you.”

      “T-thanks.”

      “However, I’m not the only member of your family anymore.” His mom’s grin turned sly. “Don’t think I don’t know about the sexy shenanigans you’re getting up to with your harem.”

      Kevin’s cheeks burned with color. “I thought I already told you: I don’t have a harem.”

      “So, you’re not banging Lilian and her smoking hot sister?”

      “That’s—w-well—that’s none of your business!”

      “How cute. Is this what you anime nerds call a tsundere?”

      “Y-y-you! Shut up, Mom! Just stop talking!”

      Kevin leapt up from his chair and tried to cover his mom’s mouth, but his mom proved to be quite nimble. She flipped over the back and ran from him. As he chased after his mom, who laughed as she teased and taunted him as she ran away, Kevin wondered what life would have in store for him now that the war had ended.

      He was sure his life would be even more interesting from here on out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      I want to thank everyone who read A Fox’s War.  I hope you enjoyed it immensely.

      I know how important your time is, but if you liked this story and have a quick minute, please consider writing a review on Amazon to let other potential readers know whether they would like this story. Reviews are the life blood of us authors and are imperative for our growth and livelihood. You are essentially helping us continue living by writing a review.

      If you enjoyed this story and would like to know when a new volume  comes out, make sure you follow me on Amazon. They don’t update readers when an author’s next book comes out unless you follow that specific author.

      You can also join my mailing list if you’d like to learn when a new volume is out from me instead of Amazon. I also sometimes host raffles and giveaways on my mailing list.

      If you enjoy sarcasm, NSFW artwork, and all things erotic, you can follow me on Twitter.

      My Facebook Page is another place where you can find me. I try to post less on there, so you won’t get sarcastic posts and naked artwork, but you’ll get important stuff like cover reveals, light novel illustrations, WIPs, and the occasional glimpse into what I am writing.

      And finally, you can find me on the Haremlit Facebook group. If you are a fan of harem stories in general, I highly recommend joining as well. You’ll feel right at home.

      Once again, thank you immensely for reading my books. Your support is immeasurable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More American Kitsune?

          

        

      

    

    
      American Kitsune Season 1 has now ended. I do plan to eventually get back to this series and write season 2, but I have decided to take a break because there are many more series I want to write. I’ve got all kinds of plans for new series that span the gauntlet of genres from gamelit to wuxia to reincarnation to isekai. There’s just so much I want to write that I feel like I need take a break from writing American Kitsune.

      However!

      If you, my readers, would like to see me continue this series right now, then there is something you can do to let me know.

      Just review this series. That’s it. I figured if each volume of this series gets 100 reviews, it will mean enough people want me to keep writing that I should just continue. Think of this as a democracy. Your vote (review) will help determine whether I should write American Kitsune season 2 right now or begin writing the many other series I want to write.

      If you are interested in this seeing this series continue right now, you can click on the following links, which will take you to each book’s review page:

      

      
        
        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

        A Fox’s Rescue

        A Fox’s Hostility

        A Fox’s Alliance

        A Fox’s Mission

        A Fox’s War

      

      

      

      Thank you all for supporting me as I write this series! I could never have done this without you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      And thus closes season 1 of American Kitsune. This was the first series I ever wrote. I still remember the first time I published A Fox’s Love and how nervous I was. In point of fact, I still get very nervous when publishing a new book. That said, more than nervousness, I think I felt excitement. The idea of publishing a book was something that a fan of my online work suggested. Had it not been for them, I may have never began publishing in the first place.

      I really do have to thank him for starting me on this journey.

      The closing arc of American Kitsune Season 1 is one that has been packed with action, adventure, and fan service. It’s almost shocking to think this entire series was originally a silly romcom about a boy who was so girl shy he fainted whenever Lilian (or any girl really) would talk to him. Kevin sure has come a long way. Since I created him, that almost makes me his father, and as his father, I am quite proud of how far he has come. He’s stepping into his role of harem protagonist very well.

      Mmhmmm.

      American Kitsune was something I made as a parody series. I have always loved anime and manga since I was a child (light novels were rare and I didn’t know about them back then). I grew up watching anime like Ranma ½, Tenchi Muyo, Dragon Ball Z, Naruto, Rurouni Kenshin, Cowboy Bebop, Inuyasha, and Trigun. These series defined my childhood.

      As you can probably tell, Ranma ½ and Tenchi Muyo were my biggest influencers. I have always been quiet and introverted. I never really got along well with others and preferred to spend time by myself, but I always wanted to be outgoing, to meet people and make friends, and of course to have a dating life. I think that is why these two anime appealed to me. The idea that someone who wasn’t very attractive or cool (like me) could gather a harem of beautiful women was so novel at the time that I became enamored with it.

      Of course, as I grew up, I always noticed the problems in harem anime—namely, the characters never grew a pair of balls. It would be one thing if they manned up and said, “you know, I’m not really interested in you.” I can respect that at least, even if I think they’re being foolish. But all harem protagonists do in anime is panic when a woman confronts them before inevitably falling face first into her tits or accidentally seeing her naked. Since harem protagonists never matured in anime and manga, I decided to write stories where they did mature.

      A Fox’s War is the culmination of this decision. Kevin Swift starts off as a regular anime harem protagonist in A Fox’s Love, and now he’s a dual gun-wielding badass who is dating fraternal kitsune twin sisters… and he’ll probably end up dating a certain tsundere in the near future. The point is, Kevin has changed. Kevin has grown. He’s not the same wimp in A Fox’s War that he was in A Fox’s Love. He has learned, adapted, matured, and become a man who knows how to make decisions and stand up for himself, yet he still retains the kindness that all anime harem protagonists possess.

      Anyway, I feel like I’m just repeating myself like a broken record. I’m pretty sure I’ve said all this before in other afterwords. So let’s get to something more important—my thank yous.

      Thank you, Crystal. She’s been my editor for this series since A Fox’s Family. I think we work well together, and she knows my style and can work her magic on my grammar without interrupting my story’s unique flow. I really appreciate her help.

      I also need to thank Kirsten for constantly delivering sexy AF artwork. I’ve been asking her for lewder and lewder art, and she always comes through for me. She and I are also gonna be adapting this into a manga next. I hope you are all looking forward to that.

      And finally, thank you readers. Because of you, I was able to write this series from beginning to end. Because of you, I can do what I love and continue to write stories. Everything that I have accomplished is the direct result of your support. Thank you for reading my books, for writing reviews of them, and for just being awesome people. It’s been a blast working on this series, and I hope you will join me for the next one.

      
        
        ~Brandon Varnell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Did you know that I’m creating an American Kitsune manga?! Production will begin sometime in 2020 on Patreon. Here is a sneak peak!

      If you would like to support the creation of American Kitsune the manga, please head to and subscribe today!
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        Hey, did you know?

      

        

      
        Brandon Varnell has started a Patreon.

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      You can get all kinds of awesome exclusives like:

      
        
        1. The chance to read his stories before anyone else!

        2. Free ebooks!

        3. Exclusive SFW and NSFW artwork!

        4. His undying love!

      

      

      
        
        Er, maybe we don’t want that last one, but the rest is pretty cool, right?

      

      

      

      
        
        To get this awesome exclusive content, go to:

      

      

      
        
        www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell
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