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Chapter 1


Escaping Kyoto



“Bring it on!” I shouted at the approaching Hunters.

Men and women dressed in tailored black business attire took slow, deliberate steps over the shattered remains of tables, office chairs, and the cratered floor. All of them were armed with weapons covered in the glowing golden energy of the Dawn.

The large council chamber was littered with the bodies from our battle with the oni general, Otakemaru. While his oni minions had shattered into particles of Dusk when slain, the general’s massive, dark blue-skinned form still lay broken in the center of the council room. His grotesque head, topped with gore-covered horns, lay a few feet away from where I’d used my Dawn-encased foot to decapitate the monster.

Unfortunately, the rest of the bodies were members of the Wheel. The grief and loss was fresh, and now my women and I were scapegoats for the horrific slaughter.

I fought to stay focused on the Hunters, even as intense pain radiated through my shoulder and barely attached arm.

Though their deadly katanas were drawn, it was obvious that these members of the Wheel of Justice didn’t want to incite any unnecessary violence with me, or the three women I was protecting.

I’d been a member of this secret organization for the better part of two months, joining their fight against monsters and demons lurking in Japan. Even if they hadn’t been in the room to witness it themselves today, they’d probably heard that I’d killed monsters twice my size without the use of a weapon.

I used an ancient fighting style called tranquil fist, meaning I was able to channel Dawn around my hands to turn them into yokai-destroying weapons. Essentially, I was a weapon. Right now, with false accusations still ringing in my ears, I was a very dangerous weapon.

“The Master issued you an order. There’s no need to be cautious with these criminals. Take them into custody now!” Scholar Wada shouted from the far end of the wrecked meeting hall. Clearly, the frazzled older woman that had just accused me of colluding with the Wheel’s ultimate enemy, Gashadokuro, wasn’t pleased with how careful these Hunters were being.

I’d summoned the Dawn in my network moments earlier. The golden energy was covering the upper half of my body, but it felt weak.

The battle we’d just fought had left me broken and exhausted. My right arm was barely attached, so I didn’t know how well my body would respond to another round of fighting.

That didn’t matter. To hell with my body. I wasn’t about to let these naive Hunters harm or subdue my women.

I glanced to my right. Fumiko’s entire body was covered in the Dawn, but the cat girl’s golden armor was a shadow of its normal size and power. Obviously, my two-tailed lover was also at her limit.

“Think about what you’re doing! You can all see the Dawn covering Dylan and Fumiko. How could either of them be working for our enemies?” Ayane reasoned from behind my left shoulder.

As a lifelong member of the Wheel, and a high-ranking Tracker, Ayane must have been conflicted. Her dream was to be involved in the leadership of the Wheel, but the senior members in the room had just turned on her and the rest of us.

“Tracker Ayane Ito, you and the others with you will be given an opportunity to explain yourselves at the trial. Until then, this council refuses to be swayed by your arguments. Our organization is in shambles, and the perpetrators who caused this must be punished,” Endo replied, his voice dripping with false bravado.

I gritted my teeth in anger, knowing the short, wiry man had spent most of the fight cowering in the corner.

The former advisor to the Master had just been voted in as the interim Master, and he clearly intended to put his new power to use. Though he’d only been in charge for a few minutes, Endo had slung the distinct black cord of leadership—worn only by the Wheel’s Master—around his body.

Though I didn’t know the full extent of its power, I’d seen that cord transform into several different weapons before the true Master, Tanaka, was severely injured fighting the oni. The elderly man had been carried out of the room by medical staff only moments ago.

Considering Endo had just lied to the entire room about not hearing the Heavenly communication from the Kirin—the guardian of our realm—hearing him blame the attack on us made my blood boil. What other lies was he prepared to spew?

“The Kirin sent us here. You have records of us helping your ancestors fight against the abyss,” Midori pleaded. The short kappa girl wasn't a fighter, but her ability to heal others had proven invaluable during the battle. She'd likely saved multiple lives, despite her fear of entering the battlefield.

With the Hunters less than ten feet away, the golden light covering my arms flickered. The Dawn strobed for a second until it faded away completely. Pain radiated from my ruined right arm, making it hard to concentrate.

Shit! Okay, focus. Just think about your left arm.

I imagined the internal workings of my network, pushing every ounce of strength and concentration to my left arm. A glow of golden light took shape. This flicker of hope came crashing down when the glow died.

“Hunter Rossi, please don’t make this any harder than it needs to be,” a slender Japanese man in his mid-thirties chided. I didn’t know the Hunter’s name, but he must have been silently elected the mouthpiece for the group based on age.

The slight man removed one hand from his katana and reached for me. Dawn or no, I raised my left arm and took a stance, ready to fight.

His arm was less than a foot away when the door behind my group flew open.

I instinctively stepped back and attempted to pull Fumiko toward me with my useless right arm.

A familiar voice shouted, “Get down!”

The snapping sounds of talismans filled the immediate silence after the voice’s command. A handful of the wooden objects clattered to the floor and began hissing. Clouds of thick black smoke erupted from the floor, plunging everyone into confusion.

“Dylan! This way,” Ayane hissed, grabbing my shoulder.

“What about Fumiko and Midori?” I coughed, but turned in the direction I was being pulled.

“Midori’s on my other arm,” Ayane answered.

At nearly the same moment, there was a tug at my side. “I’m here, mate,” Fumiko assured me.

The air cleared considerably when we were within sight of the back door.

Ayane’s brother, Toshi, was holding the door open while waving us through. Next to him, Jun, the most recent warrior maiden in my group, strained against the weight of a heavy wooden support beam. Her athletic, toned body shook with the effort.

Once I stepped across the threshold, the log started to slip out of Jun’s hands. The chimera girl sucked air through her teeth. “Hurry the fuck up!”

Fumiko dove into the hallway a step behind me. Toshi slammed the door closed, and Jun dropped the log. The bulky hunk of wood wedged between the door and wall on the opposite side of a narrow hallway.

Seconds after the log was dropped, fists hammered from the other side of the door. The door vibrated, but the log didn’t show any signs of moving.

“This way!” Toshi yelled.
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Less than ten minutes later, the six of us were driving through downtown Kyoto. Toshi was behind the wheel of the black van we’d taken from the Arashiyama Garden Ryokan, with Ayane riding shotgun.

“I can’t believe you still had some of my smoke bomb talismans,” Ayane said to her brother, shaking her head slowly. Her voice was monotone, as if she wasn’t sure how to feel about anything after our narrow escape.

“Since I was the one who got in trouble for using one back in school, I decided to keep the rest of them for a special occasion. I’m just happy they still worked,” Toshi added, with what sounded like a very forced chuckle.

I was in the first row of seats with Jun to my left. The chimera girl was flexing her hands and giving each of her knuckles a pop while she stared out the window. Since the tiger stripes on her skin were still visible, I could tell Jun was still feeling some of the raw emotions from our hasty getaway.

Jun was over six feet tall, and had the muscles of an athlete who trained for full-contact sports. Her long pink hair was tied into pigtails on the sides of her head. The black hair ties she used matched the straps from the patch covering her right eye. A Dusk tentacle was still lodged in her eye, a parting gift from an attack by Otakemaru, the oni general I’d just killed.

Though I couldn’t see it from this angle, I imagined her lion-like tail was flicking in agitation.

Her violet eye, full lips, and stubborn, pointed chin made for an extremely attractive combination. But much like my beloved, hard-to-chew sour candies, Jun wasn’t all sugar and sweetness. With the exception of Fumiko, the chimera girl could get snippy with the others—even be a downright bitch at times. Everyone hoped that at least a portion of her personality would improve once Midori was able to heal the prickly girl’s eye.

Sitting behind Jun was the first yokai girl I saved from the Dusk: Fumiko. The cat girl was trapped in the yokai core of the nekomata for over a century before I freed her. Until very recently, the experience had robbed her of her memories and the ability to effectively communicate. The memories had come back to her, and she was rapidly improving her competence with speech, reestablishing her mantle as the leader of the warrior maidens.

Fumiko’s black, cat-like ears were flattened on top of her dark hair. She narrowed her striking green eyes and issued a low growl under her breath. Unlike Jun, I could see Fumiko’s two tails twitching in anger, her arms crossed tightly under her large breasts.

The cat girl was pissed, but she held still while Midori continued to treat the grievous wounds Fumiko had received in our most recent battle. She was devastating in a fight, but during the battle Fumiko had seemed to almost recklessly endanger herself for the sake of others.

Knowing this wasn’t our last fight by a long shot, she and I would need to discuss our offensive strategy if we were to have any hope of defeating Gashadokuro.

With traffic slowing us down, we learned the original reason Toshi and Jun had borrowed the black van from the hotel.

“One of those cultists sent out a mass text about five minutes after you guys left. When they used the Wheel’s code word for a portal, I just couldn’t ignore it,” Toshi explained, doing his best to look casual behind the wheel.

Normally his idol-styled hair was perfectly coiffed, set off by a flirty smile he aimed at nearly every woman within eyesight. But now, his dark hair stuck up at all angles, and his usual swagger was completely absent.

How would civilians know about portals?

Regular people couldn’t see Dawn, Dusk, yokai, or the portals, so why would a cult be using Wheel code to discuss something they shouldn’t even be able to see?

I’d visited the two permanent portals on Mt. Hiei shortly after joining the Wheel. Both portals—the portal to the Heavenly Realm and the portal to the Abyss—were small balls of light guarded by monks and members of the Wheel.

Midori finished treating Fumiko. “That should do it for now. You’ll need to focus on resting for the next few days, but you should be able to make a full recovery.” The kappa girl had argued with me about who should be treated first, but I’d put my foot down once the van started moving—I wanted Fumiko to be her priority.

The whole van let out a collective exhale. It was good to hear Fumiko wasn’t going to suffer any long-term injuries after our battle against a dozen oni soldiers led by Otakemaru.

Toshi changed lanes, his eyes constantly flicking to the rearview mirror as he continued his story. “Since I didn’t want to leave anything up to chance, we borrowed the ryokan’s van and started driving to Mount Hiei.”

“Obviously, we didn’t get that far,” Jun interjected. “A fleet of emergency vehicles raced by us, and Mr. Host-boy got a wild hair up his ass to double back and see what was happening.”

Ayane stopped scanning the mirrors for possible vehicles tailing us from the Wheel and shot the chimera girl a ‘now’s not the time to be bitchy’ look over her shoulder. Even while throwing Jun a severe look, Ayane was absolutely gorgeous. She could have easily made a living as a model with her long, dark, silky hair, wide heavily-lashed eyes, and slender body.

But Ayane would never be happy sitting still and being directed. She had ambitions to be a leader within the organization, and from her constant competence, solid decision making, and professional, unflappable demeanor, I knew she would make a great one.

Well, now that we’re fugitives, I’m not sure her goal of being a Scholar will come true.

The intense woman was a rank five Tracker, and she was my introduction into the Wheel of Justice. Ayane was with me the first time I encountered a yokai. She’d also helped several members from the Wheel survive the most recent encounter we had with the oni, by calling out various weak points she could see inside of the monsters with her advanced Dawn and Dusk-tracking abilities.

I leaned forward to ask more about this mysterious text Toshi received. When the shoulder strap on my seatbelt pressed against my affected shoulder, I hissed from the pain shooting through my right arm.

The kappa girl behind me let out a long, exasperated sigh. She released her seatbelt and moved toward the front of the van.

Under normal circumstances, I would’ve been more than happy to appreciate the view of Midori’s thick, round ass in front of me. Along with being the smallest of the yokai girls, the kappa girl had the shapeliest of behinds.

“Can I borrow your tie, Toshi?” Midori asked.

“Sure.” Toshi removed the black piece of fabric with a single hand.

Midori turned back to me and narrowed her yellow eyes, her pert nose scrunching cutely. She shook her head and absentmindedly pushed a handful of short green hair behind one of her pointed ears.

“Your injuries are never going to heal properly if you keep making all of these unnecessary movements,” Midori warned with a hitch in her throat.

The kappa girl crouched in front of me and removed my tie. She used it and Toshi’s to create two slings. One of them supported my wrist while the other was just past the elbow.

When she was done, Midori pulled the shoulder strap of the seatbelt over my head. Before taking her seat, she grabbed the sides of my face. The kappa girl kissed me tenderly and pushed her forehead against mine when our lips parted.

Midori’s eyes were closed, and she was trembling. “I can fix your arm, but it’s going to take me several days. You have to listen to me if you want to regain full range of motion in your shoulder.”

“Okay, I’ll listen.”

Shit. If there was a way for me to cover myself in the armor version of the Dawn like Fumiko and Midori do, I could have withstood more punishment in that fight. I could have saved more people.

Everyone else in the van had remained silent during Midori’s prognosis. When the kappa girl took her seat, Fumiko’s growling ramped up for a moment. “Not the time for love, Greenie.”

Despite us being battered and bruised, Fumiko's nickname for the kappa girl lightened the mood just enough for Midori to stop staring at me like a helpless patient and roll her yellow eyes.

“Calm down, Twintails. I’m not going to do anything else with him in the car.” I felt a squeeze on my unaffected shoulder. “Besides, acting upset isn’t like you. You must be hungry.”

“I think we all are,” I answered for the group.

“It’s going to have to wait,” Toshi said, swearing at the increased traffic as Midori moved back to her seat

Ayane reached over to her brother, squeezing his arm reassuringly. “We’ll be fine. They’re not stopping cars for random checks. This is just normal traffic before a holiday weekend.”

“You’re right.” Toshi rolled his shoulders a few times and cracked his neck. “Anyway, I had a hunch there was something big happening when I saw all of those emergency responders flying by, so Jun and I followed them.”

Jun decided to jump in again. “We got into the tunnel of the Wheel’s Kyoto clubhouse right when that asshole Endo was elected the new Master.”

“As soon as I heard him speaking with all that humility, I knew something was up.” Toshi looked in the rearview and tipped his chin at Jun. “I convinced muscle-head back there to follow me into the side passage.”

“I didn’t see you picking up a fucking wood beam to block the door, pretty boy,” Jun fired back.

“Jun, stop. Toshi, don’t antagonize her,” Ayane warned. “We have enough things to deal with. We can’t afford to be sniping at each other right now.”

A string of lights changed in front of us, and Toshi was able to get the van moving more than a block. When we rolled to a stop, he turned back to Jun. “I’m sorry for using one of your physical characteristics as a negative. Your brawn was extremely helpful.”

When Jun didn’t reply, Fumiko pushed the back of her seat. “You apologize too, Legs.”

The tall warrior maiden sulked like a goth teenager, but said, “I’m sorry for calling you a pretty boy. Your intuition was correct, and it helped us save the commander.”

The tension in the van was still high as I told our side of the events.

I started with the council meeting, where Fumiko and Midori were going to demonstrate their powers as evidence that they were the warrior maidens from legend, and then shifted to Sato’s explanation of why he’d assigned Toshi to the investigation team.

“Son of a bitch!” Toshi shouted and punched the steering wheel with the side of his fist. “Why did I ever doubt that long-haired, bull-headed jerk?”

“You were scared. You didn’t know who to turn to, and you were using deductive reasoning,” Ayane offered. “It was a mistake, but you couldn’t have known it.”

Toshi’s frustration turned to sadness when I recounted how bravely Sato had fought in the battle against the oni, and his heroic sacrifice to save Midori.

The kappa girl’s breath hitched, and Fumiko leaned over to console her friend. Toshi’s jaw worked as his hands tightened on the steering wheel.

The emotion in the car was only heightened as I recounted the final stages of the battle. A knot formed in my throat when I brought up Scholar Ueda, but I kept going. Ueda had been the first to recognize my abilities, answer my questions, and go against tradition by inviting me to become the first non-Japanese member of the Wheel.

I’m sure he faced an immense amount of pushback and pressure for his belief in me, but he’d been my staunch supporter throughout it all.

I took a deep breath. After I covered what led to Endo being elected the Master, the mood inside of the van shifted from sadness and grief to outrage.

“Why? Why is the lying man the leader now?” Fumiko hissed, her ears flattening against her head. “Why did he lie about not hearing the Kirin? He was there.”

I shrugged. “That’s what we’re all wondering. And why did Scholar Wada immediately push to have him become the interim Master?”

“Do you think Scholar Wada was in on it? The deaths I was investigating?” Toshi asked.

I frowned. “One of the Hunters who died during the Osaka oni attack last month was her grandson. Why would she have anything to do with the deaths of the monks guarding the portals or the investigation into their suspicious deaths?”

Ayane snorted. “She certainly got the ball rolling with quickly electing Endo; most of the Scholars fell in line right behind Wada. Only two Scholars openly opposed electing Endo as the interim Master.” Ayane tsked and looked out the window. “I don’t know what to think at this point. This isn’t the Wheel I grew up in.”

“Which two Scholars voted against Endo?” Toshi took his eyes off of the road to glance at his sister.

“Honda and Kaneda,” Ayane answered.

“No shit?” Toshi stopped at an automated toll booth. When the metal arm raised, he planted his foot on the accelerator. “This means there might be a chance for me to keep looking for some answers.”

Ayane turned to her brother with a pointed stare. “Really? This your plan?” She shook her head. “We shouldn’t get them involved in this mess.”

“It can’t be helped. We need the camping car,” Toshi shot back.

Caught completely off guard, I said, “We don’t need to go camping. We need to figure out our next move. Fighting Otakemaru nearly killed us.”

Ayane looked over her shoulder at me. “A camping car is what you call an RV in the U.S.” She tilted her head toward Toshi. “He doesn’t want to go camping. He wants to visit our grandparents.”


Chapter 2


Hospitality, Grandma Ito Style



Toshi exited the highway less than an hour later and pulled into a standalone 7-11. The convenience store’s parking lot was nearly empty. The only other customers were two men dressed in construction outfits squatting off to the side of the store, smoking and checking their phones.

“I’ll be right back,” Ayane said and jumped out of the van.

I was exhausted, and my arm was killing me, but I couldn’t seem to focus on anything but the faces of those that had died in the battle. People I would never get to speak to again.

Sato. Scholar Ueda. Dozens of Hunters, Trackers, and Scholars. All slaughtered by Otakemaru and his oni soldiers.

I stared out the window at the forest lit by the early afternoon sun. It was still bright green, even though it was December, and thick with stands of bamboo and maple trees. We were somewhere in the northern part of Osaka prefecture, having spent the last hour weaving around mountains and through small, orderly towns.

Fumiko and Midori had nodded off behind me. Next to me, Jun continued to stretch her joints like she was preparing for an athletic event. Up front, Toshi drummed his fingers to an unheard beat on the steering wheel.

“How do you think your grandparents are going to react when we get there?” I asked. I knew the siblings had been raised by their grandparents for the majority of their lives. Their parents had been killed more than twenty years ago in a battle while trying to protect other members of the Wheel.

Toshi stopped his drumming. “Grandpa will be fine. I just need to convince him to let us use the camping car with Grandma out of the room.”

“Why’s that?”

“She can be…difficult.”

Just as I was on the verge of asking more, Ayane opened the passenger’s side door. She was carrying two large plastic bags.

Ayane settled into her seat with the first bag on her lap, as Toshi started up the van again. “Let’s see. Jun, here’s some beef tongue jerky.”

The chimera girl looked surprised for a moment, but held out her hand for the extra-large bag of jerky. “Umm…thanks. How did you know this was my favorite?”

Ayane was already in the process of pulling out another snack. The astute Tracker shrugged. “I just pay attention, I guess. Here, give these karaage chicken pieces and sour gummies to Dylan.”

It didn’t take long for the yokai girls in the back to smell the food and wake up. Ayane had similarly curated snacks for everyone else in the car. The only complaint came from Jun when she lamented the lack of a Strong Zero malt beverage to accompany her jerky.

Thirty minutes after our snack stop, we entered the small town of Toyono. Toshi turned onto a narrow set of streets leading to a subdivision. For a split second, I almost forgot I was in Japan. Outside of a few minor cosmetic changes, the houses we slowly drove past could have been part of a modern development back in the States.

The two-story buildings were aligned in gently curved rows. Each home was narrow by Western standards, but the loss of horizontal space was offset by the extreme length of each building. They reminded me of shotgun houses I’d seen on a trip to New Orleans. These long rectangular houses had room for a compact vehicle in front and what looked like space for a small yard out back. There was even a dog park in the middle of the subdivision.

It was clean, quaint, and very quiet.

Toshi stopped the van outside of a light grey house. It had a carport occupied by a white two-door coupe under a roof of thick transparent plastic. Next to the car, there was a wooden workbench with three toolboxes sitting on it.

Ayane turned to the back of the van, her beautiful face set in determined lines that undoubtedly hid her anxiety. “You guys should wait here.”

Toshi and Ayane had just opened their doors when a five-foot-two force of nature stormed out of the house.

While she looked to be in her seventies, the old woman’s hair was just as dark as her grandchildren’s. Her eyes were small and shrewd, and her mouth was puckered with suspicion. She was wearing a well-worn flowered apron over what appeared to be magenta pajamas.

When she got within a few feet of Ayane and Toshi, she stopped and placed her hands on her hips. “You’re way too early for New Year’s. What happened?”

Toshi suddenly became fascinated with his shoes. Ayane took charge and quickly closed the gap between her and her grandmother. “We’re in trouble. Can all of us come inside?”

The older woman pointed a gnarled finger at Toshi. “What did you do this time?” When Toshi shook his head and raised his hands in surrender, the old woman rubbed her forehead and huffed. She stopped glaring at Toshi and tried to peer over Ayane’s shoulder. Her commanding voice hardened further. “Who’s in the van?”

Ayane looked back in our direction with resignation. “Come on out.”

I grabbed the door handle with my left hand and tentatively stepped down from the van. The yokai girls followed shortly afterwards. We all looked horrible from the battle: clothes torn and bloodstained, hair matted and wild.

This definitely wasn’t the way I’d imagined meeting my girlfriend’s grandparents for the first time.

The old woman eyed us with distrust. “Are these people the reason why you’re in trouble?” She leaned closer to her granddaughter as if to whisper, but continued at the same volume. “Are you sure it’s safe to be around that huge foreigner?”

Ayane, still facing me, winced and slowly turned to her grandmother. “That huge foreigner is my boyfriend.”

The old woman frowned, closed her eyes, and rubbed her temples.

Ayane didn’t wait for a response. “How long has it been since you scanned someone?”

Her grandmother’s eyes popped open. She snorted and moved her hands back to her hips. “Just because you became a rank five Tracker faster than I did doesn’t mean your skills are sharper than mine. Age doesn’t make a person completely useless…well, maybe your grandfather is.”

Ayane rubbed her temples in an identical fashion to her grandmother. “Good. Please scan Fumiko.” Ayane pointed at the cat girl. “She’s the one with the two tails.”

The older woman scoffed, and her dark eyes spit fire. “This is ridiculous. You and your brother show up unannounced, say you’re in trouble, and want me to scan a strange girl in a cat costume.”

Toshi finally jumped in. “Grandma, please. Just do it.”

“Fine,” she replied with a huff. Seconds later, I saw the Dawn on the old woman’s face. In much the same way Ayane had appeared during her rank five test, it looked like the old woman’s eyes were covered with lenses from a pair of golden sunglasses.

“I’ll be,” she breathed. The old woman pulled the Dawn back into her body. She tilted her head up and looked into the clouds. “Your grandfather’s going to be insufferable.”
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Mr. Ito was much more affable than his wife. He was sitting in the living room with the explosions from an action movie keeping him company. His grey hair, wrinkles, and thick glasses painted him as an old man, but his wide grin and twinkling eyes made him appear youthful and carefree.

The moment he laid eyes on Toshi, the old man paused his movie and got to his feet. “Toshi! Have you seen Boy Kills World yet? It’s so good.” He spoke with all of the enthusiasm of a young boy having his best friend visit for a sleepover.

Seeing the interaction between Toshi and his grandfather, I was reminded of the conversation we’d had back in Osaka. According to Toshi, he and his grandfather used to stay up all night watching action movies together as a way for Toshi to cope with the death of his parents.

Mr. Ito hugged Ayane shortly after greeting Toshi, but he seemed taken aback when he saw the rest of us. “You brought…friends. Okay, we should have enough food for everyone.”

Toshi checked to see that his grandmother was out of the room and whispered, “Actually, Grandpa, I was hoping we could borrow the camping car and get back on the road.” Toshi looked down at his feet. “We’re sort of⁠—”

“They’re in trouble,” Mrs. Ito interrupted, craning her neck around the edge of a wall to make eye contact with her husband. She pointed in the direction of the living room and continued. “Have a seat. And no one’s touching that camping car until we hear what kind of mess you’re in.”

The living room was at the back of the house. The walls were sparsely decorated with tomoe—comma-like swirls—that I was pretty sure represented their family crest. There was a three person couch, a simple wooden coffee table, and a fifty-five inch TV on a stand. The southern wall was a sliding glass door with thin curtains obstructing a portion of the backyard. Since there weren’t enough seats, most of us opted to settle on the spotless wooden floor.

As we sat down, Mrs. Ito closed the shoji door between the entryway and kitchen. The lattice-framed door with opaque sheets of paper gave a distinctive, traditional touch to the modern-looking construction.

There was a second shoji door between the kitchen and the living room, but Mrs. Ito kept it open. The scowl on her face deepened as she pulled tea cups and plates out of various cabinets.

When Mrs. Ito had amassed a collection of dishes, she turned toward the living room. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

“Right. Grandpa, we need to use the camping car because the Wheel wants to take Ayane and our friends into custody.” Toshi scratched the top of his head and looked almost sheepish. “Actually, they probably want me too because I helped them escape.”

The clicking of nails on tile drew my attention to the kitchen. A small dog with a mostly white coat and grey head lazily approached Mrs. Ito. From the dog’s nearly-white muzzle and slow progress, I could tell it was old, but the animal still wagged its tail while looking at the old woman. It was a cute mutt. The long nose and floppy ears said Jack Russell Terrier, but the fluffy fur was more Maltese.

Mrs. Ito turned toward the small animal. “I don’t have anything for you, Maru. Either go back to bed or go visit our guests.”

The old short-haired terrier backed up and walked into the living room. Toshi and Ayane gave a full recount of events while Maru moved slowly around the room, greeting everyone. The small dog visited with me last and rested his head on my left leg.

I absentmindedly petted Maru. I didn’t notice his light blue eyes staring at me intently.

“Damn, that dog likes you way more than anyone else,” Jun observed. “Most of us were only able to give him a quick pat on the head before he moved on, but he looks like he wants to be your new roommate.”

I looked down at the dog, but didn’t react to Jun’s comment. I was more focused on trying to contribute to the story of how we arrived at the Ito home.

While Toshi was describing the drive from Kyoto, Mrs. Ito came into the living room with a tray of snacks and set them out on the coffee table.

Mr. Ito’s face became serious as he focused his attention on his grandchildren. “It sounds like you two need a lot of help. Maybe more than your grandmother and I can give you. But we can’t support you if you aren’t honest with us.” The old man turned to the yokai girls. “Why would the warrior maidens come from the core of a yokai? It's ludicrous.” He gave Ayane’s hand a squeeze. “Maybe I was a little too enthusiastic with my bedtime stories, Ayane. They were supposed to help inspire you to achieve something, not throw your life away.”

Ayane looked at Fumiko. “Go ahead. Show him your veil.”

The cat girl finished chewing the small tea cookie she’d grabbed from the tray, closed her eyes, and tensed her muscles. The Dawn covered her body in the unmistakable form of a large cat.

Maru the dog and Mr. Ito both jumped to their feet. The dog wagged its tail and trotted closer to Fumiko. Mr. Ito slowly opened his mouth.

Fumiko opened her eyes and offered Mr. Ito a weak smile before the golden light surrounding her shimmered, and the energy pulled back into her body. “Sorry, I need rest to do more.”

Mr. Ito clapped his hands together. A grin covered his entire face. “Takako, did you see it? The Dawn surrounded her whole body.” The old man pumped his fist. “My grandfather was right! There really was a woman inside of that yokai!”

Ayane had told me the legend passed down through her family about her ancestor falling in love with a woman trapped inside a yokai. She—and the rest of her family—had always thought it was nothing more than a bedtime story.

The old man pulled Ayane up to her feet. He wrapped an arm around her and moved closer to Fumiko. He brought both women in for a hug. “I just—I can’t believe this. It’s amazing.”

Mrs. Ito came back into the room with a tray of tea cups and a kettle. After she placed all of the dishes down, she turned to Ayane. “I told you he was going to be insufferable. Now I’m going to hear about this every day until one of us dies.”

Once Mrs. Ito joined her husband on the couch and everyone was seated again, Ayane spoke. “We need to tell you one more detail.” Ayane looked at Fumiko and the two shared a knowing nod. “Fumiko was trapped inside of the nekomata.”

Mr. and Mrs. Ito froze. After a long moment, the old woman sighed out a long exhale.

I looked at the couch and saw the old man holding his wife’s hands.

Toshi jumped into the uncomfortable silence. “Fumiko didn’t have anything to do with mom and dad’s de⁠—”

“Stop, Toshi,” Mrs. Ito ordered. Her chin was tucked into her chest, and she was drawing in deep breaths.

When Mrs. Ito finally looked up, her eyes glistened. “An oni killed my son and daughter-in-law—not the nekomata. Scholar Ueda killed the monster shortly afterwards, so I considered the matter closed.” The old woman dabbed at her eyes. “Besides, I never believed that nonsense about the nekomata being a beacon for oni in the first place.”

The old couple held each other. Mr. Ito stroked the back of his wife’s head as she let out a few wet exhales.

Toshi reached over for his sister and gave her hand a squeeze, while the rest of us tried to allow the family a moment of emotional connection. Even Jun refrained from making unnecessary comments.

A few minutes later, the members of the Ito family collected themselves, and Toshi asked, “I hate to cut this visit short, but can we please borrow the camping car now?”

The two-tone sound of a door bell butted into any reply Toshi might have hoped for.

“We weren’t expecting any guests today,” Mrs. Ito said in a serious tone. “You might be out of time.”

I stood up. “I’m sorry if we caused you folks any trouble.” I looked at Ayane and Toshi. “We need to leave before this gets worse.”

“Nonsense. Sit back down, young man. I’ll go answer the door and see what I can do.” Mrs. Ito said, already walking through the kitchen.

The bell rang for a second time as she was closing the sliding door, shielding us from view.

“I’m coming!” Mrs. Ito nearly sang to whomever was at the door. We could still see her silhouette through the opaque paper.

A few seconds later, the front door opened. “Oh, well, if it isn’t Daisuke and Jiro. My goodness, you both have grown so much since the last time I saw you.”

“It’s nice to see you, Mrs. Ito. I’m sorry, but we’re here for your grandchildren and their friends. We’d like to avoid disturbing your neighbors. Can you make this easy on everyone and send them out, please?” a man’s voice said.

Mrs. Ito let out a dramatic gasp. “Surely there’s been some sort of misunderstanding. Why don’t you two come in, and we’ll have a chat about this, Daisuke.”

Another voice, presumably Jiro, called out. “Toshi, Ayane, Hunter Rossi! We know you’re in there. Stop hiding behind a helpless old woman and come on out.”

A smack rang out from the entryway.

“Jiro Fujimoto! How dare you yell into my house. This helpless old woman was the one who brought you to a private toilet to wash your backside after you messed yourself on the playground. Now, come inside before I make your right cheek as red as your left one.”


Chapter 3


On the Road Again



A minute later, Mrs. Ito slid open the shoji door separating the entryway and kitchen. Two policemen in their early or mid-twenties were standing behind her. The taller of the two was red-faced and had his eyes glued to the floor.

Toshi was the first one in our group to stand. “Hi Daisuke. Jiro. Sorry for…Grandma.”

“Hey, Toshi.” The shorter officer, Daisuke, had a hint of friendliness in his voice. He looked at his partner and continued. “Jiro, Mrs. Ito’s right. We need to talk this out. So stop staring at your socks. There’s a problem we need to resolve.”

The taller man slowly nodded. “We still have to take them in. No amount of talking is going to change that.”

Daisuke shrugged and looked at Toshi. “I’m not happy about it, but every Wheel member in law enforcement has been ordered to bring you in. Apparently, the new Master is determined to have you behind bars as soon as possible.” He pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek and lowered his eyes. “Officers were told to use any means necessary if you attempted to resist arrest or escape.”

Jiro nudged his partner. “Tell them the rest.”

Daisuke looked at the ceiling. “There’s a rumor going around that leadership wouldn’t mind if you had an accident while in custody.”

I stood up. The rest of our group were also on their feet. Anger and outrage pulsed through the room. Even Maru began growling and barking at the two men in uniform.

Toshi crossed his arms. “Are you threatening us?”

Jiro closed his eyes and shook his head. “No, Toshi. We’re here specifically because we know you. Running to family was a predictable move, but we’re here to make sure nothing happens to you. No one in the Osaka branch of the Wheel believes for a second that you were responsible for what happened in Kyoto. But that’s just it—we’re only one prefecture among the other forty-six. We can’t—” Jiro stopped himself.

Daisuke waited for a beat and then stepped in. “I believe what my partner is trying to say is that the Osaka Hold can’t stand alone against the entire organization. In order to ensure your safety, we’d like to be the ones who bring you in and protect you until this trial business gets underway.”

“And what if we refuse?” I asked, my muscles tensing. I felt bad for bringing this trouble to Ayane’s grandparents’ door, but I wasn’t ready to throw in the towel. There was no way we would be getting a fair trial with Endo in charge.

Daisuke pinched the bridge of his nose. “I wouldn’t advise that course of action, Hunter Rossi. Your reputation precedes you, but I don’t believe you fully comprehend the influence of the Wheel. If you and your friends don’t accompany us, others will find you.”

Jiro decided to take a step toward us. “It’s not a question of if but when. Toshi, you know we’re not exaggerating. Wheel members are already in position at all major travel hubs, and the license on that van out front has been flagged in the system. Please, don’t make this any harder than it needs to be. Daisuke’s right, we want to make sure this is done the right way.”

Toshi looked in my direction and then toward Jun, whose narrowed eyes were trained on the two men as if she were deciding which one to pummel first. “You guys are making some logical arguments, but I don’t think my friends are willing to listen. Why don’t you let us leave, and the big muscle woman won’t tear either of you a new asshole.”

“Toshi!”

“Sorry, Grandma.”

Mrs. Ito moved closer to the officers. “Daisuke, Jiro, both of you are reasonable men. You’ve known our grandkids your entire lives. I’d hate to see your bonds of friendship severed because of a misunderstanding.” She gripped Daisuke’s forearm.

Daisuke turned to Ayane’s grandmother and placed his hand on hers. “I understand your concern Mrs. Ito, but we want to do right by your grandchildren. This is the only way we know how to keep them safe.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mrs. Ito slip her free hand into Daisuke’s pocket.

“I know you do, dear. They’re just being delusional. But, like you said, they’re going to get caught sooner or later. You and Jiro are smart police officers. You figured out my silly grandkids would come running home the second they were in trouble.”

She let go of Daisuke’s arm and placed her hand on Jiro’s arm. Again, her free hand moved at the speed of a mongoose and snatched something out of the taller man’s pocket.

“These troublesome kids just asked me and my feeble husband to hide them here in the spare bedroom and garden shed. Can you believe the audacity of these two? As if there’s any room in the garden shed with all of my husband’s crap in there.” She snorted and adopted a disappointed expression. “We raised them like our own children, and they bring all of their troubles back to our doorstep.”

Jiro gave Mrs. Ito a knowing nod and an apologetic look. “I’m sorry that you were forced to witness this.”

Mrs. Ito patted Jiro’s cheek. “And I’m sorry for slapping you earlier. I was just so worked up.”

Daisuke rubbed at his lower lip. “Mrs. Ito, we can see through your act. I know what you’re doing.”

Wait. Did he know that the old lady stole something out of his pocket?

Ayane’s grandmother must have sensed the same thing, because she froze in position next to Jiro.

“There’s a lot of honey coming out of your mouth. It’s like you’re trying to convince us to help.” Daisuke pointed at Mrs. Ito.

Mrs. Ito relaxed and raised both of her hands up. “You caught me. I’m doing exactly what any grandparent would do in my situation. I’m searching for a way to get my grandchildren out of this situation alive and well.”

“I’m sorry Mrs. Ito, but the only way that’s going to happen is if they come with us willingly.” Daisuke gently pulled one of the old woman’s arms down.

Ayane’s grandmother allowed the police officer to lower her arm. She cupped her second hand over his. “It’s just that, well, you know how pig-headed Toshi can be.”

“Grandma!”

The old woman turned her head toward her grandchildren. “It’s true, dear. You’ve always had this stubborn side to you. And your sister’s always been too proud of herself and her abilities.”

Ayane crossed her arms.

“Mrs. Ito, perhaps now’s not the best time to discuss the shortcomings of your grandchildren.”

She looked up at the officer with innocent eyes and patted his arm with one hand, while the other stealthily slipped into another one of his pockets.

“Oh, I suppose you’re right, Daisuke. But could you and Jiro possibly hear me out? For old time’s sake.”

Jiro rolled his eyes and gave his partner a nod.

“What do you have in mind, Granny Ito?” Daisuke asked.

Mrs. Ito looked back in the officer’s direction. “Ah, Daisuke, I knew you still thought of me as part of your extended family. I might be asking for a lot, but could you possibly give them a chance to keep their foolish pride intact?”

“And what would that entail? We’re not going to let them hit the road.” Jiro frowned.

Mrs. Ito raised a finger in the taller officer’s direction. “One moment.” She was looking at her silent husband.

I finally realized that for all of Mrs. Ito’s talking, her husband hadn’t said a word during the entire exchange in the living room. Mr. Ito stood still. His eyes were glazed over, and his mouth was slightly open.

“Dear. Are you still with us?” Mrs. Ito asked with a heavy dose of saccharin. When the old man’s eyes didn’t focus, the woman turned to the two police officers. “All of this commotion must have overwhelmed my husband. You know, he’s been forgetting things and losing focus lately.”

Oh shit. Did we break Ayane’s grandfather?

“I’m so sorry to hear that, Granny Ito. Is there anything we can do?”

“That’s very kind of you, but I think I have an idea.” Ayane’s grandmother moved closer to her husband.

Mrs. Ito placed her hands on the old man’s cheeks. “Can you hear me, dear? I need you to take the kids out for a little walk. Can you do that?” When the old man didn’t reply, Mrs. Ito pulled him in for a tight embrace.

The two officers looked up at the ceiling to give the old couple a fragment of privacy.

My concerns about the old man’s well-being lowered when I saw Mrs. Ito slip several objects into Mr. Ito’s back pockets. While his movements weren’t as deft as his wife’s, the old man was still able to quickly transfer the items from his back pockets to the front.

As she backed away from her husband, Mrs. Ito turned to Toshi. “Give me the key to that stolen van you parked outside of my house.”

“Grandma! I can’t do that. It’s the only vehicle large enough for all six of us.”

Slap!

“How dare you, Toshi! These men are your friends, and they’ve graciously offered to listen to my proposal. The least we can do is show them some good faith. Now give me those keys.”

Toshi rubbed at his cheek with one hand while fishing the van’s keys out with the other.

“Thank you,” Mrs. Ito said imperiously, quickly mouthing ‘sorry’ to Toshi.

She walked back to the officers, bringing her hands together around the key. When Mrs. Ito was next to Daisuke, she fanned her fingers out, but the key was no longer in her hands. “Would you look at that? The key’s gone.”

Daisuke heaved out an exasperated sigh. “Very funny, Granny Ito.” The officer opened his palm. “Please hand them over.”

In a move reminiscent of a birthday magic show, Mrs. Ito reached behind Daisuke’s ear and pulled the van key out of thin air. She laid the key in the officer’s hand. “Here you go, Daisuke. They can’t drive away if you have the keys.”

Jiro shook his head. “After all of these years, I still can’t figure out how you palm things like that.”

Mrs. Ito waggled her finger at Jiro. “A magician never reveals their secrets.”

Toshi made a point of stomping his foot. “I can’t believe you sold us out, Grandma. I should’ve listened to Ayane when she suggested we put the two of you into a home.” Toshi moved closer to his grandfather and pulled the old man’s hand. “Come on, Grandpa. Let’s go for a walk.”

Mr. Ito allowed himself to be pulled forward.

The rest of our group took a hesitant step forward.

“And what exactly do you think you’re doing?” Jiro asked when Toshi made it halfway through the kitchen.

“Jiro, dear, the kids just want to have one last stroll with their grandfather. You said no driving away. Why don’t you let them leave, and I’ll get some more tea and cookies for your trouble. You have their keys; they’re not going far.”

Jiro raised his brows and looked at Daisuke. The shorter officer sighed dramatically and nodded. “You have ten minutes.”
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The moment we were out of the front door, Mr. Ito snapped out of his fake paralysis and looked at Toshi. “Keep your arm on me in case they look out the window.” Toshi grunted his understanding and Mr. Ito continued, “Walk me to the workbench at the back of the carport.”

As the largest individuals, Jun and I naturally fell to the back of the group to block the old man from potential prying eyes.

A smirk touched the old man’s mouth, and he suddenly looked ten years younger. I could see where Toshi got his mischievous streak. “We’re going to flatten all of the tires—your van and Daisuke’s car. Remove the valve covers. Be snappy. The missus will keep them busy for at least twenty minutes, but even her charm has its limits.”

We took very slow, deliberate steps with Mr. Ito toward the edge of the house as the rest of the group sped forward and disappeared around the corner. Once we rounded the corner, I saw Ayane crouched by the police car’s right rear tire, showing Fumiko and Midori the valve cover and how to unscrew it. The yokai girls nodded in understanding and took off to finish pilfering from the other tires.

Mr. Ito grabbed a red metal toolbox from his workbench. I used my good arm to make short work of the van’s front driver’s side tire and then went for the rear one. Mr. Ito followed me and pressed thin nails into the valve cores.

Toshi stepped out of the van with his katana and my gloves. “Why don’t I just slash the tires?”

Switching his toolbox from one hand to the other, Mr. Ito shook his head. “There’s always a chance the tire will pop, and we don’t want to alert our friends inside. Trust me, they won’t get far.”

The women pushed nails into the other valve stems and handed the valve caps to the old man. Mr. Ito’s smile was a bit wicked. “Excellent. Now, come on.”

Mr. Ito walked with purpose to the edge of the driveway, and we all dutifully followed.

After five minutes of passing a string of seemingly identical houses, I decided to ask for some details. “Where are we going, and what did your wife steal from the police?”

“Almost there,” he said, lifting his red toolbox to point at a large, detached building with multiple garage doors less than a quarter mile away.

He was wearing that same smirk when he looked over his shoulder at me. “Oh, Takako’s magic? She’s been obsessed with sleight of hand for decades. If you really want to know more, the kids can tell you all about it on the road.”

When we arrived at the garage, Mr. Ito set his toolbox down next to the third bay door. He unfastened two robust latches on the top. The metal box accordioned open, revealing three tiers on either side.

He pulled out a garage door opener and clicked a button. He remained crouched over his toolbox while the bay door in front of us came to life and rolled up.

“Alright—cell phones. Put them in here,” he ordered, pulling a small canvas bag out of the bottom of his toolbox.

Ayane grabbed the bag and dropped her phone in as Toshi and I did the same. Her grandfather took two newer-looking phones out of his pockets and set them on the concrete floor. He grabbed a framing hammer out of the toolbox and brought it down hard on the screens of both phones, smashing what were presumably Daisuke and Jiro’s phones.

“You’re not going to do that same thing to our phones, are you, Grandpa?” Toshi asked in horror as glass flew in all directions.

The old man rolled his eyes, gave both phones a few more good hits, and shook his head. Once Ayane handed him the canvas bag, the old man dropped it into the bottom of the toolbox. He pulled two Phillips-head screwdrivers out and stood up.

“Toshi, take the plates off our camper car and give them to me when you’re done.”

The Hunter took one of his grandfather’s screwdrivers and walked into the garage.

From a quick glance inside, it was obvious that this was used as communal storage for several residents. There were a couple of small, sporty vehicles under car covers, fishing boats, and a line of four van-sized RVs.

Unlike the identical string of houses and compact cars, the recreational vehicles in the garage offered up a bit of distinct character. Toshi approached the front of a white vehicle boasting a large Toyota logo above its bumper and a few lines of turquoise running along its body.

“Ayane, you remember which locker is ours, right?”

The Tracker didn’t bother to answer her grandfather. She waved to the other girls and led them to a gated section of self-storage compartments.

“Take it all. You don’t have time to sort through it,” Mr. Ito called over his shoulder. He tilted his head in the direction of the RVs. “Come with me.”

We stopped at the furthest vehicle. It was at least three years newer than the one Toshi was in front of—presumably Mr. Ito’s—but it shared a similar van-like front end and mostly white paint job.

The old man crouched down and got to work on the screws. After handing me the second one, he asked, “Are you sure you should go with them?”

“Sorry? What was that?” I was surprised by the sudden steel in his voice.

“You heard me.” He got to his feet, and we walked toward the back of the RV. “You’re injured, right? How are you going to protect my granddaughter with only one arm?”

The old man’s knees cracked like kindling when he crouched down again.

“Mr. Ito, my arm won’t be an issue for much longer. I’d protect Ayane with my life. I won’t let her get hurt,” I vowed.

“Stubborn screw, come on.” The old man struggled for a moment before the fastener loosened its hold. When his hand was moving again, Mr. Ito asked, “You swear it?” He paused and fixed me with a hard stare. “Do you swear my granddaughter’s going to come out of this okay?”

I tried to show the old man how seriously I was taking his request. He didn’t know me. From his perspective, the whole business with the Wheel wanting to put us on trial could have been entirely my fault.

I held his gaze. “Yes, sir. I swear she’ll be safe. I’d do anything for her.”

Toshi hustled around the back of the RV with two license plates. He stopped next to me and his grandfather. The Hunter looked back and forth between us. “What’d I miss?”

“Your friend’s just promised to keep your sister safe.” Mr. Ito turned to his grandson. “Make sure he honors that promise, or don’t bother coming back.”

Toshi looked at me and gave me a very brotherly nod. “He’ll keep his word.”

The next couple of minutes were spent attaching license plates and carrying camping supplies into the RV. It was hectic, so I only saw a bunch of sleeping bags, charcoal, and folding chairs before it was time to go.

Once the last load was taken into the camper, Mr. Ito hurried through his goodbyes. He hugged his grandchildren, passing Ayane a wad of cash from his pocket. Next, he bowed to each of the yokai girls with a big dopey grin on his wrinkled face.

When he got to me, Mr. Ito’s face turned serious, and he stuck out his left hand. “I’m counting on you.”

I shook the old man’s hand awkwardly, not accustomed to using my left hand. “I’ll even keep an eye on Toshi too. I don’t want you to lose your favorite movie buddy.”

A smile touched the corners of Mr. Ito’s lips. “I’d appreciate that. Once this is over, we’ll host a movie night. Hell, I’ll make it a double feature. We can work together to convince the wife and Ayane to cook for the group.” He leaned in closer and added, “Takako’s gotten rusty, but she’ll be grumpy for weeks if we compliment Ayane’s cooking more than hers.” The old man winked and stepped away.

Toshi and Ayane climbed into the front cab, and the rest of us piled into the back. The bench seats with flower-patterned covers were a downgrade from the sleek leather seats in the van, but we all fit in the vehicle, and that was what mattered. After waving to Mr. Ito one last time, we headed toward the highway and the island of Shikoku.

After we’d been on the road for five minutes, I moved closer to the front cab. “Where are we going?”

Toshi pulled a phone out of his pocket and handed it to his sister. “Ayane’s going to find us a campsite in Ehime prefecture.”

Ayane eyed the phone like it was a snake for a second. “Burner?”

“Yep. We’ll pick up a few more once we get settled somewhere.”

She started tapping away, and I let my mind wander as I stared out of the RV’s windshield. Coincidentally, I’d watched a documentary about Shikoku on the thirteen-hour plane ride from Chicago to Osaka.

Shikoku is the smallest and least populated of the four main islands of Japan. It’s about the size of New Jersey and sits directly under the main island of Honshu, connected to it by massive suspension bridges that make the drive from Osaka to Shikoku possible in less than four hours.

A range of forested mountains run along its middle like a dormant volcanic spine, so the majority of the cities and towns are located on the relatively flat ground near the northern coastline—like the capital, Matsuyama. Being small and relatively isolated, Shikoku has retained more traditional Japanese architecture and culture than the other Japanese islands.

Ayane’s voice interrupted my internal reflection regarding Shikoku. “Looks like Futami Seaside Park is pretty secluded. We could start there.”

Toshi shrugged. “Works for me.” He peered over his shoulder at me and added, “It’s going to be a long drive, so you might want to get some sleep.”

Looking back at the bench seats, I noticed all three of the yokai girls were beginning to nod off. I ignored him and turned back to Ayane. “What’s up with your grandma being a pickpocket?”

Ayane and Toshi exchanged a knowing, mischievous look. Toshi turned his head first and said, “If you think that’s cool, you should see what she can do with handcuffs.”


Chapter 4


A Peaceful Morning



I don’t think any of us got a decent amount of sleep that night. The chaos of fighting, injuries sustained, concerns about what our next move should be, and the lack of adequate space for six people to lay down comfortably prevented any meaningful rest.

When I was able to fall asleep, I was troubled by flashes of a dream. It seemed like Fumiko, Ayane, Midori, and Jun were standing just behind me. But looking for them proved useless. It was like someone tapping on your shoulder, but every time you turned around, there was no one there.

Every fiber of my subconscious wanted me to pay attention. A handful of words did manage to wedge themselves into my mind, as I struggled through the hazy soup of unrecognizable specifics.

Trust

Love

Provide

“Aren’t I doing that?” I shouted into the void.

Jun’s scowling visage lingered in my periphery as the words continued to echo in my ears on a loop.

Trust

I shook awake. My groggy brain was already attempting to steal some strand of meaning. Any hope of doing so faded with the golden light of the Dawn coming from Midori’s hands.

The kappa girl was kneeling in the aisle, next to the fold-out bench seat in the rear of the camper. She was treating my shoulder with warming blasts of healing Dawn. Her big yellow eyes looked tired, but she still managed to happily whisper, “Morning,” when she saw me wake.

“Good morning. Thank you,” I whispered back, admiring her cute face hovering near mine.

I felt warm breath tickle my nape and guessed Fumiko was behind me. Jun and Midori had converted the table into a small bed that likely had them spooning all night. Toshi provided a comically loud snoring soundtrack from the small elevated bed over the cab.

Midori took her hands away from my shoulder a minute later. “I’ll probably need to complete five or six more sessions, but you should see some improvement in your shoulder. Make sure you wear that impromptu sling—it’ll help.”

I tried to roll my affected arm. The joint protested, but I wasn’t in a biblical amount of pain.

Progress is progress.

“Yeah, it’s definitely better. Thanks again.”

Midori’s eyelids drooped even further. “I need to rest. Please wake me up when breakfast is ready.” The kappa girl moved back to her spot next to Jun and was basically asleep the moment her head hit the pillow.

Knowing that I wasn’t going to get any more rest, I decided to get dressed.

The night before, Toshi had made a few stops before we arrived at the campground. One of them was at a roadside souvenir shop. Thankfully, the shop owners had stocked a few tourist-sized t-shirts.

The tag on my blue shirt stated it was a double XL, but the tight fit said otherwise. I caught my reflection in a small mirror on one of the RV walls and shook my head. The phrase 'Eat like a Pirate’ was written above a drawing of three Japanese fisherman grilling shellfish on the beach.

Since none of us had any additional clothing, Ayane had picked out a garish or ironic t-shirt for everyone while she was buying other supplies. Honestly, I was just happy she was able to find a pair of sweatpants for me.

While the silly t-shirt made me feel like I was wearing spandex, the sweatpants were a different story. The waist was fine, but the legs came up to the middle of my shins like a pair of capri pants.

I gingerly used the two ties Midori had fashioned into a sling to support my affected arm and threw a spare blanket over my shoulders. It basically looked like I had grown out of my clothes overnight, but I guess it was still better than wearing the tattered, bloody remains of my suit.

When I stepped out of the RV, I was greeted by the sights and smells of Ayane putting together a meal. I glanced at the fire pit, at Ayane, then out into the distance.

Wow.

The Itos’ small RV sat on the edge of an empty parking lot, only a few feet from where the pavement met a white sand beach dotted with clumps of granite boulders. A gentle slope led down to the sparkling, deep turquoise waters of the Seto Inland Sea. The last remnants of a peachy sunrise streaked across the cloudless sky as I looked out at a handful of islands crouched between Shikoku and the largest island of Japan, Honshu.

Since I’d grown up in the Midwest, I had little experience with the ocean. It felt vast and endless, but somehow weirdly comforting. I just stared out at the gentle waves for a few minutes, loving the slightly chilly breeze that ruffled the thin blanket around my shoulders.

I continued scanning, noting how the beach led into other paved areas like ours, then to a two-lane coastal road, and up into low forested hills. I tore my eyes from the amazing scenery and took in Ayane’s lithe form, stirring a pot of something that smelled heavenly and was likely going to blow my mind.

I’m a long way from home, but there isn’t anywhere else I’d rather be.

She had a small fire going in the shallow pit. Above the subdued, crackling flames was a collapsible metal cooking grate with a cast iron cooking pot soaking up some indirect heat. The sexy Tracker hadn’t limited her culinary talents to just the open flames of the campfire, either.

There was a folding table set up away from the smoke, and Ayane was minding two burners of a camp stove as well. She turned toward the sound of the camper’s door opening, nodded at me, and returned to her cooking.

“Finally. Someone’s awake and can help me,” she said, just a tiny bit testily. Either she had been plagued by weird dreams like me, or Toshi’s snoring had kept her awake.

After I noticed she wasn’t handling any sharp objects, I hugged Ayane from behind. “Good morning to you, too.” I kissed the side of her head.

She paused what she was doing and covered my arms with her own. “Sorry, I’m just stressed out. Controlling the cooking is more challenging outside of a kitchen. The fire’s a little unpredictable. I want to add the grilled sea bream to the rice, but I have to wait for the rice to cook for a bit longer.”

Given what we’d lived through over the last twenty or so hours, I knew Ayane was coping by doing what she did best: taking care of others. I could only imagine the turmoil her mind was in as she contemplated the betrayal of the organization she’d grown up in—the organization she’d dedicated her life to.

“Where did you get fresh fish?” I asked in amazement, knowing cooking was always a place of comfort for her. She jutted her chin toward an old man tying up a small fishing boat to a dock in the distance, probably done fishing for the day. “How can I help?” I added, still holding her in my arms.

She leaned her cheek against my arm and let out a long, contented exhale. “You can start with coffee. I need caffeine.”

“On it,” I replied, and gently kissed the irresistible skin on her neck.

Once I let Ayane go, I picked up the blue percolator-style coffee pot from the table and got to work. While I didn’t think I’d be able to recreate a barista-inspired cup of high-end coffee, I could tell the sturdy steel coffee pot was capable of kicking out a decent batch of java.

I measured out enough ground coffee for eight strong cups, added the water, secured the lid, and parked the blue-enamel-coated kettle on the metal grate.

This wasn’t my first time brewing coffee over a campfire. From spending time with my uncle Ronnie, I’d learned that high heat was the fastest way to kill coffee in a percolator. It was best to use some indirect heat and keep an eye on the clear bubble at the top of the pot. Once it turned the color of caramel, I’d need to take the pot off the heat immediately or it’d taste like burnt hot dog buns.

With nothing to do but watch a glass bubble, my mind started to wander. The faces of the people we’d just lost would not be ignored. Dozens of members fell during the fight in Kyoto, but the same two kept flashing to the forefront of my thoughts: Scholar Ueda and rank five Hunter Sato. I’d only been involved with the Wheel for a couple of months, but those men had made a lasting impact on my experience.

When I arrived in Japan, I came with the intention to teach English. Now I was fighting monsters. The Scholar was the one to offer me the opportunity to help the numerous civilians who weren’t even aware of the Dusk and its negative influence on their lives. He went against the traditions and invited me into the Wheel because he saw my potential.

While Sato and I didn’t see eye to eye, he was loyal to the Osaka members of the Wheel, and he was a consummate professional. Like Ayane, he was always prepared and ready to take on any task. He didn’t have my same abilities with the Dawn, but he’d trained tirelessly to become one of the most formidable Hunters in the entire organization.

Now the organization that they fought and died for was in shambles. The Master they knew was severely injured—or possibly even dead at this point—and the Wheel was being led by a manipulative liar whose end game still wasn’t clear.

I closed my eyes for a brief moment, feeling rudderless.

I’m sure one of you guys would know what our next move should be.

“Dylan, is the coffee ready?” Ayane's soft voice snapped me out of my memories and reminded me that we were still puzzling through what to do next.

“Yeah, almost there.” I pulled the kettle off of the metal grate. I poured two cups and joined Ayane by the camp stove.

Ayane happily took one of the cups from me. The Tracker’s eyes widened after her first sip, and I was momentarily concerned that I hadn’t been as eagle-eyed with the percolator as I had intended to be.

My slight bit of unease proved unnecessary when Ayane said, “This is almost as good as the coffee you made for us in Beppu.” She went in for another sip. “From now on, you’re in charge of coffee.”

On the surface, being complimented for a routine task felt a little awkward. However, I think Ayane’s ability to find something positive in this experience was her way of compartmentalizing.

“Thanks. I could give you a hand with the cooking,” I offered, stepping closer to the camp stove.

“This last part’s kind of a one person job, so just have a seat and relax.” Ayane kissed my cheek and pointed me in the direction of a collapsible camping chair.

I sat on the canvas seat, sipped my coffee, and gazed at the ocean. My uneasy sleep and the situation we’d found ourselves in was weighing on my mind. What was our next move?

Toshi and Ayane seem to think this area will work for the time being.

But we were hiding out. We weren’t making progress. The Gashadokuro wasn’t done. We had to be ready for whatever that bastard was going to throw at us next. And then there was Endo.

Toshi’s suspicions about someone betraying the Wheel were right. Endo had either conspired with Scholar Wada, or manipulated her somehow to catapult himself into the ultimate position of power within the organization.

Those cops had made it sound like Endo wanted us dead. If that was the case, could we realistically trust anyone within the Wheel who wasn’t from Osaka? Maybe Beppu, but the members from that prefecture were probably dealing with their own issues, with Scholar Yamashiro and Chiaki in bad shape after the fight.

Ayane walked over with a plate and broke me out of my contemplation. One look at the offered breakfast, and I knew I’d need to start considering my long-term plans with this woman. I couldn’t imagine a future that didn’t include me eating Ayane’s cooking.

A perfectly deboned fillet of sea bream sat on a bed of rice, cooked in umami dashi stock and studded with green onions, thin-sliced daikon radish, and flakes of dried seaweed. She handed me a small, steaming bowl of miso soup. The smells were driving me insane.

One bite of the moist, flaky sea bream and a scoop of the salty, perfectly dashi-infused rice, and I nearly proposed to Ayane on the spot.

The door to the RV opened. The yokai girls stepped out, but they all seemed to be half asleep.

Fumiko stretched her arms from one side of her body to the other, clearly not wearing a bra as her large breasts and tight nipples pressed tantalizingly against her new tourist t-shirt. It depicted an orange tabby cat in traditional samurai armor holding a sword. She arched her back, wiggling her ears a bit, and wrinkled her nose. “Toshi’s too noisy.”

Jun completed a few of her own stretches next to the RV. Her new t-shirt read ‘I cycled the Shimanami Kaido. Ask me how my legs are doing.’ “The commander’s right,” she muttered. “Pretty boy snores louder than a brood of drunk cicadas with jackhammers.”

Midori came out last. She wore very tiny shorts that barely covered her luscious ass and a t-shirt bearing the image of Ehime’s mascot, Mikyan, a cute cartoon dog with the head of an orange and a flower for a tail.

For all of her shyness, I thought it was funny when Midori was the one to say: “I think we should punish Toshi. Let’s start eating without him.”

Ayane rested her hands on her hips. “Alright. We’ll let him continue sleeping, but we have to save some food for him. If we don’t, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Once everyone else had a plate, we gave thanks for the meal, with an extra thanks to Ayane, and dug in.

Without realizing I was doing it, I’d begun shoveling the incredible rice and sea bream into my mouth like I was in an eating competition.

“Slow down,” Ayane snickered. “The food isn’t going to go anywhere.”

Bringing another fork into my already full mouth, I managed to say, “If I eat quickly, I might be able to convince you to give me Toshi’s plate.”

Ayane was just about to fire back a retort when Jun pointed in the direction of the water. “What the shit? Is that a fucking yokai coming out of the ocean?”

Ayane stood and walked closer to the water’s edge. The Tracker started covering her head in the Dawn after her third step. She stopped several feet away from the serene, lapping waves.

I squinted in the morning sunlight. I could make out a bald purple head sliding back and forth above the waves.

“It’s a kebō,” Ayane calmly reported. The Tracker turned back in our direction and marched toward the RV. “Toshi! Get up! Your breakfast is getting cold, and there’s a yokai you need to deal with. If you don’t hurry, I’m going to let Dylan eat all of your sea bream.” She was banging on the side of the vehicle by the time she finished talking.

Feeling a little bit like a child’s third-favorite birthday present, I stood up. “I can take care of it.”

Ayane shook her head. “You and Fumiko are still recovering. Besides, Toshi was complaining about not being there to help us during the fight in Kyoto.”

The RV door banged open. Toshi stood just inside of the vehicle. The Hunter was blurry-eyed and his normally meticulously styled hair was in sloppy disarray, but he was holding his katana.

When Toshi laid eyes on the yokai, he appeared to snap into focus. While Toshi’s movements weren’t as fluid as they’d been when I first saw him slash through the umbrella-looking karakasa kozō back in October, he was still able to move with an impressive amount of speed for someone who’d just woken up.

Toshi met the kebō at the water’s edge. More of the monster’s body became visible as it made landfall. The yokai was less than five feet tall, with four legs and two arms. All six of its limbs and its torso had a semi-human appearance, but that’s where the semblance ended.

The kebō’s four legs ended in sharp purple tips resembling a crab’s dactyls, and both of the kebō’s arms ended in thick crab-like claws. The center of the monster’s body was covered in a mat of black fur that looked like it belonged on the backside of a hibernating bear.

Outside of the water, the kebō’s bald head continued to bobble. It had beady eyes, a nose that looked like it had been punched flat, and a lipless mouth with a vertical opening lined with serrated teeth.

The kebō let out an unnerving, high-pitched laugh when Toshi dropped into position.

The Hunter didn’t show any signs that the monster’s laugh disturbed him. Toshi’s thumb flicked the guard of his katana, and he drew the glowing sword without hesitation.

The kebō dropped low and lunged at Toshi with its claws extended.

Toshi waited until the last second and pivoted out of the way.

He sliced down and into the yokai’s core with his Dawn-infused katana before the monster could even think about stopping its charge.

Only the Dawn could destroy the Dusk.

Like every other aggressive-type of yokai, the kebō immediately exploded into motes of Dusk that quickly shifted to gold and eventually faded into nothingness.

Toshi put his sword away and turned back toward our campsite. “You guys started eating without me?”

Shaking my head at Toshi’s cool demeanor, I was struck by a thought. “Ayane, there aren’t any other people around here, right?”

Ayane’s eyes narrowed. “That’s correct. We picked this spot because it’s isolated and basically empty during the winter. Why?”

I scratched the back of my head. “I thought yokai needed to form from Dusk, and Dusk needed to feed off of people’s negative emotions to form.”

Ayane gave a slow nod.

“Where are the people?”

Instead of giving me an answer, Ayane turned in my direction and cocked a thoughtful brow.

Toshi was back in the campsite, and he frantically scanned the table. “Where’s my plate?”

“Snoring Toshi doesn’t get⁠—”

Loud splashes and another high-pitched kebō laugh echoed from the shore. We all looked in the direction of the ocean.

An army of yokai was surfacing and moving ashore.

There were dozens of crab-like kebō, but they weren’t alone. Three times as many purple vaguely humanoid creatures covered in mottled flesh, barnacles, seaweed, and a host of mollusks were emerging from the sea as well.

Unlike the cunning moves displayed by their crab-like companions, these purple bodies ambled like zombies in their march toward the shore.

“The more humanoid ones are called funayurei yokai. Basically, the dead from the sea,” Ayane said, moving closer to my side.

Further behind the initial wave, we could see more. A school of massive fish tails stuck out of the water at an impossible ninety-degree angle. Each tail was accompanied by a row of sharp spikes running down the fish’s back. When they surfaced, I could see the fish had faces similar to a tiger’s. They formed up and began swimming in our direction.

A hundred feet from the shore, the tiger-faced fish began firing pressurized water from their open, roaring mouths. The streams of water weren’t nearly as precise as a marksman with a rifle, but they had a decent range and plenty of power. I watched deep gouges furrow into the pavement where they struck.

“Keep an eye on the freaky fish,” I called back to Ayane.

“Shachihoko,” Ayane corrected. The Dawn activated around her eyes as she scanned the enemies for weaknesses.

Toshi threw his katana’s scabbard onto the table and glared back at us. “ I guess I won’t be having breakfast after all.”

The Hunter walked back to the water’s edge to meet the incoming mass of monsters. The rest of us followed. Outside of Toshi, none of us were at full strength. This wouldn’t be like fighting a group of oni, but we couldn’t afford to get careless.

Hoping my injured body could hold out, I covered my legs in the Dawn and stood next to Toshi as the first wave hit.


Chapter 5


Under Siege



Toshi and I positioned ourselves between the women and the incoming yokai. I instinctively waved all of the women back toward the campsite and rushed forward. Multiple water blasts from the monstrous shachihoko fish had us immediately diving to take cover behind a couple of small boulders as shards of rock exploded above us.

I waited for a beat and peered around the rock. The shachihoko had ducked back down into the water, possibly recharging for another blast. A group of three kebō scuttled onto the beach.

We rose. Toshi held his katana to the side of his body while I took up a defensive stance with my unaffected arm in front of me.

The pain of my injury was excruciating, but I didn’t have time to focus on that. I needed to protect my people and any possible civilians that might be in the vicinity.

Just as the two of us were launching our attacks on the three crab-man-monsters leading the charge toward land, there was a flash of black tails to my left.

Fumiko climbed on top of a boulder on the shore. She was in her veil, but the fading color told me that she was far from full strength herself.

If she’s not careful, she’s going to get herself killed.

Regardless of how I might have felt about her condition, the cat girl threw herself at a group of eight lumbering water zombies coming to aid their kebō buddies.

With the three of us engaged in the fight, there was barely enough time to flatten ourselves against the water’s edge as two blasts from the ocean fired at the same time. The twin lines of water-fire ripped up the beach from opposite directions.

The tiger-headed fish were belching destructive lines of water, unconcerned about friendly fire on their fellow yokai. One of the zombie-like yokai’s heads exploded, but the monster barely wavered, and continued lumbering in our direction.

The suppressing fire from the fish was enough to scramble our countermeasures. Instead of a unified attack, the three of us in front had to search for opportunities to run out from cover to attack a sluggish sea corpse or half-crab-half-person.

The yokai in front weren’t launching intelligent, strategic attacks. They seemed to know waves of their kind were marching behind them, and with the threat of shachihoko’s water jets, we were pinned. Clearly, this was a battle of attrition.

Crab claws snapped, and mottled arms crashed down in uncoordinated swings.

I was able to kick through three yokai cores in quick succession, but this wasn’t a cause for celebration. Five new monsters replaced their three fallen comrades. I was on the verge of being surrounded.

“Down!” Ayane shouted, and a water cannon blast from a fish bisected one of the crab-like kebō directly in front of me. The attack sliced through the Dusk covering the crab’s body and temporarily left the kebō’s core exposed to the elements.

I jumped to my feet and performed an axe kick on the helpless monster.

As it exploded into Dusk particles, I risked a moment to check on my group.

Toshi was to my right. The Hunter was stabbing and slicing his way through a horde of monsters, but he was facing a similar issue with our enemy’s endless numbers.

Fumiko tried to repeat her surprise attack by climbing on top of another boulder, but the yokai began to congregate en masse in a position between her and the rocks. She risked being overwhelmed if she leapt into the tightly packed cluster. Her green eyes shifted restlessly with frustration.

The rest of our group were still clustered closer together behind us.

Jun and Midori had formed a secondary line of defense in front of Ayane. The chimera girl wasn’t able to access her network to use the Dawn, but she was still a fierce hand-to-hand fighter and exceptionally strong. Midori was covered in her kappa veil, but she was trembling.

Torn between wanting to support Midori and needing to kill every fucking monster in front of me, I backed toward the group while dishing out a flurry of kicks.

“This sucks. I need my veil. Me and the commander could stomp these little shits in no time if we were at full power,” Jun growled, grabbing two zombies’ heads and smashing them together.

“I hate this! I hate this! I hate this!” Midori screamed from behind me.

The first of the tiger-faced fish made it to the beach. It pulled itself up the shoreline on muscular arms thickly corded with veins and wrapped in green reptilian skin. The lead shachihoko fired off another watery blast once it was two feet out of the water.

A stream of pressurized water zipped less than a inch away from my ear and bore a hole through a piece of driftwood.

Out of the water, it appeared the fish yokai’s projectiles were more accurate, but a little less powerful.

That would have been helpful if we were only dealing with a single wave of shachihoko. Unfortunately, even more were coming from the sea.

It was nearly impossible to ignore the implications of our situation. The sheer number of monsters made it abundantly clear—we were going to be overrun.

Don’t think like that! Focus on what’s in front of you. You have to protect them.

I shook myself out of imagining a worst-case scenario and gave my attention to the force directly in front of me.

As the motes of Dusk from the fish yokai I’d just killed were floating away, three more yokai rushed the shore. I needed to fall back.

Without meaning to, I backed into Ayane’s group. I could hear Midori sobbing.

“For fuck’s sake, stop your bitching. You’re the only one with a fully-functioning veil. Kick some ass already,” Jun grunted. Two blue-skinned sea zombies flew past my peripheral vision.

The monsters’ limbs tangled together with several others and rolled to the ground dozens of feet away, but they remained unharmed.

“Now’s not the time, Jun!” I shouted as I kicked another fish’s core into oblivion. Once I found my footing again, I was closer to the shaking kappa girl. “It’s okay to be scared, Midori. We all are. Even Jun is.”

“I’m pissed, not scared, ladies’ man. There's a big difference,” she roared, throwing one of the tiger-faced shachihoko into four crab-like kebō.

There was just enough breathing room for me to grab Midori. “I know you’re doing what you can. We just need you to keep going. We’re going to fight our way out of this.”

“I’m just a healer,” she whimpered, clutching onto me.

“You’ve got this, and I trust you. I know you’re going to watch my back just like I’m going to watch yours. We just need to help each other.”

The tears were still streaming down Midori’s face, but the kappa girl seemed to understand we all needed her in this fight.

Her veil hardened into a battle version, with armored scales similar to Fumiko’s. The Dawn needles I’d seen her use to treat people thickened and extended.

“Get back to the front! Twintails and Toshi still need you.” Midori’s voice trembled, but she took a deep breath and rammed her Dawn-needled fingers through a shambling zombie-like monster.

Jun picked up another undead yokai and held it above her head. She threw the monster into a line of others, wiped at her forehead, and said, “Thanks, ladies’ man. Now she’s not completely useless.”

“Not helping!”

The chimera girl looked as if she were going to fire back some sort of snide remark, when her eye froze on a point closer to the water.

I dodged an incoming claw and looked in the direction Jun was facing.

Fumiko was surrounded by the largest concentration of yokai, and several of the monsters were landing attacks on the cat girl.

“Stay here!” I shouted, psyching myself up to tackle through a line of yokai.

Feeling the Dawn still inside of my network, I concentrated on speed. Sprinting to Fumiko’s location wasn’t going to be easy, but the thought of her getting hurt enraged me.

I shoved my way through the zombified funayurei, the crab-man kebō, and a couple remaining tiger-faced shachihoko, desperate to get to Fumiko.

My speed protected me from the worst of the monster’s attacks, but I didn’t come out of the rush to Fumiko’s side unscathed. Fists and claws landed blows as I ran through the gauntlet, and a weakened blast of pressurized water ripped across my thigh like an amateur tattoo artist testing out their new equipment on an unsuspecting victim.

I jump kicked through the last yokai separating me from Fumiko’s side.

Leaning down, I reached down for the cat girl and pulled her up with my good arm.

“Mate,” Fumiko gasped, struggling to get her feet under her.

She’s almost at her limit. Shit, we all are.

I shielded Fumiko from an incoming crab claw to allow the cat girl enough time to shake the cobwebs out. Half a second later, I pulled Fumiko behind me in the opposite direction in order for me to kick through a sea-zombie’s core.

Suddenly, I felt Fumiko’s back press against mine. “I’m okay, mate. We can do this.”

After kicking through two more crab-yokai and seeing a gap in their numbers, I allowed myself to believe we could win this fight. Even with how tired I was feeling and the struggles I saw Fumiko going through, it felt like we’d turned the tide.

“Ahhh! Fuck you!” Toshi shouted from his isolated location further up the beach. One of the fish must have scored a direct hit, because the Hunter had a line sliced through a portion of his midsection. Water and blood had mingled and were rolling down Toshi’s waist.

I nodded at Fumiko, and we plunged into the horde of yokai. Fumiko growled and slashed her claws through the mass of monster bodies as I delivered a series of kicks and knees. Seeing the tip of Toshi’s sword swinging around the crowd gave us the motivation to keep pressing forward.

When we were halfway to the Hunter’s location, I knew this position was lost. Regrouping was the only way we were going to survive. “Get back to the RV!” I shouted at the girls closer to the campsite.

Fumiko got to Toshi’s position a couple of seconds before I did, pulling him away from an onslaught of strikes. The two of them sliced out with their weapons—Toshi with his katana and Fumiko with her claws—at the same time and decapitated four yokai.

With the three of us together, we gradually moved back to connect with the rest of our party. Our coordination wasn’t perfect, but we managed to stay out of each other’s way and continued to land devastating strikes.

Our biggest problem was that there didn’t seem to be an end to the yokai. Their numbers appeared to magically replenish as they continued to march from the sea.

Jun and Midori waved us past them while Ayane shouted out the formations of incoming enemies. The kappa girl wasn’t crying, but she was still struggling to keep the wall of monsters at bay.

“We might need to consider getting out of here,” Ayane shouted, just before she called out an incoming group on Jun’s left. I heard the fear in her usually unflappable voice, and I knew things were dire.

I hated the idea of abandoning this location and any area further inland to these monsters, but we couldn’t help anyone if we were wiped out. “Get to the RV!”

We moved as a group in the direction of the vehicle. Toshi and I faced the water and backed up while we relied on the rest of the group to take care of our flanks and rear. The RV was a few hundred feet away. We could make it.

Smash!

I snapped my head in the direction of the crashing noise. To my horror, the RV had been tipped over by swarming yokai.

Fuck!

The Dawn surrounding my legs felt like it was weakening. The golden color was still there, and I was able to destroy the monsters, but for how much longer?

I wasn’t the only one having problems with the seemingly endless number of yokai. On my right, Toshi pierced the core of a monster only to have three others grab for the blade.

Half a second later, a kebō attempted to crush Toshi’s hand with one of its claws. The Hunter’s only option was to let go of his sword and dodge away from the danger.

The mindless zombies threw Toshi’s katana out of his reach.

Ayane grabbed the weapon and had four yokai rush her.

No! I’m not going to break my promise to Mr. Ito. I won’t let Ayane get hurt.

I lunged to help her.

Just as my heels turned, I saw Ayane calmly bring Toshi’s katana up into an attack stance. As a Tracker, Ayane couldn’t create the spark needed to wield her own Dawn weapon, but she could take advantage of Hunter’s weapon if it was already covered in Dawn.

Ayane unleashed her fury.

Her first slash was at an upward, diagonal angle. She quickly reset for her second, third, and fourth with deadly accuracy and efficiency.

I reached Ayane’s position just as she took down the fourth yokai and was scanning for more targets.

When did Ayane get so damn good at fighting?

“I’m fine,” she answered without me needing to ask. Toshi fell back to Ayane’s position and she turned to her brother. “Having more than one of these would be really helpful right about now.”

Our circle bunched closer as Jun was shoved back. She continued to deal punches and kicks to all of the yokai coming in her direction.

“This fucking sucks!” The chimera girl was obviously frustrated by not being able to do more with her attacks. From the sweat pouring down her face, it looked like she was getting tired.

Fumiko and Midori backed up to join us in a circle.

With the RV no longer an option, I looked to the direction with the fewest yokai—the forest.

“That way!” I shouted, pulling Ayane and Jun in the direction of the uneven terrain.

The rest of the group followed. Toshi was holding his side, but was at least still able to lift his sword. Fumiko was panting from all of her acrobatics, while Midori’s eyes filled with doubt. Neither of their veils looked like they would last much longer.

Shit! We don’t have much time left.

Trying to focus on smashing the core in front of me instead of the sinking feeling of dread, I almost missed the two golden points of light rocketing over our heads.


Chapter 6


The Twins



The balls of light shot in the direction of the forest. I knew that one meant a warrior maiden was incoming.

But why were there two of them?

Midori’s veil was the first to blink out. The poor kappa girl must have exhausted most of her power when she treated my shoulder earlier in the morning. Her involvement in a full-scale battle was never going to last long.

The press of bodies and the sheer number of enemies forced our group to move. Luckily, the pathway toward the forest still appeared to be a viable option. As a group, we staggered backward in that direction.

Fumiko’s veil dropped next. She’d destroyed dozens of yokai, but there were just so damned many of them.

When the Dawn covering Toshi’s blade shattered, the sound echoed across the beach.

My legs were the only Dawn weapons left.

“Run into the forest! I’ll clear a path and hold them off!” I shouted at the group.

“Not alone, mate! You promised!” Fumiko cried out.

I kicked three yokai, and they went down in a tangle of squelching limbs. My Dawn-covered kick made a hole in the chest of the first yokai, but two behind it were already gaining their feet, ready to attack again.

“I’ll be right behind you! Go!”

In the space of a few seconds, the gap I’d created was filled. We were surrounded by the sea yokai, and they were closing in.

The fatigue finally hit me. I’d overexerted my body, and I knew the Dawn covering my legs would soon fade away. Shortly afterwards, I’d either pass out or go into a coma.

Neither of those states would last very long. The yokai surrounding us would make short work of my unconscious body.

Don’t quit! Think. You have to think.

“Jun, Toshi! Maybe we can drive them back and try to create another opening⁠—”

A moment after the words left my mouth, five yokai with their backs to the forest exploded.

As another one was destroyed, I saw the familiar glow of a Dawn-infused blade rise into the air. It was soon joined by fifty more.

A war cry erupted from the forest. “For the Kirin! For Ehime!”

Voices rose up to rally behind the speaker as men and women in black suits ran toward us, golden weapons raised to strike.

[image: ]



After the group of Ehime Hunters arrived, I completely lost track of time. Their frontline fighters hacked their way toward our group, we were begrudgingly handed some weapons, and the day burned away in a haze of dead yokai.

With enough people to avoid being completely surrounded, the task took on a robotic quality. We were all parts of a machine—one designed to kill yokai.

There were enough Wheel members to act as support staff. All of us were pulled away from the battle at various times. Our most severe injuries were bandaged and mildly treated with talismans before we were given a handful of some ridiculously sweet lemon candy and sent back out to continue fighting.

At last, I drove a borrowed katana through my final yokai’s core. The Dusk surrounding the monster exploded, along with the Dawn coating my blade.

When I looked up to see there were no other enemies, I dropped the blade and collapsed on my ass, exhausted. As my head fell back, I could see I wasn’t the only one in desperate need for a place to sit.

Toshi and all of the girls were already sprawled out.

“Is there any food?” Fumiko whined from somewhere nearby.

An unknown person put two homemade rice balls on my chest and walked away as I forced a hoarse ‘Thank you’ out of my parched mouth.

A grizzled Hunter in his forties sat on a rock near me. I recognized him as one of the frontline fighters who had slashed toward our group and handed us spare weapons.

Now that the fighting was done, I saw his medium-length disheveled black hair was at odds with his thick grey mustache and goatee. The Hunter’s facial hair wasn’t connected, but that appeared to be a personal choice rather than a follicle shortcoming.

Like all of us, the clothes covering his wiry frame were in tatters. He’d lost his jacket at some point, and the top buttons of his shirt were hanging on by a thread.

The man shoved half of a rice ball into his mouth and started talking between chews. “We’re supposed to detain you on sight. According to the Scholar, the new Master says all of you are more dangerous than the avalanche of yokai we just killed.” He stuffed the rest of the rice ball into his mouth. “The Shiga and Kyoto Holds are even putting together a special combined task force to track you and punish any members of the Wheel who are stupid enough to harbor you.”

Toshi limped over and propped himself on a rock near the grizzled Hunter. “Long time no see, Kenzo.” He nodded at the Hunter and shrugged. “Since you’re not ordering your people to tie us up, I’m guessing you’re not entirely sold on us being the biggest problem the Wheel needs to contend with. Tell you what. If our camping car isn’t completely useless, we could get it back on its wheels and be out of your hair. You could just completely forget you even saw us.”

Kenzo pulled another rice ball out of his pocket and chomped into it. “Am I wearing makeup and a skirt?”

“What?”

“Am. I. Wearing. Makeup. And. A. Skirt. Toshi?”

Toshi shook his head.

“Then why are you trying to fuck me like one of those ditzy girlies who fawn over you back in Osaka?” Kenzo finished the last of his rice ball and sucked a few errant white grains off of his thumb. “No, we’re definitely going to take you to Matsuyama. The Scholar should be back in the Hold, and he’ll decide what to do with you.”

Kenzo got to his feet and waved over several Hunters. “On your feet. Come on, don’t make this embarrassing.”

A much younger Hunter raced toward the group. “Kenzo! We’ve got more yokai incoming.”

The grizzled old Hunter looked in the direction of the sea. “Either I’m blind or you’re hallucinating, because there isn’t any sign of yokai in the water.”

The younger Hunter clenched and unclenched his fists a couple of times. “No, Kenzo. These two are coming from the forest. They’re irregular. They’ve evaded a dozen Hunters thus far.”

I rolled up onto my feet and looked for the other members in my group. Ayane was the first one I noticed. When our eyes met, she furrowed her brows and mouthed ‘Two?’ with the implied question mark written all over her face.

Kenzo tilted his head back and stretched his hips forward. “Great. Just great,” he said more to himself than his men or any of us. The grizzled Hunter rolled his shoulders and his head in my direction. “Hey, legend. I’m guessing you’re going to tell me there are a couple of warrior maidens trapped inside of these incoming yokai.”

Stunned that Kenzo would jump directly to the point, I nodded emphatically. “Yes, there are. Please, you have to let me free them from the yokai cores. They’re here to help⁠—”

“Save it. The Scholar said he saw the cat girl fight like hell back in Kyoto. He also said he wasn’t entirely convinced you were being honest with how you found the maidens or the secrets for unleashing their powers.”

Kenzo was walking in my direction as he spoke. When he was standing next me, the grizzled Hunter put a hand on my shoulder. “So you’re going to free them?”

“Yes.”

He leaned in closer. “If this is a trap or some stupid escape plan, I’ll cut you down myself.”

I met Kenzo’s gaze. “I just need a little more food and for your people to stay the fuck out of my way.”

The older Hunter barked out a laugh and rocked back on his heels. He eyed me for a second. “We’ll feed you and give you some space.” He pulled me in closer and his tone became deathly serious. “Just know, I mean it. I’ll kill every one of you if this is a trap.”

I was handed two more rice balls. Figuring rice topped with pieces of simmered brown kelp wouldn’t be enough, I walked back to the RV in the hopes that we could get to some of our edible supplies.

Ayane, Toshi, and all of the yokai girls fell in line behind me. They were just as exhausted and chewed up as me, but it felt like they wanted to lend me their support.

The RV had landed with its side door pointing toward the sky. Since we didn’t have enough time to rock it back onto its wheels, Midori offered to scamper up to the door and look around the interior for any available snacks.

The kappa girl wasn’t the best climber, but I think she was hoping to make up for her battlefield meltdown. In the end, I gave her a boost to help her get a solid handhold on the overturned vehicle.

Once Midori was on top, she made short work of pulling open the door and lowering herself inside of the RV. We could hear her stepping on shards of broken plates along with the cracking of plastic and particleboard pieces as she moved around the toppled vehicle.

A couple of minutes later, the kappa girl pulled herself back through the side door with a sack of food held in her teeth.

Midori tossed the bag down to Ayane and lowered herself into my arms. Wanting to show a quick sign of appreciation, I squeezed the kappa girl close to me before setting her down on the ground.

Ayane distributed handfuls of individually wrapped cookies to everyone in the group, but came back to me with a few extras in her hand.

Just as I took my first bite into a crispy, creme-filled sandwich cookie, a couple of gentle rustling noises came from the direction of the woods. A moment later, I heard the shouting voices of Hunters and Trackers.

“Here come the twins,” Fumiko said in an almost exasperated tone.

“Twins?” I asked, feeling like my eyebrows had traveled to the top of my forehead.

“Kana and Nana,” Jun jumped in as she popped what appeared to be a chocolate-coated piece of bread crust into her mouth.

Without any further explanation, a fox the size of a full-grown elk and a weasel with nearly the same build came crashing out of the forest.

The two distinctly different yokai ran directly to our position near the RV. I could barely make out the shapes of their pursuers behind the large figures. Both massive yokai slid to a stop about fifty feet in front of me.

I studied the woodland yokai. They were still covered in the Dusk and had a layer of sickening purple swirling over their respective coats.

The fox had marks of red around its eyes in a pattern similar to eyeliner. A line of the same crimson color marked the fox’s forehead and down its snout. It had seven billowing tails that looked more like clouds in a painting than something attached to an actual animal.

Much like the seven-tailed fox, the weasel had a distinct color around its eyes. A deep blue covered the weasel’s eyes and the bridge of its snout like an old-timey burglar’s mask. The same blue was visible on the tip of the weasel’s nose and around its ears. Unlike the fox, the weasel only had a single tail; however, the back two thirds of it was in the shape of a haysickle’s blade.

The seven-tailed fox sniffed in my direction and turned its head to give me a sidelong glance. The sickle weasel issued a couple of half-hearted barks and scratched at the dirt.

“Sneaky, Sly, be nice to mate. He’s going to help you,” Fumiko urged from where she stood.

The two yokai grumbled, but reluctantly laid on the ground. Both creatures kept their forepaws in front of them and seemed to be tensing their rear haunches to fight or flee.

I approached both yokai with my hands up and slow, intentional movements. I ignored the group of Hunters and Trackers who had crashed through the forest behind the yokai.

Luckily, Kenzo was a man of his word. He nodded for some of his men to stop the incoming team.

The fox looked over its shoulder at its former pursuers and growled. When the yokai fox turned its head back in my direction, its upper lip was still drawn up to reveal an intimidating row of sharp teeth.

“I’m not going to hurt you. As long as you work with me, they’re not going to hurt you either.” I moved steadily closer.

The weasel yokai twitched its snout and leaned closer to me. After it sniffed in my direction, the weasel issued a string of noises toward the fox. None of the chirps and trills sounded aggressive, just curious.

I tested my luck and stepped closer. “I know you’re trapped in there. I’m going to free you just like I did with Fumiko and Midori.” I motioned behind me to emphasize my point.

The fox yipped a response to the weasel, and both animals rolled onto their sides in order to face one another.

There was a rapid exchange between the two yokai before both adopted a narrow-eyed stare. The two creatures appeared to limply claw their upright forepaw at each other. Once, twice, three times, and then I almost fell down from the shock.

To my left, the seven-tailed fox’s forepaw was extended with two digits extended to represent scissors. On my right, the sickle weasel also had its paw extended with its digits tucked in to represent rock.

Did I just watch a weasel beat a fox at a game of rock, paper, scissors?

Upon noticing the outcome, the fox rolled over on its back and yipped a frustrated bark into the air.

The weasel stood up and spun around in a circle a couple of times in what must have been a celebration.

With its final victory spin taken, the weasel plopped down on the ground near me. The core inside of the yokai became visible, and a woman no older than twenty-one was still reveling in her triumph over the fox. She held her hands together in front of her chest and hopped up and down.

That never stops being distracting.

“I can see you.”

The woman inside of the yokai’s core nodded and pointed at me with an enthusiastic look on her face. I focused on channeling my Dawn, but it was difficult to ignore the lithe form of the woman and her small but perfectly formed breasts bouncing up and down.

“Sorry, but you need to stop jumping in order for me to focus.”

The woman stuck out her tongue, but followed my instructions.

Freeing the woman inside of the weasel yokai’s core only took six punches with my left hand. It felt like I could have done it with only two if I’d been at full power and able to use my right hand along with my left.

Thinking back to the time when I’d freed Fumiko in the alley near my apartment, I couldn’t help but appreciate how far I’d come with accessing the Dawn in my network. I’d nearly broken my hands that night, and now I was wondering if I’d be able to free the final maiden with a single well-placed hit near a yokai’s core.

Of course, I’d be happier if I was able to reach the last warrior maiden before the Dusk or a shitbag oni was able to touch her.

I couldn’t help but look back at Jun when that last thought crossed my mind.

I’m sorry we weren’t able to get to you sooner.

Ayane tossed me a sizable piece of mochi stuffed with sweet azuki beans from the bag. I ripped the packaging open with my teeth and wolfed down the mochi in two bites.

I wasn’t proud of it, but I approached the seven-tailed fox yokai while I was still chewing. “Are you ready?”

The fox rolled its eyes and sat still. The woman inside of its core soon became visible. Unlike her counterpart, this woman pouted at me and crossed her arms.

As was the case with the weasel, I was able to free the woman inside of the fox yokai with only a few punches.

With both women free, I was able to see that most of their physical features were identical. They were a few inches taller than Midori but shorter than Fumiko. The women had white pixie haircuts with long, highlighted locks coming down on either side to frame their faces. Their small button noses, thin upper lips, and pouty lower lips were all exactly the same. This could also be said for their lithe, gymnast bodies with softly rounded hips and asses. Their breasts weren’t as full as Fumiko’s, and their backsides weren’t as round as Midori’s, but the twins’ naked forms in front of me were definitely causing the front of my pants to tighten.

Fumiko jumped in with an explanation of their yokai forms. “Sneaky was inside of the kitsune, and Sly was inside of the kamaitachi.”

I nodded, vaguely recognizing the name kitsune—the legendary fox yokai—and took a closer look at the girls. It turned out there were a few distinguishing features between the twins.

Kana, the weasel girl, had hauntingly beautiful blue eyes that complemented some distinct portions of her body. The highlights in the weasel girl’s hair were also blue, but more an electric cyan, as were a couple of patterns of fur outlining the pair of rounded ears on her head. Kana’s mostly white tail was thinner than her sister’s, and the last quarter of it was the same blue as the fur outlining her ears.

Though her tail ended in a cute burst of blue fur, I knew I hadn’t imagined the scary sickle she’d sprouted there in her yokai form.

Nana, the fox girl, had smoldering red eyes. Like her twin, Nana’s bright red coloring was limited to the highlights in her hair, a pattern around her long, triangular ears, and at the tip of her primarily white tail.

I had to do a double take when I realized Nana only had one billowy white and red tail now that I’d saved her from the fox yokai’s core.

Kenzo broke me out of my observations. “Congratulations. We don’t have to kill you. Once these… two—um—ladies find some clothes, we head back to the Hold.” The grizzled Hunter’s voice held a mixture of awe and discomfort, as he was clearly having a hard time not ogling the naked twins. He deliberately turned his back to them and gave me a hard look. “This is going to put the Scholar in a predicament.”


Chapter 7


Laying the Groundwork



According to Kenzo, we had about twenty minutes before a fleet of vans would arrive at our location to take us to the Hold in Ehime prefecture. We were ordered to ride back in the lead van with the grizzled Hunter, but we were given time to gather whatever we could from the RV.

Ayane and Fumiko volunteered for the second round of camping car spelunking. They were a bit more graceful than Midori when they climbed up the side of the vehicle and lowered themselves inside.

We could hear a few more crunches, snaps, and small crashes as the women scavenged the tipped over vehicle. From the sounds of their expedition, the interior was completely ruined.

Regardless of the camper’s state, Ayane and Fumiko were each holding a canvas bag when they pulled one another out of the toppled RV ten minutes later.

I was thankful when Fumiko pulled some mismatched clothing items out of her bag and handed them to the twins. Kana and Nana were still completely naked and had latched onto me after I freed them.

It was hard to focus as they wound their slender bodies around me, their breath warm against my shoulders as their soft breasts rubbed against each arm.

They certainly are… friendly.

The two newest warrior maidens eyed the silly t-shirts and leggings suspiciously. They even gave the items a few sniffs.

Fumiko made her stance on clothing clear. “Mate can’t recharge you now. Everyone else is in clothes. You need to wear clothes, too.”

Kana and Nana relented. They reluctantly pulled on what Fumiko was offering, but latched back onto me once they had the items on. Kana’s t-shirt had a drawing of the famous Ehime landmark, Dogo Onsen, while Nana’s proudly proclaimed ‘I [image: heart suit] Matsuyama’.

Midori and Fumiko shook their heads and seemed to write this off as typical behavior, but it didn’t stop Jun from rolling her eyes. “Found yourself a couple more, huh, ladies’ man?”

Ayane pulled a blanket out of her bag and held it up to me. When we were close enough, she whispered. “I found the cash from Grandpa in case we need to escape again.”

I nodded and draped the offered blanket over my shoulders in order to cover the twins.

Good to know, but how the hell are we going to make a break for it? We’re completely surrounded by Hunters and Trackers.

As these thoughts were still circling my head, a line of black vans pulled into the parking lot along with a flatbed tow truck. The tow truck peeled off from the line of vans, angling alongside our tipped over RV.

When a three-man salvage crew jumped out of the cab, Kenzo said, “They’ll make sure the camping car is put upright as carefully as possible. There’s a repair shop in town that we have ties to. If the Scholar decides you aren’t criminals, the vehicle will be ready for you.”

The two Ito siblings exchanged a glance before turning in my direction. Ayane gave me a slow nod, and I knew we needed to take our chances with the Ehime Scholar, Kaneda.

Kenzo waved to us, and we followed him to the lead van.

A couple of minutes later, we were moving. Kenzo was up front with the driver, while our group filled out the entirety of the van’s rear seating area.

I opted for the back bench seat when we climbed in, and the twins immediately occupied the two spots on either side of me. They both continued to sniff and nuzzle my arms and shoulders during the ride.

Shortly into our ride, a thought occurred to me. “Is it normal for Ehime teams to be this large, or did you guys know there was going to be a wall of yokai coming to Futami Seaside Park?”

Instead of answering my question, Kenzo asked, “Do you know what the population of Ehime prefecture is?”

“No,” I admitted.

“Typical. Less than a million and a half people. There’s nearly twice that many people in the city of Osaka alone.”

“Okay. I’m not sure I’m following you.”

Kenzo turned in his seat and narrowed his eyes. “No, it’s not normal for us to mobilize a group this large in Ehime. But we’ve needed to rapidly adjust our tactics.”

“Why’s that?” Toshi asked.

Kenzo snorted. “You Osaka folks really don’t pay attention to anything that’s not happening in your own prefecture, do you?” The older Hunter shifted forward in his seat. “I’ll make it simple. The Wheel members in Ehime have recently faced several armies of yokai. Today’s battle was the largest, but it was far from the first of its kind.”

Our group was stunned into silence. Other than the twins—who seemed solely focused on gluing themselves to me—all of us exchanged questioning glances.

“It’s not as attention-grabbing as the appearance of the mythical warrior maidens or as scary as armed oni generals, but these disproportionate numbers of yokai in unpopulated areas is a problem. In fact, our Scholar went to the meeting yesterday with the intention of begging for other prefectures to help us.”

Toshi scratched his head. “I’m guessing yesterday’s mess in Kyoto caused him to forget about his request.”

Kenzo shoved a finger in his nose and started twisting it. “You obviously don’t know our Scholar very well.” The Hunter withdrew his finger and flicked whatever he had removed onto the dashboard. “No, he still attempted to ask for help, but I don’t think anyone gave his request a second thought.”

Our group returned to being mostly quiet as we all tried to process what Kenzo was saying. Again, the twins proved to be the only exception.

They’d moved on from simply shimmying into the crooks of my arms. Now, Kana and Nana were rubbing their cheeks against my biceps and pecs. Their actions were coupled with soft chittering back and forth in some form of nonsensical twin-speak.

Fumiko looked over her shoulder with a tired smile on her face. “Those two never change.”

“What do you mean?”

“Always keeping secrets.” She shook her head, but the smile didn’t leave her face. “And always affectionate.”

I looked down at the two newest members of our group and was met with expectant, eager stares on their cute, nearly identical faces.

“Recharge now?” Nana asked with hopeful eyes, letting a slightly fang-looking canine tooth poke out over her upper lip.

“Me first!” Kana announced, bouncing in her seat on my left.

I sighed. “No. We’re not doing that right now. In fact, I don’t think we’re going to do that for a while.”

Two sets of eyes narrowed at me, and the twins both growled their displeasure before returning to their rubbing and private conversation. Based on the occasional chin juts toward Jun, I got the distinct impression that they were discussing my lack of progress with the chimera girl.

I’m still not sure why these two are already here. Normally, the Kirin sends a maiden after I’ve recharged the previous one. Jun is barely civil to me.

I figured solving the mystery of the Kirin’s actions and my tenuous relationship with Jun would have to wait. I looked at Kendo. “Did the Ehime Scholar reach out to the Osaka Scholar before the meeting? I don’t know if the two had a history, but Scholar Ueda always seemed like a reasonable person to me.”

Kenzo rolled his shoulders before he replied. “Yes, Scholar Ueda was a reasonable person. Our Scholar wouldn’t say he was close with the former Osaka Scholar, but he respected the man.”

“I heard the same from Sato and our Scholar in relation to Scholar Kaneda,” Ayane murmured, searching the van while her fingers twitched around an invisible pen.

I guessed Ayane was desperate to take minutes on this impromptu meeting with Kenzo. The Tracker couldn’t help it. Her urge to record, catalog, and organize were borderline compulsive.

The old Hunter had returned to his stretching. “Good. Then you know Scholar Kaneda isn’t an irrational man.” Kenzo moved onto stretching his neck from one side to the other. “I’ve heard whispers—complaints really—from members in other prefectures. They think Scholar Kaneda is too cautious.”

Jun decided this was an opportune time to join the conversation. “Sounds like the guy isn’t passionate or decisive about anything. If that’s the case, how’d he end up in charge of an entire prefecture?”

Kenzo stopped his stretching routine. He turned in his seat again and fixed Jun with an unflinching stare. “The Scholar is a complicated man. He doesn’t have access to all of the same resources that someone like Ueda had. He can’t afford to be on the wrong side of an issue.” The old Hunter huffed out a sigh and turned back in his seat. “I wouldn’t expect you people to understand all of the challenges we’ve faced or how a Hold as small as ours has to operate.”

I noticed traffic had started to pick up. We passed a sign stating we were approaching a city called Matsuyama.

A barely audible ringtone came from the front of the van.

Kenzo pulled his phone out and answered the call. “Hello, Scholar.” After a few moments of listening, the older Hunter replied. “Understood. I’ll bring the prisoners to the pagoda immediately upon arrival.”

It was impossible for me to ignore Kenzo’s use of the word ‘prisoners’.

So much for having the guy hear us out.


Chapter 8


Tea Ceremony



Only a few details of Matsuyama were visible from the back of the van. On the surface, it appeared to have all of the same conveniences of a mid-sized modern Japanese city, but it seemed like there was an intentional blending of old with the new. Exquisitely crafted and extravagantly decorated wooden buildings that looked to be more than a hundred years old were occasionally interrupted by the usual garish fast-food franchises and gaudy retail displays. But, for the most part, the city seemed to lean into its traditional roots.

My observations ended when the van stopped next to a graveyard of vertical stone columns in various shades of gray. I could see the unmistakable shape of a temple gate to the west.

We all exited the van and stayed close to each other as we entered the temple grounds with the Ehime Hunters and Trackers surrounding us. No one had drawn a weapon, but it was clear they were on alert should we make any sudden movements.

Ayane must have noticed I was on edge after hearing Kenzo refer to us as prisoners because she whispered, “Kaneda should at least listen to us. We still have a chance.”

I nodded and pretended to focus on the architecture of the temple. This quickly turned into a real appreciation for the elaborately decorated, two-story gate we were walking through.

The weathered wood made the structure look ancient, and the tiled, sweeping roof gave the gate a grandeur that went beyond the usual temple entrance. As we moved closer, I noticed two massive statues flanking the gate’s vast opening.

They depicted two muscled men with intense eyes glaring in the direction of approaching visitors. Both of these frozen figures looked to be in the middle of shouting a command or letting out a massive battle cry.

“What are these, and why do they look so intense?” I asked, lifting my chin at the statue on my right.

Kenzo turned to me with a raised brow. “Are you talking about the Niomon?”

“The what?”

“A niō gate. That’s what we call this kind of structure outside of a Buddhist temple. It’s guarded by these two wooden warriors, Misshaku Kongō and Naraen Kongō. They protect the temple from evil,” Ayane explained.

Kenzo had briefly stopped walking when Ayane started providing me with some context. The grizzled Hunter gave the statues a short glance and started walking again. “Tell you what, if the Scholar decides to let you go, I’ll give you a tour of Ishiteji Temple’s grounds as an apology.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to play tourist when yokai were attacking Ehime in droves.

We continued deeper into the temple grounds, listening to the gentle whoosh of wind rustling through the trees as we walked along the ancient stone paths lined with carved stone lanterns and perfectly sculpted shrubs. The path widened into a courtyard with an imposing three-story pagoda dominating a bulk of the space.

There were a number of visitors dressed in white, slowly moving through the grounds and stopping at various points to offer a coin and a prayer.

Kenzo led us around the three-story pagoda and straight into a narrow cave. A line of carved statues on pedestals, each a small human figure with a red fabric tied around their necks, dotted the stone tunnel.

When we reached a confined underground intersection, we saw four of the white-clad visitors.

The Hunter hooked his thumb in our direction and flashed a used-car salesman's smile at the visitors. “Tour group.”

The people dressed in white gave slight bows and pressed themselves against the wall in order for us to walk by.

“Where does this cave go?” I whispered to Kenzo.

“It ends at an inner courtyard leading to the Golden Hall, about fifty meters ahead. There are more inner courtyards only accessible by tunnels. They make this an excellent location for our Hold.”

A couple of minutes after we passed the visitors in the cave, our group deviated from what appeared to be the well-lit visitors route and came to a dilapidated metal door barely hanging onto its metal-barred frame. There were a number of warning signs informing guests that the area beyond the door was not open to the public due to a recent cave-in.

Kenzo produced an old key from his pocket, unlocked the decrepit door, and walked into the supposedly dangerous portion of the cave system. The rough-hewn rock tunnel was so narrow, we needed to follow the Hunter single file. It was weakly lit by yellowish incandescent bulbs. The air was damp, but relatively fresh.

I hunched to avoid decorating the rock ceiling with my hair as the ground angled downward and made a sharp right turn. Around the corner there was a much more substantial door with a biometric lock. Kenzo pressed his thumb to the lock, and it felt like we were finally entering the actual Matsuyama Hold.

Inside of the Hold, the tunnels were higher, symmetrical, and plastered smooth. The lights were bright, evenly spaced LEDs, and I could see multiple surveillance cameras.

Suddenly being surrounded by very modern construction gave me sensory whiplash.

We continued down the tunnel, passing a mural of people dressed in white walking between temple buildings. Some of the temples looked similar to what I’d seen aboveground a few minutes earlier, but others were distinctly different.

“Are those supposed to be the old locations of the Ehime Hold?” I asked.

Kenzo snorted. He didn’t bother looking back in my direction, but he said, “You really don’t know anything about Shikoku, do you?”

When I didn’t reply, Ayane jumped in. “The mural shows members of the Wheel performing the Shikoku Pilgrimage. Those other temples are on the walk, but only three of them are actual Holds. And those are in the prefectures of Kanagawa, Kochi, and Tokushima.”

Kenzo nodded. “Correct, Tracker Ito. The current route of the Shikoku Pilgrimage was established about three hundred years ago. A former Scholar in Ehime was behind some of its strategic planning.”

“Why would a Scholar want to encourage people to perform a pilgrimage?” I asked. The Wheel operated as a ‘hiding-in-plain-sight’ type of organization since most people couldn’t see Dawn or Dusk, but purposefully attracting people to the Hold seemed like asking for trouble.

“Having a pilgrimage where people traveled to eighty-eight temples on Shikoku made it easier to disguise the collaborative training we were doing between prefectures. When it became normal for people to walk these great distances on Shikoku, we grew closer to our neighboring Wheel members. This allowed us to share what limited resources we had, along with knowledge and tactics.”

Shortly after Kenzo’s history lesson, our walk ended at the foot of some concrete stairs. He clicked a button, and a hydraulic system pushed open a metal door the size of a car at the top of the stairs.

After climbing the concrete steps, we found ourselves inside a small courtyard surrounded by jutting rock formations and heavy forest. Another three-story pagoda, this one much better preserved than the one for visitors, loomed in the middle.

Kenzo touched his finger to the biometric lock, keyed a six-digit PIN, and nodded at the camera perched above the heavy wooden doors. They opened smoothly and without a creak despite appearing to be hundreds of years old.

We crossed the raised threshold of the first floor of the wooden structure. I could only smell incense and make out a large statue of the seated Buddha before we were whisked to a set of stairs. Three floors later, we entered a room with silk tapestries hanging from the curved walls. Two large vases containing thick branches studded with little yellow flowers were set in opposite corners.

A man in his late fifties sat cross-legged on the tatami floor.

As we came closer, I could see the man was stocky with medium length unkempt hair, arching eyebrows, and a scruffy patch of a beard covering the bottom third of his chin and jawline.

I’d be lying if I said Scholar Kaneda had a distinct appearance, but I vaguely recognized him from the council meeting in Kyoto.

Kenzo dropped to his knees and bowed in front of the seated man. “Apologies for keeping you waiting, Scholar. As you can see, I’ve brought the prisoners.”

The Scholar motioned for his Hunter to lift his head. His voice held the authority of his station and a slight rasp, as if his vocal cords had been damaged in the past. He eyed us all in turn. “All of you can sit. I’ll get to you soon enough.” He looked back at the old Hunter. “Report.”

Kenzo sat on one of the mats arrayed in front of the man, but his posture was ramrod straight. “The number of yokai involved in this encounter far exceeded any we’ve encountered previously. While it’s believed the prisoners dispatched a sizable contingent of the monsters on their own, the yokai still numbered in the hundreds when we arrived.”

The Scholar sucked in a sharp inhale, but his face remained stern and focused. “How many were lost?”

“None. I believe the actions of the prisoners contributed to this outcome.”

Wait. Is Kenzo actually on our side?

The Scholar shook his head. “I shouldn’t have left Kyoto without some sort of commitment from the others to send a survey party at the very least. They have no clue what we’re contending with.” He scratched at his chin and added, “Why are there eight in their party? When Hunter Ito assisted the others in escaping the Kyoto Hold, there were only five.”

“Six. Pretty boy never could have moved that damn log we used to block the door by himself,” Jun huffed, crossing her defined arms under her breasts.

I could have sworn the corners of the Scholar’s mouth rose by a fraction of an inch for a brief second. Yet, when I looked closer, only annoyance was written on his face. The Scholar gave Jun a dismissive look and returned his attention to his Hunter. “Explain.”

“As she’s alluded to, the muscular woman, Jun, was already in Hunter Rossi’s party when we made contact with the prisoners.” Kenzo tilted his head toward Kana and Nana. “The twin…ladies…arrived after the battle.”

“After?”

Kana and Nana weren’t glued to me in the same manner they had been during the van ride and our walk to the pagoda, but they were in constant contact with my body. Each twin was grasping one of my forearms with both of their hands.

At the mention of their appearance after the yokai battle, the twins smiled and both moved one hand to wave at the Scholar before returning it to squeeze and caress my forearm.

Kenzo thumped his right fist against his chest. “Scholar, I can attest to Hunter Rossi’s claims of freeing women from irregular-type yokai. We witnessed him destroy the Dusk surrounding two yokai cores which resulted in the appearance of these women. I cannot validate the claim that these women—or any of the others in Hunter Rossi’s party—are the warrior maidens, because none of them were covered in the Dawn armor during or after the battle.”

The Scholar slowly nodded and let out a long exhale. “Very good, Kenzo. You may be at ease. I know how taxing it is for you to remain so formal.”

“Thank you, Scholar.” Kenzo looked relieved as he easily slumped into a loose cross-legged seat.

The Scholar observed us with hard eyes. “Unlike my subordinate, I did see two members in your party cover themselves in the Dawn while they fought those vile oni.” He steepled his fingers. “I was incapacitated during the battle, but I can attest to your bravery and willingness to fight. That being said, your presence here puts me into an undesirable situation. I’m willing to hear your side of the story. Your actions have earned you at least that much.”

“We’d be more than happy to leave. Just say the word, and we’ll be on our way,” I said, hoping this sort of straightforward solution would work.

“Quaint, but I’m afraid it’s not that simple, Hunter Rossi. You see, if you’re captured and tortured, there’s no telling what you’d say to lessen your punishment. Now, tell me exactly why I shouldn’t contact Advisor Endo, and we might be able to find an agreement.”

“Since you can’t bring yourself to call him Master, I’m guessing you don’t fully trust Endo. Am I right?” I asked, seizing on the Scholar’s own words.

The Scholar’s face was unreadable. “An astute observation, Hunter Rossi; however, my feelings about the man currently leading our organization are not what we’re discussing at the moment.”

“I disagree, Scholar Kaneda. You see, there were only two Scholars who voted against Endo being named the acting Master, and you were one of them.” I turned to Ayane for confirmation. She gave me a slight nod, and I continued. “Since you were there, you know how hard Fumiko and the rest of us fought. There’s no way one of the warrior maidens would have betrayed the Kirin, and I think you recognized that. I think that’s why you also voted against us being detained.”

Scholar Kaneda’s mask cracked and some emotion showed. “You might be correct, Hunter Rossi. But what I do and don’t believe is irrelevant if my people keep dying in these massive yokai attacks. There’s a chance I’ll receive some much needed assistance if I’m the one who turns you over to Endo.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. Getting through to this guy was much more difficult than I had expected.

Hold on. There was something there.

“Scholar Kaneda. You said there was a chance. So, you do believe Endo’s unreliable.”

The Scholar heaved out a long exhale. “Yes, the man has notoriously failed upward during his career. He only comes through on his word if it benefits him. It’s why I couldn’t have electing him as the acting Master on my conscience. The souls of my recently deceased comrades would haunt me for the rest of my life.”

Toshi snapped his fingers. “What if there was a way we could connect Endo to a string of suspicious deaths?”

The Scholar leaned back, his eyes now on Toshi. His expression was puzzled as he gestured to the Hunter. “Go on.”

“We came to Ehime for two specific reasons. One was because you don’t seem to agree with our presumed guilt—thanks for that—and the other was because of a lead I discovered while I was undercover for an investigation.”

Scholar Kaneda tilted his head. “Are you a member of law enforcement, Hunter Ito?”

“No, but Hunter Sato—” Toshi drew in a sharp inhale at the name of his fallen partner. He was silent for a moment, but was able to collect himself. “Hunter Sato recommended that I join the investigation. The series of deaths began with the monks on Mount Hiei and continued on to include members of the Wheel who witnessed Hunter Rossi’s interaction with the Kirin near the portal to the Heavenly realm.”

The Scholar looked unimpressed. “How is this related to my prefecture and Endo?”

“Endo was also on the team. Like you mentioned earlier, he didn’t pull his own weight while we were digging into the evidence. Given what’s happened, I believe he was sabotaging the investigation from the inside. As for your prefecture—” Toshi looked up and bit his tongue for a moment. “Several members of a cult calling themselves the Blessed Sight indicated their leader is based somewhere within Ehime.”

The Scholar didn’t outwardly react to the cult’s name, but he closed his eyes and shook his head. “You believe the leader of a cult is in my prefecture, and this leader is going to provide you with evidence of Endo’s involvement in a string of suspicious deaths?”

Toshi shrugged. “I can’t answer that at this time, but anything is possible.”

Kenzo’s eyes narrowed, and he pursed his lips. “These Blessed Sight people wouldn’t happen to be the lunatics with the newspapers that do the thing with their hands, would they?”

Toshi created a triangular shape with his hand in the same way I’d seen a group of cultists do outside of the Beppu train station weeks earlier.

Kenzo raised a confused brow. “We have seen these quacks. So far, they haven’t committed any crimes that we know of. They’re merely weird and obnoxious.”

Thinking of something Toshi had mentioned the previous day, I added, “Toshi’s received text messages from the cult that contain Wheel code words. If his hunch is correct, whoever is leading the cult is somehow connected to the Wheel.”

“That’s right. And I believe that person could connect the cult to Endo and the deaths surrounding the portals,” Toshi quickly added, seeing that the Scholar was still skeptical.

“The Gashadokuro wouldn’t be able to send all of those yokai and the team of oni to Kyoto without the portal to the abyss being enlarged,” Midori piped up.

“It takes too much power,” Fumiko agreed, her two tails swishing.

The room fell silent as everyone processed the implications of the seemingly unconnected players. Endo might be connected to the cult. The cult might be connected to the portals. The portals were definitely connected to the Abyss.

I sucked in a breath. It was all just conjecture, but holy shit.

Scholar Kaneda leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. He rolled his head to one shoulder and then the other. When he looked back at us, his face was stern. “After all of you made your dramatic escape, Endo brought the council up to Mount Hiei to check on the portals. They were unchanged. The portal to the abyss is still smaller than it has been at any time in recorded history.”

Midori and Fumiko exchanged frustrated looks with one another. The cat girl scratched at one of her ears while the kappa girl rubbed the back of her neck.

So, the portal needs to be larger to let all of the yokai and oni in, but Endo’s making a big deal about showing everyone that the portal’s smaller than ever. Something’s not right. Wait…could it be that obvious?

“Maybe there’s a second portal to the abyss,” I blurted.

“Impossible,” Kenzo scoffed. “There’s only one permanent portal to the Abyss. Rarely, a temporary opening will form to spew out oni or other monsters, but they never last for more than a few seconds.”

Ayane jumped in. “We know there’s an inverse relationship between the portal and these temporary openings. If an opening is created, the Abyss portal shrinks.”

I kept my train of thought going. “It all fits. You said that there has been an increase in yokai attacks in Ehime without any clearly identifiable reason.” Looking back and forth between Midori and Fumiko, I pushed further into my point. “Both of you said that the Gashadokuro needs a larger portal to send in oni generals and more yokai.” Focusing my attention on Scholar Kaneda, I concluded, “And you said that Endo is making it well known that the portal to the abyss on Mt. Hiei has remained small.”

The two men from Ehime exchanged glances, but didn’t seem entirely convinced.

“What if there’s a second, hidden portal that Endo’s overseeing?”

Toshi smacked his fist into his palm. “If Endo or someone else from the Wheel is leading the cult, they could order those fanatics to guard the second portal in the same way the monks on Mount Hiei did.”

The Hunter focused on the Scholar. “If you allow me to continue my investigation, there’s a chance I could find this second portal. I mean, if it exists. There is a person of interest I need to find. He’s the only one that is unaccounted for surrounding the mysterious deaths of the monks. No one has seen him for weeks.”

The Scholar was silent for a moment. He looked at Kenzo and back at our group. “I’m considering your proposition. Let’s say you do find this cult again, and you’re able to connect them to Endo, how is that going to help the Wheel members in Ehime? I’m sorry, but my loyalty and biggest concern is for their safety.”

I could see where he’d earned his reputation for being overly cautious and indecisive. As frustrated as I was, I couldn’t fault the man for prioritizing his people.

“If Toshi finds a connection, it’ll force people from the council to come to Ehime to see for themselves. They’ll see what you're facing firsthand. You’ll get the help you need.”

The Scholar held my gaze for a long moment. Finally, he let out a long sigh and waved for Kenzo to get up. “Find out how long their camping car will take to repair.”

Kenzo got to his feet and bowed to the Scholar. “I’ll see that it’s done immediately.”

As Kenzo headed down the stairs, the Scholar turned back to us. “I never believed that you or the warrior maidens were double agents. It was a preposterous claim made by an emotional Scholar. Wada should have stepped down after the loss of her grandson. I heard Endo tell her he did everything in his power to prevent the young man from fighting the oni back in Osaka.”

“What a crock of shit,” I snapped, not realizing my voice was much louder than I intended. I nodded an apology to the group and continued in a more even tone. “Endo was the one who pushed to have Wada’s grandson join the advance party. He basically forced all of his men to be in front of the action.”

Kaneda’s eyes hardened, and he looked at Toshi. “You have two weeks. If you don’t have something to connect Endo to the cult by then, I’m going to tell Kyoto that you’re here.” The Scholar directed his gaze to the rest of us. “I’m sorry, but I need help. I see two possible outcomes: you find evidence against Endo in Ehime, and I get the attention of the other prefectures. Or, I turn you in,” he continued, not looking apologetic in the least. “Then I might be able to get what I need from leadership.”

My fists clenched, but I had to concede that Kaneda really was looking out for his people’s welfare.

I glanced at my group. But so am I.

Toshi bowed until his forehead touched the floor in front of him. “I won’t fail. I’ll find the cult, make the connection, and get help for your people.” He lifted his head when he was done speaking and got to his feet. “From experience, I know these cultists prefer secluded areas. I definitely think the camping car will be more appropriate than one of the Wheel’s vehicles. I’ll give Kenzo and the salvage crew any assistance I can offer.”

Toshi shared a quick goodbye with everyone in the group, but he visited me last. He whispered, “Remember, not all of Endo’s Hunters died in the oni battle in Tennoji Zoo. He told Kobayashi to stay with him in the Hold while the others were sent out.”

I pondered Kobayashi’s role in this whole mess as Toshi made his departure.

Two Hunters entered carrying a larger table. They were followed by three Trackers carrying trays filled with a large tea set, enough cups for each of us, and many traditional-looking Japanese sweets called wagashi.

The confections and empty cups were set in front of each of us, but the tea set was placed in front of Scholar Kaneda. Once the trays were empty, the five members from the Matsuyama Hold gave their Scholar a deep bow and departed without saying a word.

The Scholar considered the grey ceramic tea set in front of him for a moment. He gave a nod and picked up the kettle. Kaneda filled the grey bowl in front of him a quarter of the way. Steam rose out of the ceramic dish as the older man swirled the bowl. After a few seconds, he dumped the water into an empty pot.

Scholar Kaneda opened a cloth napkin, began wiping the inside of the bowl, and asked, “Are you familiar with the customs of a traditional tea ceremony?”

My brows lowered. He had just threatened to turn us over the Endo, and now he wanted to have tea?

“I’m aware of it, but I’m afraid I’ve never participated in one,” I responded slowly, trying to maintain an even tone when all I wanted to do was grab my women and escape.

Scholar Kaneda picked up what looked like a long, slender wooden spoon and scooped out some deep green powder. “Shame. I would like to invite you to be the shokyaku.”

The older man kept his eyes on the grey bowl while his hands instinctively went about their tasks of adding more water and using a bamboo whisk to mix the tea.

“May I?” Ayane asked, sensing my agitation.

Scholar Kaneda gave the Tracker a slight nod, and Ayane fully embodied her at-work persona.

“Scholar Kaneda will present the bowl to you first because he considers you to be the primary guest, the shokyaku. It’s your responsibility to taste the tea first and communicate with the host on behalf of the other guests, as the tea room must remain quiet and tranquil.”

The Scholar poured the thick, deep green matcha into another gray bowl, leaned forward, and placed the bowl directly in front of me.

I raised my brows at Ayane, and she began whispering a series of instructions. “Bow. Pick up the bowl with both hands. Rotate it slightly. Taste the tea. Then complement the Scholar on the taste.”

Feeling clumsy and awkward, I did my best to follow Ayane’s instructions. After rotating the bowl a few degrees, I brought it up to my lips. The tea was rich and bitter, with a slight froth on the surface. While it was a bit harsh on my tongue, the lingering bitterness morphed into a weirdly satisfying grassy sweetness.

Maybe after a few years in Japan, I could learn to really appreciate pure matcha. For now, I think I’ll stick with coffee.

I set the bowl down and gave Kaneda a deep bow. “The flavor is strong and smooth. I thank you for your masterful preparation.” A thought came to me. “And I thank you for your hospitality.”

The last part was a gamble. I knew enough about Japanese culture at this point to see that a traditionalist like Kaneda would feel duty-bound to treat guests—even us pseudo-prisoners—with respect. I hoped that leaning on his sense of honor would afford us more freedom of movement while Toshi continued his investigation.

Scholar Kaneda grunted his approval and set to work making tea for the others at the table.

While he was in the process of preparing another serving of tea, I decided to test the waters. “Scholar Kaneda, are we guests or are we prisoners?”

The older man set down the bamboo whisk and eyed the bowl of tea he’d just prepared. He remained focused on the bowl when he said, “Both. Toshi has his two weeks, and you all must stay within the confines of the Hold. However, you have freedom of movement within.” His dark eyes flicked up, and he gave each of us a hard stare. “But know this: I’ll turn you over immediately if you cause any harm to the members I oversee.”

Fumiko’s ears flattened at the threat, but her growl was fairly civil when she said, “We’ll train them, mate. Just like in Beppu. Then grouchy Kaneda will listen.”

The Scholar’s lips twitched as he set bowls in front of each woman. He saved Fumiko’s bowl for last. “What sort of training do you have in mind, Ms. Fumiko?”


Chapter 9


Ladies’ Man



The next day, Midori asked me and Jun to meet her in the medical wing of the Matsuyama Hold. Prisoners or not, the kappa girl had every intention of seeing both of us get back to 100%.

The petite woman had easily impressed the Ehime Hold’s medical staff with her unparalleled skill at controlling pinpoint amounts of Dawn. They had eagerly given her all of the space and equipment she’d asked for in exchange for training.

Jun occupied Midori’s examination table first. The chimera girl pulled down her eyepatch and got into position. Since these treatments had been ongoing, it appeared that Jun had become accustomed to her role.

After about five minutes, Midori pulled her Dawn needles out of Jun’s eye. “Thank you for holding still. I know it hurts.” The kappa girl flexed her fingers for a moment. “I don’t want to get your hopes up, but I think I can see the pathway to safely removing the Dusk tentacle.”

Jun stiffened and sucked in an audible breath. The chimera girl waited a beat before she allowed herself to relax. “Thanks…Midori. I really appreciate it,” Jun said quietly, lowering her eyepatch back into position.

Midori squeezed her fellow warrior maiden’s shoulder when Jun slid to the edge of the table.

“That’s great news, Jun. The rest of the team is going to be excited,” I said, exchanging spots with her.

Her usual flippancy absent, the chimera girl slowly nodded to herself, but didn’t make eye contact with me. I assumed she was processing the news that she might not lose her eyesight in that eye. For a while, it had been very much a possibility.

Given her reaction, I expected Jun to leave the medical wing once Midori started to address my shoulder—but she didn’t. The chimera girl patiently waited in silence while Midori performed her minor miracles on my injury.

About ten minutes into treating my shoulder, Midori’s eyelids began to droop. “Fighting all those yokai didn’t help, but you should be able to make a full recovery. If we include some physical therapy, it should expedite the process.” The kappa girl’s eyes were closed halfway through her last sentence.

I caught Midori with my healthy left arm before she could drop to the floor. Apparently treating both of us back-to-back had proven too taxing for the kappa girl. She’d overexerted herself and needed to rest.

“She’s throwing everything into helping us,” Jun said, keeping her voice low.

“Yeah, she really is,” I replied, shifting the kappa girl onto the examination table. A contented smile touched Midori’s lips.

“I guess I can’t tease her anymore about being a wimp on the battlefield.”

I frowned, and the chimera girl held up her hands.

“Let me finish, ladies’ man. I see what she’s trying to do for the team, and I want to help.” Jun’s resolve seemed to solidify before my eyes. She folded her fingers together and pushed her arms forward, palms out. All of her digits popped in response. “Starting today, I’m going to be handling your PT.”

I walked over to her with my hand extended. “I agree, we all need to help the team.” Jun eyed my hand for a second before shaking it firmly. “So that means I’m going to do everything I can to focus on you and your recovery.”

The chimera smirked, narrowed her eyes, and shook her head. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“You. I’m just going to focus on you. I’m going to be there for you during the rest of your treatments and the reestablishment of your network. Then we can talk about how you want to…move forward.”

Jun pulled her hand back as if I’d burned her. “So that’s it. You’re just worried about when you get to fuck me.”

I drew in a deep breath. Keeping this civil was going to be challenging.

“You know, if you really want to sleep with someone, just go bang the twins. I mean, they will not shut up about it,” Jun returned snidely, crossing her toned arms.

Midori shifted her position on the table and let out a sleepy moan. I held my breath for a second. The last thing I wanted to do was disturb the kappa girl’s sleep after she’d worn herself out helping me.

Once it was clear we hadn’t roused Midori, I looked up at Jun and tilted my head in the direction of the adjacent room.

The chimera girl huffed out an exhale, nodded her agreement, and followed me out of the examination room.

I kept my eyes on Midori’s sleeping form after I closed the door. “Listen, we need to make a couple of things clear.”

“Like what?” Jun huffed, leaning against the far wall.

I faced her fully. “Like the fact that I’m not going to pressure you to do anything you don’t want to do.” Jun snickered, but I kept going. “Seriously. This isn’t about me just fucking you. Ask her if you don’t believe me.” I nodded toward Midori’s sleeping form.

Jun looked up at the ceiling and clenched her jaw.

“I want to get to know you and for you to know me before we do anything. And I’m trying to tell you that getting closer to you is my priority.” I moved slowly in Jun’s direction. Without thinking, I raised my hands in an attempt to show her I didn’t mean her any harm.

Three steps in, a funny thought occurred to me. I’d needed to free all of the other warrior maidens from the cores of yokai, but Jun never went through that experience. I’d approached each one of the other women in this deliberate, calm way, but I’d never had the need to do the same with her.

Maybe, subconsciously, she needs this. She might need to see that I’m not going to hurt her.

When I got within a couple of feet of Jun, I lowered my hands.

Jun sucked in a long breath and eyed me suspiciously, but she didn’t move.

“Regardless of what happens between the two of us, we need to work together. All of us do. We’re trying to defend this realm and defeat the Gashadokuro, right?”

Jun let out her breath and nodded. “Yeah,” she mumbled.

“Then let’s just worry about the two of us getting healthy in order to do that. I mean, you said you’d be my PT nurse, after all.”

“Therapist,” she corrected, narrowing her eye. The slightest hint of smile touched Jun’s lips. “Just don’t get any funny ideas about sexy nurse costumes. I’m not Ayane, and I’m not into that weird succubus doujin shit.”

“Deal.”

Jun snorted and moved toward the door leading to the hallway. She stopped inside of the doorframe and turned back to me. She looked me up and down, and a hint of uncertainty touched her voice. “You’re really not going to push the sex stuff with me? Like not even a guilt trip?”

I took a moment to collect my thoughts. There were a hundred sarcastic comebacks circling around in my head, but I knew Jun needed to hear the truth. “I’ll tell you what I told the Kirin. I’m not interested in sleeping with any of you just because it’s my job, or destiny, or whatever the fuck. It needs to be an experience we both want.”

“And I’m next?” She rolled her eye, but an uncharacteristic look of vulnerability crossed her beautiful face. Her gaze drilled into mine. “Do you promise?”

I remembered the scattered dream I’d had in the camper. Jun’s scowling face, and the word “trust” echoing in my head.

She didn’t trust me, that much was clear. I’d let her down in Beppu, and she was still hurt. I had prioritized the safety of Ayane, Fumiko, and Midori over hers, and she rightfully blamed me for the Dusk tentacle and the disruption of her Dawn network.

I had to earn back her trust—whatever it took.

I smiled at her. “I promise.”
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The following week and a half fell off the calendar as we all settled into our own individual routines. Since most of my goals were centered on healing, I spent most of my time with Midori and Jun.

Jun was true to her word. She helped me with my shoulder every day after we visited Midori. The chimera girl was just as militant with stretching and my recovery as she was in the gym. I was always sore, but I couldn’t deny the improved range of motion and increased strength.

My relationship progress with her was still agonizingly slow, but I managed to make her laugh a few times during our PT sessions. Progress was progress.

I kept my word to the chimera girl as well. I was by her side during all of her treatments. About three days after my little talk with Jun, Midori mentioned she needed to be more aggressive while administering the Dawn through her needles.

Jun gave a gruff response to Midori’s warning, but when I took the chimera girl’s hand in mine, she didn’t pull away.

The chimera girl would squeeze for all that she was worth and grit her teeth, but she never made a noise. When the treatments were done, Jun would give my hand a final, gentle press before letting go.

My leap forward with Jun came on a chilly Tuesday. Jun and I were jogging around an internal courtyard of the Hold as a nasty wind wove through the tall bamboo, oaks, and maples, making them dance around us.

I was sweating, but not shivering. Thankfully, the Ehime members had provided us with more clothing than just our tourist t-shirts. Since I wasn’t exactly Japanese-sized, I had no choice but to wear sweats or basketball shorts and too-tight t-shirts that strained at my chest and biceps. However, they were able to find me a dark blue XXL zip-up sweatshirt with front pockets. It actually fit great.

My eyes were inevitably drawn to Jun as we ran. She jogged effortlessly beside me wearing tight black Lycra that was glued to her generous breasts, long legs, and toned ass. Her long pink pigtails swayed with each step, and I couldn’t help fantasizing about wrapping them around my hands as I plunged my cock into her⁠—

“Mewwww!”

Both of us skidded to a stop near a thick stand of bamboo. I cocked my head. “Did you hear that?”

Jun nodded, her violet eyes searching the forest.

“Mewwww!”

I tried to pinpoint the location of the cry and blindly reached into the center of the bamboo mass. The softest fur met my fingers. I gently grasped the fuzzy creature and pulled my arm out.

Jun gasped, her eyes locked onto the tiny calico kitten squirming in my hand.

I stroked the kitten’s head. It was very small and looked malnourished. “Hello, little tiger. What are you doing out here?”

The kitten gave another plaintive cry and shivered.

“Okay. You need to get warm. Got it,” I said, and tucked the kitten in my front sweatshirt pocket. It crawled around so that only its head stuck out. This time, its cry was a bit less sad.

I looked at Jun with a smile. She was staring at me as if I had two heads.

“Let’s see if this little girl has any siblings back there.” I kept a hand cupped around my pocket as I carefully knelt down to the bamboo again and felt around. Nothing. Just bamboo, sticks, and leaves.

I straightened. “I think she’s all alone. Is it okay if we postpone our workout to get her some food or milk?”

Jun finally snapped out of her funk. She nodded mutely, and right before we turned to walk back into the Hold, I saw a smile blossom on her face.
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We didn’t hear anything from Toshi, but there were two more large-scale yokai attacks in Ehime prefecture. Both of them were in unpopulated areas, but neither of them were as large as the one my team had encountered at the campsite.

Since yokai form from Dusk, and Dusk feeds off of negative emotions, dozens of yokai materializing in an unpopulated area meant the yokai were either developing in populated areas and then attacking elsewhere, or they were being formed in the Abyss and pushed through temporary portals.

In my mind, it had to be the latter.

How Kaneda, the stubborn Scholar, couldn’t see that was beyond me. I felt like he was refusing to accept the obvious evidence, hoping the rest of the Wheel would swoop in and save the day.

Though there had been some progress with the Scholar. Since there were three casualties during the first encounter, Scholar Kaneda allowed us to leave the Matsuyama Hold and help with the second attack. Luckily, there were no major injuries during the second assault.

Between the two attacks, Fumiko and Ayane volunteered to help Hunters and Trackers develop their networks. In a similar way to the folks in Beppu, the Wheel members in Matsuyama responded well to Fumiko’s training.

After the second large-scale yokai attack, Fumiko was able to convince Scholar Kaneda to allow her to host her classes in a more appropriate, natural setting. Once she was barefoot in the grass in one of the Hold’s many hidden courtyards, her students’ control over their networks grew exponentially.

The results were undeniable, and Kaneda mentioned on a couple of occasions that he was going to encourage members from neighboring prefectures to attend one of Fumiko’s classes once we’d cleared our names.

I was able to steal a few moments of Dawn training with Fumiko. It had become second nature for me to cover either my chest and arms or my legs within a fraction of second. Switching between the two areas had also become faster and more fluid.

However, I still hadn’t made any progress with expanding my Dawn coverage.

“Sorry, mate,” Fumiko said matter-of-factly, her ears drooping in sympathy. “You’ve hit your limit.”

“I know,” I sighed. I knew this was the extent of my abilities until I recharged Jun and the twins.

Since recharging Jun was a difficulty spike, I decided to focus on the still-important side quests of healing my shoulder and getting physically stronger by training with Jun.

Not to mention, it gave me an excuse to be with the chimera girl.

Regardless of the progress I’d been making with Jun, I knew I still wasn’t her favorite person. She only managed to call me by my name on a few rare occasions. If we weren’t working out or in the middle of doing PT, she would often find excuses to not be alone with me for an extended period of time.

With all of that knowledge, it made the reward of getting to know her all the better. I was now able to get her to crack a smile every now and again with a terrible joke during our workouts. It was small, but it was something.

She was still a tsundere, pushing back constantly and refusing to give an inch, but I’ve never been one to back down from a challenge.

Ayane, on the other hand, was busy expanding her sphere of influence. When she wasn’t taking notes or assisting with one of Fumiko’s classes, Ayane was hard at work developing an underground communication network. She started small with trusted colleagues. The two police officers we ditched at her grandparents’ house were right—the Wheel members in Osaka still believed in the Ito siblings and in me.

By the end of the week, Ayane had been able to grow these lines of communication. She’d expanded to the members Fumiko had instructed back in Beppu. The Tracker knew it was risky to reach out to others, but it was through these communications that we learned both Scholar Yamashiro and his faithful Hunter, Chiaki, were still alive.

Since Yamashiro and Midori had collaborated on a couple of projects, it was only natural that the kappa girl was brought into some of Ayane’s secret video chats with the Scholar in Beppu.

Ayane also lent her scanning and other Tracker abilities to the Matsuyama Hold. We discovered that Ehime prefecture hadn’t produced a rank five Tracker in decades, and they were woefully limited in their ability to detect small amounts of Dusk.

Unlike the rest of the team, Ayane was allowed to join a few patrols in the area. She never got lucky enough to find a trail of Dusk leading back to our hypothetical portal, but she was adamant that it was only a matter of time.

Kana and Nana were odd additions to our group. When they weren’t making constant, suggestive remarks about me recharging them, they spent most of their time together cooped up in the room they’d been given.

Even after a week at the Hold, they still seemed wary of the world and a little scared whenever I saw them. The twins would make a beeline for me, assuming their usual positions clinging to my arms. Their tails immediately wound around my legs while they brushed their breasts and furry ears against my neck. It usually took a solid five minutes to unwind them from my body.

When I asked them why they always seemed frightened, Nana piped up first, her red eyes sparkling with emotion. “We don’t want to become yokai again. There is much Dusk in this area, and it is doubly drawn to us. If we go outside the Hold, it could trap us again.”

Kana nodded emphatically, the blue streaks in her hair bouncing. “We must stay in this form,” her voice instantly went husky, and her blue eyes drifted half-shut, “so you can fill us with your Dawn.”

I closed my eyes on a silent groan as my cock immediately responded to the two sexy women rubbing their mounds against my legs.

Thankfully, I still had enough of my senses to extricate myself from the pouting twins before I did something stupid.

As much as I wanted to get to know them, I had made a promise to Jun.

Towards the end of our two-week window in Matsuyama, I decided to check in on the twins. It had been a few days since I’d said more than a few words to them. I felt terrible, like I was avoiding them—and ignoring them.

You are, my inner voice said unhelpfully.

However, If I’d known how much damage the innocent check-in would cause, I probably wouldn’t have visited our resident fox girl and weasel girl in their lair.


Chapter 10


Battle Royale



It was the morning after Midori declared my shoulder was completely healed, and I was feeling strong and optimistic. I’d have a short visit with the twins—just a chat to see how they were holding up. See if they needed anything.

To prove to myself that I wasn’t avoiding them.

I had an hour until I needed to be in the medical wing. Even though I had the all-clear, I still planned on attending Jun’s session with Midori. The chimera girl had become accustomed to holding my hand through the worst of her experiences, and I had no intention of letting her down.

I approached Kana and Nana’s room without much on my mind outside of Jun’s recovery.

The rooms inside of the Hold weren’t necessarily soundproof, but they normally allowed for a bit of privacy. Regardless, I could distinctly hear muffled shouts from the twins once I was standing directly outside their door. Since the shouts sounded more triumphant than anything else, I wasn’t too concerned.

I knocked on the door and said, “Hey, you two. Can I come in?”

The shouts behind the door ceased immediately.

“One minute,” both women said in sweet, flirtatious tones.

I could hear feet scurrying around inside. This was followed by a series of whispers, clicks of plastic, and something being dragged along the floor.

“Almost ready,” they chimed in again with their shared, coquettish tones.

A moment later, there was the distinct sound of someone falling down and hitting the floor.

“Hey, no fair,” one voice protested, a second before Nana pulled open the door still panting. Just behind the huffing fox girl, I saw her sister on the floor looking agitated.

Both of the girls wore tiny pajama shorts that hinted at the curve of their taut butts and thin, white cropped camisoles that showed off their small—but very perky—tits to perfection. It was clear they weren’t wearing bras, as I could make out their dark nipples through the fabric.

“Hi Dylan. We’re so happy you decided to drop by. Please, we both want you to come inside,” Nana said, jiggling her eyebrows at me like she was the first one to make that clever double entendre.

I let it pass and walked into their room, trying hard not to focus on their slender bodies.

“Kana, why are you on the floor?” I asked, holding out my hand to the weasel girl.

Kana glared at her sister, but all she said was, “Just a simple mistake.” The weasel girl took my offered hand and added, “Such a gentleman. Thank you, Dylan.”

When the weasel girl was on her feet, she threw the back of her hand against her forehead with all of the dramatics of an untalented theater student and said, “Oh, I might have hurt myself. Can you carry me over to the couch?”

“Faker! No fair. We agreed on no cheapshots to be first,” Nana growled, shutting the door with a bit more force than was necessary.

I wrote their juvenile behavior off as being tired of each other’s constant company. Seriously, I don’t think I’d ever seen one without the other.

Do they go to the bathroom together, too?

I bent down and scooped up Kana’s lithe body. The weasel girl had some muscle tone on her body, but she was easy enough for me to pick up and walk to the couch.

While she was in my arms, Kana nuzzled her nose against my neck. I could feel her nipples harden against my chest and the light tickle of her nostrils wiggling as she smelled me.

“You smell amazing, Dylan,” Kana whispered against my skin.

I fought against the urge to tell her she wasn’t the first warrior maiden to make a comment about my scent and just set her down.

When I stood up, I noticed two things. The first was that Kana had a look of total bliss on her face, and the second was that Nana hadn’t moved from her spot next to the door.

Nana’s red eyes locked on mine. She raised her chin and held up her arms with an imperious look, baring another inch of her flat stomach. “I want to be carried too.”

It was clear the twins were the youngest of the warrior maidens. Their antics reminded me of some of the freshman girls I’d known at ISU.

Since I hadn’t really given them much attention over the last several days, I decided to play along. “Kana mentioned that her leg hurt. You look just fine. Why do you need to be carried?”

Nana dramatically fell back toward the door and slid to the floor. She reached for one of her legs. “Oh, my ankle hurts. I think I twisted it.”

Going along with it was one thing, but this was getting ridiculous. “Fine, I’ll carry you to the couch too, but I’m not going to be your personal pack mule.”

I scooped up the fox girl with the same amount of ease that I’d done with her sister.

Just like her sister, Nana pressed her nose against my neck and brought in a deep inhale. “She’s right, you do smell amazing.”

I had to bite back a snicker when Kana let out a trill from her position on the couch.

Once I set Nana on the couch, the twins scooted to opposite ends and patted the center cushion. “Have a seat,” they said in unison.

It was a little awkward to hear two voices deliver the same message, but I plopped down between them.

From the couch, I finally took in the surroundings of the room. A sixty-five inch TV dominated the space. Since the screen was on and displaying what appeared to be a lobby screen for an online game, I wasn’t surprised to see a stark white PS5 standing on a shelf under the TV.

When the twins noticed my attention on the TV, they each pulled out a controller and a modified headset.

“Do you want to watch us?” Kana asked. For once, there was no hint of double-entendre in her voice.

“We’re really good, and if we’re teamed up with Martini Mistress, we’re basically guaranteed to win,” Nana added, clearly excited to display her gaming skills.

It had been a while since I’d engaged in any backseat gaming, so I was happy to watch. “Sure, I’d love to see you girls kick some ass.”

The lobby screen displayed a countdown and screen names were being assigned to two different teams. It wasn’t too difficult for me to determine that Kana’s account name was Young Wezzie and Nana’s was Foxxy Fire.

When the timer was under thirty seconds, both yokai girls popped in a set of earbuds and looped a microphone attachment around their necks.

I’d seen plenty of gamer headsets, but I just assumed having animal ears on the tops of their heads would have taken that option away from Kana and Nana.

Yeah, but why? It’s not like having a headset is necessary to play.

Nana must have seen my furrowed brows because she covered the microphone and said, “It’s so we can talk shit to the guys we take out.”

“So many of them gave us a hard time when we started. They accused us of being little boys,” Nana added. Her eyes went wide and the weasel girl grinned. “Hell yeah! Martini’s on our team.”

Nana uncovered her microphone and enthusiastically greeted the other player. “Hey, Martini! Are you ready to dominate these other turds?”

The countdown on the screen displayed fifteen seconds.

“Who’s Martini Mistress?”

“Same as last time, okay Martini?” There was a moment of muffled chatter, and Kana took her eyes off the screen to answer me. “She’s from Seattle, and she’s so damn good at this game.”

Once the timer reached zero, Kana and Nana’s avatars were dropped onto a battle map with a blue flag waving just in front of them. A third avatar with “Martini Mistress” floating above its head was also positioned near the twins.

Without saying a word, the three characters hustled away from the flagpole.

It was fun watching the twins absolutely destroy the other team in this capture the flag game. They chittered back and forth, occasionally speaking English to Martini Mistress as they strategized. Their nimble fingers worked the controllers like they were extensions of their bodies. And I wasn’t surprised when Kana and Nana engaged in unrepentant trash-talking.

With the red flag captured, the round ended.

The girls jumped up from the couch with dual shouts of triumph. Each one immediately extended a hand to the other, wiggling their fingers on each others’ palms. Their tails came together, mirroring their hands, the fluffy red and blue tips shimmying against one another.

I couldn’t help but smile at what appeared to be their ritual celebration. “Wow, you two are awesome. I’ve never been into first person shooters, but you looked like you were having a blast.”

The yokai girls huddled together, their tails waving maniacally. They whispered something in their unintelligible twin-speak. While the exact words were a mystery, their matching fiendish grins made their intentions clear.

“You should try to play, Dylan. You might like it. Here, you can take my spot,” Nana offered, pressing her chest unnecessarily against my arm while holding the white plastic controller.

Kana gave a tsk. “You didn’t even wipe it off.” The weasel girl rubbed her controller over chest a few times before offering it to me in the same fashion as her sister.

With two pairs of breasts pressed against me, I was suddenly reminded why I’d been limiting my time with the twins. They were both cute and sexy—a very dangerous combination.

In addition to their sexy, supple bodies, they were basically acting like a couple of road-side flaggers waving me toward their vaginas.

However, I had very little emotional connection with them. I wasn’t a prude, but I wanted to make sure there was something between me and the twins beyond just recharging their Dawn before we slept together.

Wait, am I supposed to sleep with one and then the other, or are they going to want to do that together too?

Kana and Nana certainly weren’t making it easy for me to stand on my principles. When I did end up picking Kana’s controller, I couldn’t help but get a closer look at the weasel girl’s peaked nipples begging for attention through her thin cami.

When Kana noticed me looking, her grin grew. She looped one of her long, cream-colored legs around my thigh and began pressing herself against my leg. Her tiny shorts rode up even higher, giving me a glimpse of an entire asscheek.

They certainly weren’t wearing bras, and I suddenly couldn’t help but wonder if they weren’t wearing underwear.

I shook my head. This was becoming dangerously tempting. If I didn’t figure out a tactic for backing away from these two, there was a chance I’d give in. “Kana, I’m happy you’re going to give me some pointers, but I’ll look even more like a noob if you keep distracting me.”

“What do you mean?” Kana asked, batting her eyelashes at me.

I was starting to regret my decision to come here. I was hoping to find a thread of a connection; something I could build off of in the future. What I’d told Jun was true: getting to know and feel something for each of the warrior maidens was important.

So far, I’d established trust with Ayane, Fumiko, and Midori because we all cared about each other. Hell, I was working on earning that trust with Jun. But the twins seemed completely focused on sex.

Their attempts at getting me to act were alluring and so damn difficult to turn away, but I couldn’t shake the idea that they didn’t see me as anything more than an objective. Did they see me as another achievement like the ones they earned on their PS5?

Rather than further complicate the situation, I handed the controller back to Kana. “I’ve got to go to the medical wing. Jun’s treatment is going to start soon.”

The grins faded from Kana and Nana’s faces. “You’re leaving?” they asked in unison.

I nodded to reaffirm my decision and stood up. “Yeah, I’m going to take off. Thanks for showing me the game. Maybe all of us can join a tournament together or something.”

The twins exchanged a burst of twin-speak while I rounded the couch. By the time I was halfway to the door, I felt both of their compact frames run into me from behind.

A moment later, I was on the floor. The fox girl pinned my right arm to the floor with her body, and the weasel girl used her body to do the same to my left.

“What’d we do wrong?” Nana asked, hurt clawing at the edge of her voice.

“Why don’t you like us?” Kana asked, a small tremor in the question.

Instead of struggling against their holds, I decided to address the situation with them head on. “It’s not that I don’t like you. You’re both cute, enthusiastic, and fun, but I’m not sure if we’re seeing eye to eye with regards to the recharging thing.”

“We want it,” they both answered quickly.

“You’ve made that abundantly clear. However, it should be more than just sex. There needs to be a connection. Right now, we don’t have that.” I paused to look at both of them. “A lot of this is my fault. I’ve prioritized my recovery and have focused on Jun.”

The twins both let out a long exhale at the mention of the chimera girl, but neither of them protested.

“But this is a two-way street.”

“What do you mean? We’ve tried to show you how important you are to us every time we see you,” Kana replied, clearly confused.

Nana rubbed her breasts on my arm. “We can show you right now.”

I rolled my eyes. “See, this is my point. We’ve hardly had a chance to get to know each other. That’s why I was happy to watch you two play your game. It felt like I was learning something about you. I mean, other than you’re horny.”

Their holds loosened a bit. “But we know plenty about you, Dylan. We know you’re strong, sexy, and a great protector,” said Nana.

“Thanks,” I responded. “But there’s still a lot I want to learn about you.”

Kana cocked her head. “Like what?”

I was overtaken by a sudden urge to scratch my armpit. “I don’t know, like are either of you ticklish?”

The fiendish grins returned to their faces and the twins deftly scooted down my arms like a couple of synchronized swimmers. Their busy little fingers danced into my armpits.

Any concern about an itch I was feeling moments earlier was long gone. I was in the process of clenching my sides, laughing, and trying to control my reaction to their tickling attacks. My only course of action was to launch a simultaneous counterattack.

I yanked my hands from under the twins’ legs and wiggled my fingers into the crooks of their arms.

As it turned out, the twins were very ticklish. They giggled and gasped before throwing themselves on top of my chest, trapping my arms.

We were all grinning and breathing hard when a cold voice came from the doorway.

“Huh, so much for me being the next one you sleep with, ladies’ man,” Jun said, biting into her quaking lower lip. She quickly wiped at her eye and swallowed hard.

She glared down at them, her voice icier than an Iowa winter. “Toshi’s back, and he’s got news. So keep your clothes on and come to the pagoda.”


Chapter 11


Who’s Coming With Me



The fierce workout warrior I was accustomed to seeing in the gym and during my PT sessions wasn’t the Jun I saw standing at the door.

All of her strength had melted away, and Jun was exposed. Fragile. Her good eye welled up again, and her lip continued to tremble. The chimera girl’s tiger stripes were darker and more pronounced than I’d ever seen.

“It’s not what you think,” I tried to explain, attempting to disentangle myself from the twins.

Jun fell back a couple of steps, turned, and ran down the hallway.

By the time I made it to the door, I couldn’t even see the chimera girl’s back.

Kana and Nana chased after me and latched onto my arms less than a minute after I left their room. The hallway was barely wide enough to accommodate the three of us walking this way, but I didn’t think it would be a good idea to shrug them off. I didn’t want to add a set of upset twins to an already pissed off chimera girl.

“Don’t worry about big sis Jun. She’ll be fine,” Kana said brightly.

“We’ll make sure Fumiko talks to her, and she won’t interfere again,” Nana added.

I stopped walking. It was one thing to not want to intentionally upset the women in my life, but it was something entirely different to have these two belittle Jun’s feelings.

“No, you’re not going to do that or anything else,” I said, looking between the two. “Jun and I will have a conversation, and we’ll figure something out. Understood?”

Kana and Nana leaned forward. They engaged in a quick twin-speak session. Nana ended the conversation by curling her upper lip and tilting her hand in a side to side gesture.

That’s really getting annoying.

Kana fluttered her eyelashes at me and sweetly said, “We understand. We won’t say anything to big sis Jun or Fumiko. So, don’t be mad at us, okay?” The weasel girl pushed out her lower lip.

Seeing no sense in going any deeper into this conversation, I let Kana’s attempt at manipulation slide and continued to the pagoda.

Scholar Kaneda, Toshi, and the rest of my team were waiting for us. A heavy mood settled around me when I sat on one of the mats.

Jun’s face was stern. The chimera girl kept her eye forward and even rotated her head slightly away from my direction. Maybe I was imagining things, but it looked like she was trying to keep me out of her peripheral vision.

Ayane looked up from her tablet. She exchanged a glance with Fumiko. The two ladies gave each other a slow nod, and the Tracker went back to taking notes on her device.

Great. Am I on their respective shit lists, too?

Toshi cleared his throat and saved me from getting too caught up in the drama unfolding in my growing harem. “Glad to see all of you guys are here and safe.”

It took a second to hit me, but I noticed Toshi had lost some weight. His eyes looked a little hollow as well, but he didn’t look as spooked as when he’d snuck into our ryokan room in Kyoto.

Kaneda shook his head. “I’m a man of my word. The members of your group have been treated fairly.”

“Right,” Toshi said, scratching at the back of his neck. “It took me a while, but I was finally able to track down the Blessed Sight cult.”

“That’s great,” I said, scanning the room for a similar, positive reaction. When I didn’t find one, I asked, “Isn’t it?”

Toshi picked up a glass of water from the table and gulped down half of its contents. “It’s a start. Since I left the branch in Beppu, the Blessed Sight has become extremely suspicious of members who’ve stepped away for any length of time.”

Ayane looked up from her tablet again and gave her brother a concerned look. “Have they been monitoring you?”

Toshi shook his head. “Nothing like that. But from what I’ve gathered, I need to pass a test of loyalty. It’s the only way for me to meet with the Sacred Lens—the cult’s leader.”

“What kind of test?” Ayane asked, unable to keep some of the emotions she must have been feeling out of her voice.

The Hunter picked up his water glass again and drained it.He kept his eyes glued to the table as he said, “I have to bring two new recruits with me when I visit their camp.”

Ayane wore a confused expression on her face as she looked around the room. When her eyes landed on me, I could only offer her a head shake.

“I guess that’s a little demanding, but it’s not the worst thing in the world. I’ll go with you,” I offered.

Toshi’s eyes were still fixed on the table. The Hunter drew in a deep inhale. “Wait. There’s more.” He finally shifted his gaze away from the table and onto me. “They’re only rumors, but I’ve heard from a few different sources that new recruits are disappearing after some sort of ritual to give the leader more power.”

The air went out of the room. There was another round of uncomfortable glances, but it appeared Toshi had more to say.

“I learned about this a couple of days ago. I tried to learn more about the ritual, but few in the cult know anything, and if they do, they aren’t talking.”

He looked around the room in desperation. “I can’t ask any of you to lay down your lives because of a hunch I have about Endo being connected to this cult. However, I’m running out of time. Today’s the last day they’ll allow me in. There’s some sort of event for the high-ranking members happening soon. This is my last chance to prove myself so I can meet the leader.”

“So today is the deadline. When?” I asked, hating how the investigation was affecting Toshi. He was usually so charismatic and effortlessly cool.

He looked like a shadow of himself, exhausted and hunched over. A little manic, even.

Toshi gave me a bleak look. “I have to be at a campsite on Mount Ishizuchi at sunset today, or I’ll be completely cut off.”

Ayane leaned closer to her brother. She placed a hand on his shoulder, attempting to soothe him. “Why are you acting like you’re isolated? Scholar Kaneda has hundreds of Wheel members at his disposal.” She looked at the older man and continued, “He can just have a team follow us and make sure nothing happens.”

The Scholar let out a sigh. “Sadly, I can’t spare the bodies to follow Hunter Ito or any others for this kind of operation.” His gaze moved across the room, marking each of our faces. “You’ve only been here for less than two weeks, but you’ve witnessed the aftermath of two additional yokai invasions.”

Kaneda took a drink of water, and his eyes darted to Toshi. “Besides, this is your problem. You’re supposed to be the ones finding the evidence in order to clear your names.”

As the weight of Toshi’s message and Scholar Kaneda’s refusal washed over the room, I started shaking my head without realizing I was doing so. My hands were curled into fists.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m still going,” I said, looking at the shock on the faces of Ayane and the yokai girls. Even Jun tensed a bit after I confirmed my stance. “You need two people in order to get inside, and there’s no way I’d make someone else go instead of me.”

Ayane’s entire body trembled for a moment. The Tracker eventually gathered herself and said, “I’m going too. You need another person, so it should be me.”

“No!” Toshi said, slamming his fist on the table.

Damn. You beat me to it, Toshi.

“There’s no way I could let my little sister walk into what is probably a trap. Even if we did get away without any problems, our grandparents would never forgive me if I knowingly put you in danger.” He calmed a little and genuine fear crept into his voice. “Grandma would kill me.”

Ayane scoffed. “And I suppose they’d be fine with you potentially throwing your life away?” She turned in my direction. “What do you think, Dylan?”

I reached for the Tracker’s hand. I knew how she felt about being professional while she was at work, but this was a personal matter. “I agree with Toshi. I don’t want you to endanger yourself unnecessarily.”

When Ayane moved to protest, I brought my finger up. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not very modern, but I promised your grandfather that I’d keep you safe.”

My eyes widened dramatically. “Besides, I’m scared of your grandma too.”

Scholar Kaneda grunted his approval. “While I can’t spare any of my own people to accompany you on this mission, I can guarantee that Tracker Ito will remain safe while you’re away.”

With no help from the Matsuyama Hold, it meant that Toshi and I were one person short.

Maybe we could talk to one of the members in Beppu or Osaka. We have connections to both locations, and someone would definitely help us. But secretly reaching out would take time.

Time we didn’t have.

“I’ll go, mate,” Fumiko said, her ears flat and tail swishing angrily. “No more fighting alone. You said so.”

A strained smile touched Toshi’s lips at the implication that he wouldn’t help me in a fight, but his stern look told me all I needed to know.

“Taking Fumiko won’t work, will it?”

“Yeah, I don’t think so. The cosplay thing is somewhat believable for her on the streets, but that won’t fly with these people. We might be able to hide her tails, but her ears would stick out.”

The cat girl’s eyes narrowed at Toshi, and I got the impression that she’d be stomping her feet if she wasn’t seated.

“Sorry, Fumiko. But I’m going to defer to Toshi’s judgement on this. We’ll need to take someone else.”

“Um, maybe, I could go,” Midori sheepishly offered.

Toshi tilted his head like he was giving the kappa girl’s suggestion some serious thought, but I could see the nervousness and fright on her face.

“Thanks for volunteering, Midori, but I don’t think we’d be able to slip you in either.” I drew in a deep breath, put my hands up, and continued. “Don’t take this the wrong way, because I love your ears, but I think they’re a bit too pointy. People might get suspicious about you like they would with Fumiko.”

Midori absentmindedly touched her ears. “Really? You…love my ears?”

“Of course I do.”

I hadn’t noticed, but the twins had been acting fairly reserved up until this point.

Nana chose my gentle denial of Midori’s help to jump in. “We can help! Being sneaky is our job,” she said.

I frowned. “Being sneaky is your job?”

“We’re like scouts,” Nana explained, as if it were obvious.

Kana shoved her sister. “No. We’re more like ninjas…at least we are in our veil form. When you recharge us, we’ll be able to sneak in anywhere.”

Jun scoffed and shook her head. When she settled, the chimera girl looked at the Scholar. “Do you have any whisky or sake around here, or do you only stock water and tea?”

The older man cleared his throat with a cough. “Typically, I don’t serve alcohol during these kinds of meetings. Especially when they are before noon.”

The chimera girl huffed and crossed her strong arms. “Well, I think today’s going to be an exception because these two—” Jun stopped to hook her thumb in my direction. “They need a third body, and it’s obviously going to be me. And I don’t want to leave this place without at least a couple of drinks in me.”

Toshi turned his head in my direction and gave a shrug. “Not a bad idea, but the tail’s an issue.”

“Says someone who doesn’t have a tail.” She kept her eyes on Toshi, pointed at her lion-like tail, and moved it up and down with control. “It’s like any other muscle in my body. I can flex and move it at will. With a little bit of cloth to help, I should be able to keep my tail wrapped around my midsection.”

She’s strong enough to take care of herself, but would it be fair to have her come along? I mean, she’s not cured yet.

Nor does she have full access to her Dawn.

“Won’t it be a problem if you’re away from Midori and your treatments for an extended period of time?” I asked, thinking I should at least offer her an out.

Jun kept her eyes on Toshi, refusing to even look at me, and shook her head. “Midori can infuse multiple layers of Dawn in my eyepatch. I should be good for at least a day or two.”

The kappa girl suddenly turned to Jun. “I can?”

The chimera girl brought in a sharp inhale and slowly rotated her head toward Midori. It was the first time I’d seen the entirety of Jun’s face during the meeting.

Jun’s eye twitched, and her lip curled up. “Yeah, remember? You told me that I should be good for multiple days with the new patch.”

Jun’s not-so-subtle eyebrow raising didn’t really sell the lie. Midori finally caught on and stumbled over her words. “Yeah, that, I said…that.”

Jun turned back in the direction of Toshi, her pink pigtails swinging. “See, I should be fine. Now, if you don’t have any other objections⁠—”

“What about your stripes?” I asked, hoping my rude interruption would help prove my point.

The chimera girl went still, and her muscles tensed. To her credit, Jun didn’t take the bait. Her sun-kissed body remained the same color, but I could see the effort it required.

“Nice try, ladies’ man. But as you can see, I have some control over my body.” She finally turned to look at me, a sneer on her pretty face. “Unlike someone else I know.”

Now that was unfair. “Jun⁠—”

She cut me off. “Now, if you don’t have any other stupid fucking reasons why I shouldn’t join this mission, I’d like to grab a few drinks and settle things with Midori before we leave.”

Sensing there was so much more boiling under the surface, I was left with just one question. “Why? Why does it have to be you?”

The muscular woman chuckled without humor. Her voice held resignation, but also a hint of pride. “It’s my job. I’m the shield. I take the punishment so the rest of you can kill the monsters.”

She got to her feet. “Come on, Midori. I don’t want to waste any more of your time.”

“Oh, okay.” The kappa girl looked at me with a touch of reluctance and sympathy on her face.

I nodded, and Midori stood up to leave.

“Gee, thanks, Dad,” Jun jeered, and followed her green-haired companion toward the doorway.

Once Jun and Midori had left the room, a chime came from Scholar Kaneda’s pocket. The older man pulled out a phone, and his eyes flew over the message on the screen. Much like his mannerisms during our first meeting, it was impossible to get a read on Kaneda’s mood or reaction to what he was reading.

After typing a response, the Scholar put his phone away and looked at us. “I hate to further dampen the mood, but that was a message from Endo. Apparently, there’s an emergency meeting about you that I’m required to attend.”

For a fraction of a second, the man’s poker face cracked, and I could see concern in the wrinkles of his forehead.

“There was a second item. My request for assistance is being considered. However, it will require a site visit, and a thorough investigation.” Kaneda pressed his palms together and brought his fingertips up to the bridge of his nose. “I suggest you find your proof quickly. I need help, and I’m running out of options.”


Chapter 12


Take Your Pills



With Scholar Kaneda’s situation becoming dire, I couldn’t fault the guy for seeking help from anyone willing to lend it. He said he’d stick to our original agreement, but it was obvious we wouldn’t be able to remain in the Hold much longer. Hell, we probably wouldn’t be safe in Ehime, let alone the city of Matsuyama.

Toshi moved to speak with the Scholar as Ayane, Fumiko, the twins, and I exited the pagoda, stopping just outside on the stairs.

Ayane set to work on the logistics of our eventual departure. The resourceful Tracker mentioned several remote campsites in and just outside of the prefecture. Ayane doubled down on her preparations by mentioning she’d expanded the underground communication network with sympathetic Wheel members.

It appeared Scholar Yamashiro and Midori’s collaborations weren’t the only glimmer of hope we could still cling to.

Fumiko was in a similarly motivated state. According to the cat girl, there were more than fifteen Wheel members in the Matsuyama Hold who were promising students. Apparently, many Ehime members were able to connect with their Dawn networks far faster than members from Beppu. It had something to do with them being closer to nature. Or something.

My mind momentarily blanked as my cat girl lover briefly rested her hands on my shoulders, using me as leverage to stretch her back in an exaggerated fashion. Her two soft tails curled around my forearms, and her hips pressed into mine as she came out of the stretch.

“I miss you, mate,” she whispered in my ear, pressing her large, pillowy breasts into my chest. “Ayane, Midori, and I all have costumes now.”

I went rock hard at the thought of the three women in skimpy cosplay outfits, ready to service me…and each other.

Through Fumiko’s ears, I could see Ayane giving me a heated look.

Kana and Nana’s ears went ramrod straight. “Oh! Us too! We want costumes and sex too!”

Toshi came bounding out of the pagoda, nearly running over Fumiko and I. “Scholar Kaneda says we can use the Hold’s tailor.”

The cat girl unwound herself from me, and I tried to discreetly adjust my erection. “Wait, what?”

Fumiko and Ayane grinned at me one last time, wrapped their arms around each others’ waists, and sauntered toward the main building. The twins looked like they were about to rush me, but Fumiko shook her head at them.

Toshi rolled his eyes at the pouting twins. “I’m too old for this shit.”

“Hey, I actually recognize that line.”

The Hunter gave me an approving nod. “When this is all over, I’ll make sure your cinematic education continues. Forget what Gramps said about a double feature, we’re going to binge my top fifty movies. No—top 100. No excuses.”

I just shook my head. “Sure, but that means you’ve gotta watch my top ten seinen series. We’ll start with Monster.”

Ten minutes later Toshi, the twins, and I were in the tailor’s workshop of the Matsuyama Hold.

Kana and Nana were nestled inside of a couple of leather barrel-style chairs. They had their stocking feet planted on the edge of the cushion with their arms resting on their knees. Each twin furiously tapped away at a phone screen, occasionally teasing and trash talking the other. Meanwhile, my fellow Hunter and I were being fitted with white yukata and flowing purple pants: the uniform of the Blessed Sight.

The billowy hakama pants were reminiscent of the bottom half of a martial arts uniform. When I caught sight of myself in the mirror, I momentarily thought of samurai. All I was missing were the two daisho swords traditionally worn by those legendary warriors.

While Toshi’s measurements and test fits—administered by the tailor’s apprentice—seemed to proceed smoothly, the old woman working on me kept complaining about my height. I shook my head at the memory of a similar situation back in Osaka months earlier, when I’d been fitted for my first Hunter-issued black suit. The tailor at the Osaka Hold had grumbled about my height as well.

A pang hit my chest. Would I ever be allowed in the Osaka Hold again?

Toshi took a seat next to the twins when his fitting was finished. He rubbed at his chin and seemed to choose his words carefully. “Do you really think Jun’s ready for this?”

I held my arms out in a T-pose, and the woman ran a tailor’s tape from my armpit to my wrist, muttering something about bamboo. “If I’m being honest, I don’t know. She’s definitely been improving, but she’s still nowhere close to being healed. With her not being able to access the Dawn in her network, she’s…vulnerable.”

“Shit,” Toshi said under his breath. He stared blankly at the floor, but I could see his sharp mind working.

Nana’s fiery red eyes darted up from her screen. “We’re all vulnerable until you recharge us.” The fox girl was quick to turn her attention back to her screen.

Kana’s deep blue eyes shifted upwards seconds later. “We’ll be even more vulnerable when we leave here.”

This was the first time the twins had mentioned anything about their safety. Suddenly, their shut-in lifestyle made sense: Wheel Holds are specially crafted to repel Dusk.

They stay as deep in the Hold as they can because it’s safe. While they’re here, they don’t have to worry about possibly becoming yokai again.

“Kana, Nana, I won’t let anything bad happen to you when we leave here. We’ll…have our time together, but I made a promise to Jun.” I turned back to Toshi. “Jun might be vulnerable, but she’s brave as hell. She won’t be the reason we have problems.”

Toshi looked up and gave a nod after I spoke.

The twins’ attention went back to their phones, but Kana spoke up again. Her voice was resolute. “You’re right, Dylan. Big sis Jun won’t let you down. If she says she’s going to do something, she does it.”

We were dismissed by the still-surly tailor so she and her apprentice could finalize our uniforms. Our next stop was the armory.

The twins stuck with us during this portion of the preparations as well. They weren’t glued to me, but both of them remained close to my side during the walk. In an almost supernatural use of peripheral vision, they managed to walk beside me while still playing their game.

But I could see the tension in their shoulders, and the quick glances they stole at the heavy forest as we walked across the Hold’s main courtyard.

A few minutes later, we entered a building that appeared to be housing for monks. A young Ehime Tracker nodded at us and let us through a heavy metal door. We now stood at the counter of the well-lit armory. The L-shaped room was surprisingly small. I guessed that most of their stock was being stored around the unseen left corner.

In a juxtaposition that reminded me of Matsuyama city itself, modern communication and tracking equipment sat atop new metal shelves and organizers while old-fashioned hand-to-hand weapons were stored on ancient-looking racks. Long, sheathed katanas rested on horizontal racks above shelves with knives of various lengths, scythe-like kamas, and sharp shuriken.

I raised a brow at Toshi. “You said we couldn’t be armed in the cult, so why are we here?”

Toshi scanned the shelves and racks of equipment behind the counter. A man in his mid-forties quietly waited with his palms pressed together.

Toshi found what he was looking for and pointed to two objects on the new metal shelves. “Just because this is probably a trap doesn’t mean we can’t be prepared.”

The man returned from the shelves and put two objects onto the counter. The first was a black, dime-sized coin with a paper stuck to it, and the other was a wooden box about the size of a Zippo lighter. The box had an illegible symbol carved into its top.

“Just in case things get out of control, I want to be proactive,” Toshi said, and held up the unassuming black coin with a popular onsen’s kanji inscribed on it. “They’re paranoid about cell phones, so they’ll more than likely search us and the camping car right away. This beacon is probably small enough to go unnoticed. I’ll put the talisman tag—” he held up the small slip of paper, “in the camping car. It’ll make it easier for us to find it if the cult members separate us from the car, as I suspect they will.”

I pointed at the small wooden box. “And what about that?”

Toshi put the coin in one pocket. He picked up the box, and shook the small container. A light rattle came from inside of the box. “We swallow the talismans inside, and whoever keeps the box can use it to follow us.”

The Hunter pulled open the box and dumped its contents into his palm. When Toshi pulled the box away, I could see two pieces of light, unpolished wood. Both chips were smaller than a vitamin capsule.

“These internal trackers only come in pairs, so you, me, and Jun need to try to stick together,” Toshi said, sticking the tiny talismans into his pocket.

With our preparations completed, the twins put away their phones. They looked up at Toshi and me, agitation evident in the way their tails twitched.

Nana’s red eyes narrowed and her fluffy, red-tipped ears swiveled back as she held out her hand. “I’ll make sure Ayane has the box and frequency of your beacon.”

Toshi looked a little perplexed at her sudden irritation, but he quickly handed over the box and the paper he’d removed from the beacon.

Kana arched one of her eyebrows, her adorable blue-tipped, rounded ears flattening. “When you have to get the hell out of there, what are you doing about the rocky terrain? You guys are going to be wearing yukata and puffy pants. What about footwear?”

“Toshi didn’t say you had to wear wooden geta sandals, so I hope you’re planning on wearing something with good traction and ankle support at the very least,” Nana added, placing her hands on her hips.

I scratched the top of my head. “Those are good questions, but I don’t think we have enough time to address them.” I looked at Toshi, but he just shrugged. “We have no idea where we’ll end up once we make contact with the members from the Blessed Sight cult.”

The twins both let out an exasperated huff and exchanged a brief smattering of twin-speak.

“Guys, it’s rude when you do that. We’re all adults here. If you think me and Toshi need to know something, then just say it.”

Kana bit her lip, and her tail tensed. “Sorry, Dylan. We’re not trying to offend you.” Her eyes rolled to her sister’s. The fox girl gave her a nod. “We just don’t think you guys are considering all of the variables.”

“Like what?” Toshi asked.

Nana jumped in. “Like maps for starters. Unless you’ve already memorized frequent and infrequently used trails on Mount Ishizuchi, you’re going to be at a distinct disadvantage if you need to sneak away.”

“But we don’t know if we’ll remain⁠—”

Kana cut Toshi off. “It’s probably best to make for the populated areas to the southeast if you need to get away.” The weasel girl showed us a picture of some structures near a trailhead on her phone.

I looked at Toshi and back at the twins. “Thanks. We’ll keep that in mind. I’ll see what I can do about getting a pair of real shoes before we leave.”

The twins nodded at one another, seemingly mollified, and went back to their phone games. They turned to walk away. “We’ve got to get back to our room,” Nana said without looking back.

“There’s a tournament starting soon. We’ll see you guys when you get back,” Kana added, not once looking up from her phone.

I was surprised they hadn’t asked for an escort back to their rooms, but I took it as a sign that they were starting to feel more comfortable.

When the twins were gone, I turned to Toshi. “I’m going to check in on Jun. How about you?”

“I think I’m going to pop into Fumiko’s class.”

“Really?” I knew Toshi had long since buried the hatchet with Fumiko, but this was new. I never would have guessed that he’d want to take lessons from the nekomata: the yokai he’d erroneously believed had killed his parents. He knew the truth now, but it had to be difficult to ignore years of hatred and hurt.

“Why not? If she was able to help Ayane expand her network and actually handle a weapon, she might teach me how to do something like that tranquil fist of yours.” Toshi bounced on his toes like a boxer and brought his fists up to complete the impression. “I’m the baddest man in the world.”

I smirked at the movie reference. “Calm down, Clubber Lang.” I shook my head. “When do you want to meet in the garage?”

Toshi dropped his silver screen boxing routine and checked his phone. “Sunset’s at 4:44, so we should leave at 2.”

“Sounds good. I’ll make sure Jun’s ready,” I said and left to check on the pissed off chimera girl.

Approaching the medical wing, I was able to see Midori standing over Jun through a window. The healer was covered in her golden kappa veil form, a sympathetic expression etched across her face.

As I got closer, it became clear that Midori was inserting four of her Dawn needles into Jun’s eye. Jun’s discomfort with the procedure also became abundantly clear.

Whatever noises she might have been making through her gritted teeth weren’t making their way through the glass or door, but Jun’s pain was being transmitted via her body language. Unsurprisingly, there was a dark pattern of black, orange, and yellow tiger stripes covering her exposed skin. Her good eye was clamped shut, and she was arching away from the chair, her hands balled into fists.

I needed to intentionally steady my hand before reaching for the door. Even though I didn’t share the strongest bond with Jun, my heart still went out to the chimera girl. There was nothing I wanted more than to reach out and help her take the pain away.

The sensation only intensified when I opened the door. A mixture of grunts and whimpers reached my ears.

Midori noticed my entrance first. Her delicate fingers froze, and she slowly lifted a pair of heartbroken yellow eyes to meet mine. The kappa girl mouthed, “It’s too much.”

Midori’s worries were interrupted when Jun growled, “Don’t stop.” A breath hitched in the chimera girl’s throat. “I’m not fucking quitting. So, don’t you stop, Midori.”

Touched by Jun’s commitment to overcoming her affliction, I settled in a seat next to her and reached for her hand.

Jun flinched when my fingers made contact with hers. She opened her good eye and rolled her violet iris in my direction. She puffed out her chest and let out a long exhale, but Jun didn’t pull her hand away from mine.

“I’ll keep going, but you need a break.” Midori said, withdrawing her Dawn needles. Once the golden tips were out of Jun’s eye, Midori dropped her veil completely. “I’d say we both need a break.”

The kappa girl straightened up and stretched her lower back. She followed this by rotating her shoulder a few times and wiggling her fingers. She took a few steps around the room, stopping by a countertop to open a plastic container of sweets.

She pulled out a small bamboo skewer with three round rice dumplings: one pink, one yellow, and one green. I recognized the botchan dango, a specialty of Ehime, from the Scholar’s tea ceremony. Each soft, chewy dumpling was filled with sweet red bean paste.

Midori was still chewing one of the dango when she spoke to herself. “Pickles are better, but these aren’t bad.”

I snickered at the kappa girl’s preference of pickles over sugar and turned toward Jun. The chimera girl’s stripes had faded away. I looked down from her face to our clasped hands.

Jun followed my line of sight. “I don’t need you to hold my hand. I’m not a baby,” she said, but her tone was unconvincing.

I let the chimera girl pull her hand from mine.

“It’s here if you need it.” It was obvious she was still going to give me the tsundere treatment.

At least she’s looking at me. I guess that’s a bit of progress.

An awkward silence fell over the room.

Midori took another lap around the space while stretching her fingers like a musician. The kappa girl halted several feet away from me and Jun. “I’ve been able to remove a majority of the foreign mass. What remains is less than a quarter of its original size.”

Optimistic with this update, I looked between doctor and patient. “That’s amazing progress.”

Midori leaned forward. She held her hands out as if she could hardly contain her enthusiasm. “I know! It’s because of my collaborations with Scholar Yamashiro. I’m so happy he’s recovering, and that Ayane was able to get us connected.”

Jun snorted and scoffed, “Yeah, I’ll get right on thanking that asshole for hours of pain.”

“He never suggested that you undergo this level of intensified treatment. You insisted.” Midori retorted, her eyebrows lowering. The kappa girl gave her hand one last shake. “I’m going back in, but that’ll be it for today. If I miscalculate my movements, you’ll lose your eye and access to your network.”

I temporarily froze and needed to shake myself out of the shock of Midori’s statement. “So Jun’s network could be locked away?”

“Yes, that is a potential outcome if we don’t proceed with extreme caution.”

Panic flashed across Jun’s face for a brief moment, and her stripes flared again. She’d stood her ground against a swarm of yokai, and she’d faced down an oni general—but this was the first time I’d seen the strong woman appear genuinely afraid.

Jun wetted her lips. “I understand the risks. I’m ready.”

While she didn’t look back at me, Jun rotated her palm in my direction. The unspoken plea was obvious.

Without mentioning her stubbornness, I clasped my hand over Jun’s and squeezed. A small jolt tensed the chimera girl’s body, and she squeezed back.

Jun’s good eye rolled over to meet my gaze. Even though she didn’t say anything, I saw appreciation flicker across her face.

It’s okay. I’ve got you.
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We arrived in the garage a couple of minutes before 2, but Toshi was nowhere in sight. After five minutes of waiting, Jun decided she might as well get changed into her yukata and hakama pants.

Less than a minute after she went into the RV, Jun called out, “I, uh, need a hand.” The moment I turned the handle of the door, she added, “Don’t get any ideas. You’re just helping me with this stupid compression wrap, okay?”

I froze outside the door. “I promise, no funny business. Is it safe to come in?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Jun huffed out in resignation.

The chimera girl was standing in the aisle of the RV wearing a low cut, black sports bra and matching tiny, tight athletic cut bikini panties. Her tall, sleekly muscled figure was perfect. Her cleavage and flat stomach were on full display, and the panties showed off her long, fit legs.

The pink-tipped lion tail sprouting from just above her butt twitched irritably.

I would have enjoyed the view longer if she hadn’t put her hands on her hips and huffed at me. “Don’t stare. I want to get this done before Toshi gets here. The bitch of this is keeping the wrap tight while attaching these weird clips.” She held up a long white compression wrap and some silver fasteners.

“Sorry, but what exactly are we doing?” I asked, distracted by all the smooth, toned skin on display.

“Are you titty-blinded or something?” she asked, exasperated. “We’re hiding my tail!”

Oh, yeah.

Understanding that this was a two-person job, I grabbed one edge of the wrap, pulling the material tight—but not too tight—over her tail that was now wrapped around her stomach. We didn’t say anything, and I concentrated on applying a consistent amount of pressure to anchor the tail to her body without causing her discomfort.

After the third pass, I held the end of the wrap over Jun’s stomach. The chimera girl clipped two fasteners into place and stepped back to examine herself in front of a mirror.

It was my first time using a compression wrap to disguise a portion of a person’s body, but I think the two of us did a passable job. Jun’s tail was nearly imperceptible with just the binding wrap; once she put on her robe, I couldn’t discern it at all.

When she was fully dressed, the chimera girl went back to the mirror. She gave her reflection a nod. “That should work, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, you look great.”

Jun stopped posing. She turned her head in my direction, her expression unreadable. “Now, you get ready.”

“Sure,” I answered, puzzled by her direct stare. When Jun didn’t show any signs of leaving, my confusion deepened. I cocked my head to the side.

The chimera girl read my expression perfectly. “Oh, I’m staying. You’ve seen me naked—or nearly naked—twice now, but I haven’t seen you in anything less than what you wear to the gym.” She crossed her arms. “That doesn’t seem fair, right?”

“You’re not wrong,” I answered, gripping the edge of my t-shirt. When Jun didn’t show any signs of movement, I continued. “I was planning on keeping my underpants on, but I can take those off too if it makes you feel better.”

Jun rolled her eye and waved her hand in a circle to tell me to get on with it.

I obliged and soon found myself in just my boxer briefs.

Jun held her finger over her lips and appeared to be assessing my physique. She gave a few slight nods as her eye traveled up my body. A hint of pink rose on her cheeks, and I could swear her stripes were beginning to show.

Not moving felt a bit awkward, but I wasn’t ashamed to be standing in front of her nearly naked. If she wanted an eyeful, I’d be happy to provide it.

The idea of pulling down my underpants just popped into my mind when the front door to the RV yanked open and Toshi popped his head in.

“Did I miss something?” Toshi asked, looking between us for a second. His eyes went to the pile of clothes on the front seat. “Oh, you picked up my yukata and pants. Thanks.” He stepped out for a split second before popping his head back into the RV. “Remember, no phones.”


Chapter 13


Blind Man’s Bluff



I’d only been in a car with Toshi a handful of times, but this was the first instance where he made a production out of selecting specific music for the drive—reggae. Normally, I didn’t really care what music was playing in the background, but it became distracting when he turned the volume up to a dance-club level.

“It’s kind of hard to concentrate with the music cranked up. You alright with me turning it down?” I asked, reaching for the volume before Toshi could even answer.

Toshi seemed to shake himself out of a trance. “Oh, yeah. Sure. Sorry, I kind of conditioned myself to use the off beats of reggae to get into character. Just a weird connection I made that helps me depersonalize myself.”

With the music lowered, Toshi started telling us details about the Blessed Sight cult. Since this was a cult obsessed with the end of the world, I expected his account to be disturbing, but Toshi still managed to shock us.

“The earliest days of the Blessed Sight are kind of a mystery. They intentionally kept themselves hidden. Inviting new members to the group was challenging, and I heard many people were initially rejected.”

“That sounds sort of strange for a cult. I would have thought they’d want as many members as possible.”

“Yeah, their original goals are still up for debate. What is clear is that their power and influence grew exponentially after taking over another group out of Sakurami City.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. Why would taking over another cult be such a big deal?” I asked, noticing the thinning traffic as we wound our way toward the snow-capped mountains in the distance. The white peaks speared up like shark’s teeth, trying to take a bite out of the puffy clouds floating in the pale blue sky.

Toshi let go of the steering wheel and waved his fingers. “Because the group out of Sakurami had a leader who could see the future.” Toshi shook his head and took hold of the wheel again. “Apparently, the woman who led that old group received magical texts every morning.” Toshi rolled his eyes and continued. “A higher-up from the Blessed Sight infiltrated, took over that other group, and basically tripled the size of the Blessed Sight overnight.”

I looked back at Jun to see if she was paying attention to Toshi’s story, but the chimera girl seemed to be distracted by the scenery outside her window. She had her forehead pressed against the glass and was scratching her nail in unrecognizable patterns.

Turning back to Toshi, I asked, “So how long ago did the Blessed Sight take over the other group?”

“About a year ago. A couple of the members in Beppu spouted out a range of dates, but the consensus was early January of last year. Regardless of the specific date, all the guys had the same story: the Blessed Sight leadership concentrated on consolidating its power for several months but decided to step out into the light in October.”

“Any ideas why?”

“Nope. The members I knew said they received orders in October demanding heavy recruitment and numerous public interactions.”

I sat with the information Toshi had shared for a minute. My mind started to wander through all of the possible motivations the leader or leaders of a cult might have to switch back and forth between being nearly isolated with selective recruitment, to out in the open with welcoming arms.

Possibly financial reasons? Getting access to more money seemed to be the most obvious one. Cults tended to extract a high price from their followers. “Did you have to hand any money over to the members when you met up with the cult in Beppu?”

Toshi let out a small chuckle. “No. They never asked for a single yen.” He took his eyes off the road and shook his head at me. “I had the same idea about the cult draining people’s bank accounts. It’s just the opposite. Members receive a stipend. It’s not much, but they actually pay better than most entry-level jobs in Japan.”

Well, there went that theory. “Are they after power?”

“If the rumors I’ve heard are true, that’s a portion of it.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?”

Toshi drew in a deep breath. “Again, these are just rumors, but established members say the leader needs fresh souls. They’re supposed to increase his abilities and temporarily transform him into a god.”

I leaned my head back against the chair, not liking where this was going. “Did you ever see them get violent with anyone?”

The Hunter stared out at the open road and waning afternoon light. “I never saw anything, but I did notice a few people had gone missing. Since all of my efforts were wrapped up in not getting found out, I never dug any deeper. Maybe if I had, I could’ve found this connection sooner. Before Sato and Scholar Ueda⁠—”

He stopped speaking, his knuckles going white on the steering wheel. The guilt and raw pain in his voice echoed mine in so many ways.

If only we had been stronger, faster, smarter. Maybe they would still be alive.

“Hey,” I said, pulling myself from my spiraling thoughts and patting Toshi on the shoulder. “We would have zero leads to go on if it weren’t for you. Not to mention, if not for you and Jun busting us out of the council chamber, we’d probably be rotting in a Wheel jail or even worse.”

Toshi said nothing, just stared at the road ahead as the elevation climbed, but I could see him straighten in his seat just a little.

Jun cut into the silence. “So what happened to these new recruits that went missing?”

The Hunter made a face. “The only response I received was ‘They went camping’.”

[image: ]



Toshi pulled the RV into an empty gravel lot less than an hour later. He killed the engine, but he kept the now-crackling radio tuned to the same station. The uneven chuk-chuk cha, chuk-chuk cha of an unfamiliar reggae song weaved in and out with sounds of static.

Thick forest surrounded the parking lot. We were still in the lower section of the mountains, well below the snow line. Heavy stands of maples, gingko, pine, and towering bamboo stood as silent sentinels in the gathering darkness. The circle of sky above us was already streaked with coral and pink as twilight approached.

We hadn’t seen another car for a while.

Toshi reached into his pocket and pulled out the two small talismans. Without saying a word, he swallowed one and dropped the second one into my hand.

I considered the tiny piece of wood for a moment. Swallowing it wouldn’t guarantee my safety, but having an extra layer of security felt comforting. My gaze shifted to the chimera girl in the back.

I’d rather she have the extra layer of security.

I extended my hand in Jun’s direction. “Swallow this. If we get separated, the group will be able to find you.”

Jun narrowed her eyes. “What about you?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Toshi drew in a deep breath and blew it out. “Hate to interrupt, but they’ll be here soon.”

Jun huffed out an exhale, but she swallowed the second talisman.

Toshi looked into the rearview mirror. “Good. Now, there are three things we need to go over again before anyone shows up. First, we’ll each be assigned a guide. This group takes the idea of one-on-one very seriously. So, there should only be three people coming.”

“Odd, but I can live with that.” I shrugged, feeling a tightening in my stomach as I thought of how many ways this could go wrong if the cult members suspected us. We were in the middle of nowhere, on a deserted mountain road in Ehime Prefecture, with the sun sinking rapidly into night. Even with tracking talismans, it would be difficult for anyone to find us.

“Number two, we’re going to be blindfolded during our walk. It’s tied to their whole obsession with sight. So, don’t be surprised if they cover your eyes.”

Now that part, I did not like.

“That won’t be a huge adjustment for me,” Jun snickered in the back.

“Lastly, we need to hold onto the guide. It’s tied to their idea of trust. I’ve heard horror stories about people being abandoned for letting go of their guide. It’s silly, but just do whatever you can to stick with your guide.”

Jun and I nodded our agreement and tried to prepare for our incoming escorts. I kept my breathing deep and even, a form of meditation to calm my unsettled nerves.

4:44 came and went without any sign of the cultists. We collectively held our breath and waited in the growing darkness.

Several more minutes passed. Toshi turned the keys all the way back and pulled them out of the ignition.

With the radio off, the natural sounds of the mountain became our soundtrack. A call from a few resident birds sounded in the trees and eased some of the tension I felt.

“Maybe they’re waiting for us to get out of the RV?” I suggested.

Jun pushed herself between the front seats. She slowly turned her head and searched the horizon through the windshield. “If someone’s waiting for us, they’re not coming from this direction.”

“What the hell?” Toshi growled, opening his door.

After getting out, we all walked to the back of the RV.

The crunch of gravel and dirt under our feet was drowned out by the wind brushing through the trees. Even with the wind, it wasn’t overly cold as we all wore thin, insulating layers under our robes.

Our butts had been against the rear of the RV for a few seconds when Jun spoke out of the corner of her mouth.

“There are six people coming, and they think they’re being really fucking subtle about it.”

The rules say there’s only supposed to be one guide per follower.

I shot a glance at Toshi. The low light was making it hard for us to see, but I knew he could read my expression.

Toshi stood up straighter, and I followed his lead. If this was going to get ugly, I wanted to be ready. Even the noises coming from the birds lessened, as if they were holding their collective breath. It was like the animals were also worried for us.

A couple of minutes after Jun’s observation, three flashlights with extremely high lumens clicked on. The beams were directed at our faces.

All three of us brought a hand up and turned our heads away from the intense, painful light.

Through the slits in my eyelids, I could see that Jun’s stripes weren’t visible. The chimera girl had her good eye clamped shut, and she was clenching her jaw, but there still wasn’t any indication that she was anything other than human.

“State your business,” a male voice behind the flashlights demanded.

“I’m a follower. I’m Cone 667. I lost my way and am seeking guidance back into the Blessed Sight through our leader, the Sacred Lens. Cone 516 shared that I need to bring two new candidates in order to gain an audience with him.” Toshi’s voice seemed overly bright and eager to please. His groveling tone sounded completely foreign to me.

“Ah, the defector. Yes, Cone 516 mentioned you might make an appearance, but we were expecting you two days ago. Is it possible your faith isn’t genuine?” the same voice asked.

Toshi lowered his hands and dropped to his knees, arms out and head bowed as if he were doing a yoga pose. “While I questioned the path I was on, the truth from our leader is more blinding than the lights you’re holding. It guided me here. I needed to make sure I was able to find new candidates with the same level of commitment before showing my face in front of another Blessed Sight follower, let alone the leader. Please, I need to witness his divine truth in person.”

There was a bit of muffled discussion behind the flashlights.

Jun and I were still standing with our hands in front of our faces, but she spoke out of the corner of her mouth. “We should get down. They’re questioning our level of commitment to their stupid cause.”

Knowing these people stood between us and possible answers, I held my tongue and slowly lowered myself to the ground. When I got there, I noticed Jun was already in a position similar to Toshi’s. Despite the jagged gravel biting into my knees, I knew Jun’s keen eyes and ears were currently our greatest asset.

This is humiliating.

“Ah, so you’ve finally decided to show the proper level of respect. Perhaps there is some hope for you after all,” the disembodied voice said, dripping with arrogance. There was another round of whispers, and the voice added, “Stay where you are. We’re coming to you.”

It was as if all natural sound fell completely away. My ears were only picking up the crunch of approaching steps. I kept my eyes lowered, but it took all of my strength to remain in this submissive position and not take action.

“Well, Cone 667, you’ve at least saved us the trouble of finding suitable attire for these large candidates,” the man said with a hint of exasperation in his voice.

A dark, thick canvas bag was pulled over my head, and I was momentarily relieved to not have a blinding light in my face.

The relief quickly subsided when the man spoke again. “You will not speak again until you're in the presence of the Sacred Lens. Nod if you understand.”

Knowing he’d be able to see the mounting rage on my face if I didn’t have a bag over my head, I was suddenly thankful for the cult’s paranoid practice. I slowly nodded my agrement.

“Get up on your knees and put your hands behind your back. I won’t ask a second time.”

Toshi specifically said we’d be led to the location, but we’re supposed to hold onto our guide.

Knowing the mission was far from over, I complied with the man’s request and hoped Jun would do the same. Moments after I had my hands in position, I felt the cold steel of handcuffs loop around my wrists.

This was the first time I’d ever had a pair of police-issued bracelets applied. Instinctively, I struggled against them and was rewarded with the metal digging further into my skin. Once was enough for me to learn my lesson, but I had growing concerns on whether or not Jun would be able to maintain her cool.

Given that I didn’t hear any sort of reaction from the yokai girl herself or any of the cultists, I assumed Jun was managing. I decided it was probably best for me to concentrate on all of my other senses in case we needed to report any specifics to Scholar Kaneda, or needed to find our way back to the RV.

Two sets of hands grabbed my forearms and pulled me to my feet. Neither pair felt callused or rough.

Probably haven’t been out here very long.

One of the cultists maintained a hold on my left arm while the other subjected me to a thorough pat down.

When they were satisfied that I wasn’t carrying a phone or any obvious weapons, a second set of hands clamped onto my right arm. I was pulled ahead by the cultists on either side of me. The only words either one said were simple utterances related to the terrain or to give a direction or a turn.

Along with learning I was being led by a man and a woman, I noticed the natural sounds of the forest hadn’t returned. Our feet scraped against rocks, vegetation, and dirt, but no sounds other than the wind in the trees accompanied our journey up Mount Ishizuchi.

With no visual cues and no sounds, the passage of time became distorted. Were we walking in circles? Did they intend to lead us off a cliff? Was someone going to smash our heads with a rock once we were far enough away from the public trails and campgrounds? I tried to distract myself from these troubling questions by counting the minutes.

I’d reached minute thirty-seven when I smelled the smoke from a fire—and grimaced.

What are they burning in the fire? It smells horrible!

A few minutes later, I could hear the crackling of flames burning through wood. The smell intensified, and I was briefly thankful for the canvas bag on my head.

Knowing we were moving closer to the fire, I lost my minute count and decided to focus on how close to the flames I’d allow myself to be pulled.

“Here. Down on your knees,” the voice from outside the RV boomed.

I complied.

The bag was pulled off, and I shook my head. My eyes weren’t assaulted in the same way they’d been when the cultists tried to blind us with their flashlights, but it still took me a moment to focus on my surroundings. I could tell Toshi was on my right, and Jun was on my left.

Good, we’re still together.

There was a raging fire built in a chaotic pit ten or so feet in front of us. A single figure was on the other side of the fire with his back to us.

When I was able to pull my eyes away from the figure in front of me, I could see the outline of figures standing in my peripheral vision. Their robes and hakama pants were the only details I could make out.

“No fucking way.” Toshi’s reaction caused me to whip my head in his direction.

That’s when I saw a circle of the unnatural purple of the abyss. It was a portal, and it was the size of a goddamn monster truck tire.

Small pieces of purple Dusk pulsed and undulated around the edge of the circle like disfigured arms of a massive sea anemone, making the shape look alive. Particles of Dusk floated through the center of the portal and circled the figure keeping us company by the fire.

The mysterious man on the other side of the fire spoke. “Welcome back to the flock, Cone 667. Or should I say, rank four Hunter Toshi Ito?”

“Hunter Kobayashi?” Toshi asked in disbelief.

The man on the other side of the fire wagged a finger that reflected an unnatural amount of firelight. “Ah, ah, ah. You need to refer to me as the Sacred Lens while you’re in the company of my followers. You have to maintain your cover story. We wouldn’t want the others in the flock to turn on you for being an outsider.”


Chapter 14


Shapeshifter



I tore my eyes away from the portal and its rippling arms of Dusk.

Shit. This is bad. Really bad.

I took quick stock of our surroundings, knowing we’d be fighting our way back to the camper—if it was still there. Toshi was to my left, glaring at Kobayashi; Jun knelt to my right, staring at the portal in horror.

The huge, stinking fire was the bright nucleus of the cultists’ camp. Massive logs were piled in a five or six-foot depression dug into the mountain clearing. Flames licked up at least four feet above the pit, belching disgusting black smoke into the night sky that was slowly brightening with stars.

Kobayashi stood directly on the other side of the fire, while the portal rippled thirty feet to his right. I twisted my head to look both directions behind me. Cultists in robes ranged behind us at regular intervals with heads bowed. I lost count at twenty-three and faced forward when Kobayashi started speaking again.

“It’s quiet here,” the man said, giving an almost begrudging snort. His voice was oddly high-pitched. “Unnervingly quiet.” He popped his neck from one side to the other. A shiver seemed to travel through his entire body.

He returned his hand to his side, but kept his back to us. The flames danced and the surrounding shadows played off of each other, adding another layer to his threatening presence.

“I don’t know, it seems kind of⁠—”

“Since I’ve only ever lived in cities, I didn’t know what a place like this would do to me when I agreed to take this assignment from Endo,” Kobayashi said, cutting off Toshi and shaking his head.

It might have been a trick of the firelight, but the sides of the guy’s face looked white. Too white. The flash of unnatural color was accompanied by an eerie shine.

Is that bone?

As I was forming a conclusion, Kobayashi returned to his original pose. All that was visible was a shaved scalp and what looked like a black line running along the back of his head above his ears. The man’s body gave another odd twitch, but he was able to steady himself after a couple of seconds.

“The first night, I couldn’t sleep. The silence was too much. I had a panic attack on the second night and almost gave up. It was like my subconscious was telling me I'd have to face all of my biggest fears if I wanted to achieve greatness. Weakness needs to leave the body in order to become strong.”

The man’s entire body went stiff. He trembled for a moment like a gym rat flexing their glamour muscles for too long. When the shaking stopped, he leaned over and spat a hunk of something on the ground.

I looked between Toshi and Jun. They both appeared confused by Kobayashi’s behavior. Toshi leaned forward, but two cult members stopped him short of standing up.

“Sounds like you miss your cozy bed, Kobayashi. If you tell us why there’s a wobbling portal to the abyss here and what the connection to Endo is, we’ll make sure you get access to a king-sized mattress and all the pillows you could ever want,” Toshi offered in a pleasant voice.

Kobayashi gave a slight chuckle. “You’re not entirely wrong. I’m better suited for a place that’s civilized. Somewhere back in Yokohama will do nicely.” The man let an exhale whistle through his teeth and dropped his head forward. “Hell, at this point, I’d be fine with staying in that garbage heap of a city—vulgar Osaka—you love so much.”

Jun just couldn’t stop herself. “Quit your bitching. Pretty boy’s right. Let us go, and we’ll drag your ass back to whatever city you want.”

Two forms moved in from behind Jun.

I was in the process of rocking up to my feet when Kobayashi issued a command to his followers. “No!”

A glob of Dusk flaked off of the portal and floated across my line of sight. I watched in mounting rage as the purple mass attached itself to Jun’s shoulder.

She’s still vulnerable to the Dusk. If enough of that shit attaches itself to her, she’ll turn into a yokai.

The chimera girl gritted her teeth, but she avoided vocalizing her pain. I glanced at Toshi, but he was focused on Kobayashi.

Toshi, like 99% of other Hunters, couldn’t see the Dusk unless it was in its semi-permanent form. He had no idea Dusk was emanating from the portal—and that it was glomming onto Jun.

Thankfully, it appeared that Kobayashi couldn’t either.

“Oh, I don’t plan on being here much longer. Having the three of you here will help tremendously in our next ritual.”

The man turned. We could finally make out some details of his face, and what was masking a portion of it. I barely remembered him from our first encounter, only that he was at Endo’s side when Midori arrived in Osaka, right before our oni fight in Tennoji Zoo. He had looked like an average Hunter in his prime.

Seeing him now, I could make out his emaciated face, shaved head, and hollow, fervent eyes. His forehead and cheeks were covered with polished bones. Human bones.

His lips and jaw were exposed, and there was a string of neck bones hanging in front of his throat. It was like he was wearing a gruesome Halloween mask.

The view of his horrific adornments continued when Kobayashi swept his arm in front of him like a game show host and asked, “What? Don’t you recognize me, legend?” He punctuated his questions by twitching his neck twice to his left.

Bones were attached to the arms of his robe, and he was wearing gloves similarly adorned with macabre decorations. Like I’d noticed in the firelight, all of the bones covering Kobayashi’s head and arms were polished. Their white surfaces had a sickeningly clinical shine to them, and for a brief moment, I hoped they were fake.

But from the ridges, shadows, and cracks marring the multitude of different-sized bones covering Kobayashi, they had to be real.

This maniac didn’t have the mottled skin, size, or the command over the abyss, but it was apparent he was a fanboy.

“Gashadokuro. You’re trying to look like that bastard. Why?”

Kobayashi walked around the fire and stood above us. A smile dripping with deceit and cunning drew the corners of his lips up. “You didn’t respond to my question, but I’m guessing the answer is no.”

The bone-covered lunatic backed toward the fire. He clapped his hands together, and his lips peeled up even further. “Good. That’s what makes this all the better.” He bit the palm of his hand as a hint of laughter escaped his mouth. “Those morons from the council are still looking for you and the two warrior maidens while you and your idiotic friends are asking questions about Endo. I bet you think he’s in charge.”

Wait, he said two. Does that mean he doesn’t know about Jun? I have to keep his attention away from her.

“He’s not?” Toshi asked, apparently trying to bait Kobayashi into telling us more.

Kobayashi bit at his palm again. “That's the best part. You and the rest of the short-sighted savages had no clue I was pulling all of the strings.” He balled his fists and pumped his arms a few times.

This guy’s completely lost it.

“It hasn’t been easy, with Endo jumping the gun and poisoning the monks ahead of schedule. He basically forced me to exist in this empty, unnerving place for over a month.” Kobayashi slowly shook his head before turning back to the fire.

A hideous chunk of Dusk the size of a dime pulsated and lazily floated by. It landed on Jun’s cheek and pulsed in place.

She squeezed her good eye shut, and it took all of my willpower not to kick Kobayashi in the face and carry her away from the portal.

“Endo, that helpless fool, doesn’t understand his position in the grand scheme of things. His last message was full of brags and boasts. On December twenty-fifth, he told me about his plan for the massacre in Kyoto. He was practically giddy about either killing the legend and his bitches or blaming the whole thing on that ridiculous nekomata.”

Jun pushed herself forward at the mention of Fumiko. A hint of her stripes were visible, and the Dusk collection on her body was shaking like it was being agitated.

I pushed down the insane thought of someone wearing the bones of other people. “You’re wrong, Kobayashi. I do remember you. More importantly, I remember how you and Endo were too scared to leave the Hold during the first oni attack.” I spat toward the fire. “You, Endo, or whoever else is supposed to be in charge…it doesn't matter. You’re cowards.”

Kobayashi turned and stared at me. The corner of his lip twitched slightly, but he soon schooled his expression back to neutral. “Big talk from a man who gets all of his power from women. And as you can see, we’re hours away from any Hold.”

“Is that why you look even more afraid now than the last time I saw you? What’s wrong, is the scary outside too quiet for you?” I sneered.

Another sudden, violent twitch shook Kobayashi’s body. This one lasted far longer than the previous incidents. The former Hunter took nearly half a minute to compose himself and steady his body.

That’s right. Stay focused on me. Don’t pay attention to Jun.

Toshi let out a loud, exaggerated laugh. “It doesn’t matter how far away the nearest Hold is. They’re still going to track you down and do some horrific shit to you when they do.”

Kobayashi’s mouth twisted for a moment. When he regained his composure, the cult leader lifted his chin in Toshi’s direction.

A kick landed in the middle of Toshi’s back, and my friend found himself face down in the dirt, a few feet from the edge of the fire.

Handcuffed or not, I needed to take action. I got to my feet and immediately felt several pairs of hands yank on my arms and restraints. When my knee came back to the ground, a kick landed between my shoulders, and I came crashing the rest of the way down.

The Dawn was in my network, and I could harness it to strengthen my body, move faster, and destroy creatures from the Abyss—but it didn’t make me stronger than six men.

As I was held down by the group of cultists, my head was twisted to the side. I could finally see some additional details of the cultists following Kobayashi’s orders.

Along with the white yukata and purple hakama pants, they were all wearing pieces of skull on their heads and faces. Some of the cultists were wearing gloves with bones, but none of them were covered in as many as their leader.

I blinked rapidly as I saw purple flash on the faces of the cultists holding me down.

Kobayashi leaned over Toshi. “Try to refrain from making any more senseless threats. As you can see, my followers are becoming restless.” He shivered his shoulder and leered at Toshi for another moment before addressing the cultists. “Put them back where they were.”

Toshi and I were pulled off the ground and roughly pushed back onto our knees.

Kobayashi took a seat on a rock near the unstable portal. “Let’s stop pretending there’s going to be any interference from the Wheel. No one really knows what we’re doing here. This site was chosen specifically for our tests because it was in one of the least populated prefectures.”

Jun chuckled darkly. “Damn, you’re terrible at this intimidation thing. First you bitch and moan about how much you hate camping and not having a bidet to wash your ass. Now, you’re trying to sound like the meanest motherfucker and alluding to the idea that you killed someone.” She clenched her jaw. The Dusk collecting on her body must have been causing her an immense amount of pain.

The cult leader barked out his own fit of laughter, but it was forced and unnatural. “Oh, you have no idea, cyclops.” He turned to me. “Is she one of yours, or is she sleeping with Toshi? Hmmm?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why should you care? You sound like the one who wants to suck his own dick.” This earned me a kick to the ribs. I grunted in pain, but felt the insult was worth it.

“How boring.” Kobayashi brought his hand up to his face and covered a fake yawn. “Well even if she is one of yours, I promise, I have more.” He wetted his lips. “So many female cones desire nothing more than to spend a night with the Sacred Lens.”

From behind us, I heard six or seven female voices moaning and letting out soft, suggestive cries.

Kobayashi closed his eyes, opened his hands, and waved the sounds towards himself like he was feeding off the energy. “And they’re just a fraction of the women I’ve taken to my tent.” He opened his eyes. “As for the cyclops’ guess about the number of people we’ve sent to the other side, she’s woefully low.”

The deranged man made a show of wiggling his fingers and gave into another round of manic laughter. The cultists behind us joined in. Once Kobayashi had determined the joke was finished, he waved to his followers, and the laugh track ended.

“Honestly, I’ve lost count of the number of willing and involuntary sacrifices we’ve offered to our Lord.” Kobayashi turned on the rock and formed a triangular symbol with his hands in front of the portal. “For our Lord!”

“For our Lord!” echoed behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw all of the cultists making the same gesture and facing the portal.

They can’t all see the portal, can they? That shouldn’t be possible.

The shock and confusion must have still been on my face when I turned, because Kobayashi looked down at me with a knowing smile.

“Your eyes aren’t deceiving you, legend. They can all see the portal with the same clarity as an average Hunter.”

“Impossible,” Toshi growled.

Kobayashi twitched his neck a few times and bit his palm. Once his body stopped shifting, he pulled something out of his robe. “Not if a civilian wears one of these.”

I inhaled sharply as I realized the cultists behind me weren’t just wearing pieces of bone to mimic their leader.

Kobayashi held the top of a skull—cranial cavity and gaping eye sockets—with a wide elastic band attached to it. He saw my distress and flipped the mask over, revealing thick gobs of inert Dusk stretched over the eye sockets of the mask.

A deep, menacing, demonic voice barked from the direction of the portal. “Enough of your useless preening, Kobayashi! Our Lord demands another offering.”


Chapter 15


A Privilege from the Abyss



“The right and left hands of the Lord!” a voice behind me cried out. This was followed by the sounds of people shuffling around.

I briefly glanced over my shoulder and saw the cult members groveling on the ground.

Those people really are seeing the oni, too. Kobayashi wasn’t lying about the mask. If he’s also using them to brainwash civilians, we could be in serious trouble.

When I turned back to see who had interrupted Kobayashi’s rambling, the wobbling image of two oni filled the purple circle to the abyss.

Both figures were hulking masses easily over ten feet tall. Only their upper torsos came through the portal, but I could see that the red oni’s body was a grotesque mess of leathery, crimson skin stretched over the bulging muscles of a career bodybuilder. Sharp tusks as long as my hand erupted vertically from both his top and bottom jaw, crowding rows of spiky fangs. Two foot-long, needle-sharp horns protruded from his temples before a mass of wiry black strands that looked like the bristles on a pig. His burning red eyes, the color of magma, were locked on Kobayashi.

The blue oni was even taller and broader than the red oni. His appearance was ape-like, his enormously muscled arms too long for his torso. A wide, flat nose and a mouth full of pointed fangs were set under beady blue eyes that were more sclera than pupil. Like the red oni, two huge horns jutted from his temples, their points glinting murderously in the firelight.

Jun ground her teeth together loud enough for me to hear. She was staring down the two oni with murder written all over her face.

“The denizens of the abyss are growing restless. Your offerings are too infrequent. You showed great promise by creating the means for General Otakemaru to travel between realms, but your rate of gifting to the Lord has decreased considerably. If you expect to keep receiving the privilege of the Dusk, you’ll need to produce results soon,” the red oni growled, his voice deep, grating, and oozing with power.

Kobayashi scrambled off of the rock and prostrated himself on the ground. “Yes, thank you, General Shuten-Dōji! I’ve captured three would-be infiltrators, and every member of my flock is ready to offer themselves for the remaining twelve sacrifices. We just need one more unwilling individual, and the ritual can begin.”

“Oh, what’s this? You’ve actually outdone yourself, Kobayashi,” the blue oni said in a deeper voice, his words slower and pitched in a devastating rumble that made my stomach churn. He leaned forward and seemed to look in our direction.

The former Hunter turned toward us. “Ah, yes. General Sutoku Tennō, you noticed that I captured the supposed legend.” He whipped his head back toward the portal and twitched his head to the right a few times. “Are you pleased?”

The blue oni let a deep laugh that boomed from his belly, and whimpers escaped from many of the cultists. “You absolute imbecile. Did you actually not know? Can’t you see the Dusk collecting on her body as we speak?”

“Her?” Kobayashi pushed his forehead harder against the ground. “I still am unable to see the Dusk unless it is semi-permanent. Please share your knowledge with me.”

“You’ve somehow managed to capture one of the pathetic Kirin’s servants. The woman is one of the six who came from that other cursed realm,” General Tennō drawled, his cobalt skin deepening to almost navy as he leered at Jun.

The surface of the purple portal became turbulent. A blue arm larger than my leg with thick corded muscles pushed through the purple entrance. A clawed hand with sharpened nails opened, all five fingers pointing in our direction.

Seconds later, Jun lifted off the ground. At first, it appeared that the chimera girl was standing in order to prepare an assault on the exposed arm while still in handcuffs.

Once Jun’s feet left the ground, I knew that she wasn’t the one controlling her body.

Holy shit! She’s floating.

The blue arm tensed, and the fingers curled halfway.

Jun’s face contorted, but the only sound she let out was a growl of anger. She began to tip forward and started moving in the direction of the portal.

“No!” I was fighting to stand as the word left my lips.

A series of kicks to my sides mingled with a hailstorm of fists. I ignored the assault and continued to gain my feet. My rage and fear for Jun dulled the pain of the repeated blows.

I was up on one knee when the first cultist threw the weight of their entire body onto me. That individual was joined by several more. In a matter of seconds, I was at the bottom of a pig pile of at least ten bodies. An occasional fist struck at the areas of my body that weren’t covered, but there wasn’t enough strength in the punches to cause any real harm.

By some cruel coincidence, I could still see Jun floating toward the portal. She struggled against whatever force was pulling her, but she was obviously losing that battle.

Jun stopped moving less than an inch away from General Tennō’s huge arm. “While I agree with my fellow general in regards to the frequency of your offerings, I will grant you a special boon for stumbling upon this rare specimen,” the blue oni said, grinning at Jun.

A blue hand shot forward. A squishing sound accompanied the move, and Jun’s whole body spasmed in response.

I redoubled my efforts to get to my feet, but felt more weight join the pile.

Jun remained quiet through most of this experience, but she did growl at her attacker a few seconds before he pulled his hand away from her face. “Tennō, you son of a bitch! Just wait until⁠—”

The chimera girl, floating at least ten feet in the air, was unceremoniously released from the oni’s magical hold, dropping to the ground with a dull thud. Silence.

I held my breath, hoping she’d just had the wind knocked out of her.

Shouts of pain and a string of obscenities soon filled the area as Jun was able to suck in air again. “Ahhhh! You fucking, fuck! I’ll fucking kill your fucking ass! You’re dead, Tennō!”

She’s still alive. Focus on that.

I settled my body under the mass of cultists. I was determined to retaliate, but I knew I’d need to bide my time.

Slowly, the weight on top of me lightened. There were numerous pairs of hands on my arms and legs, but I was able to shift my head around and get a better view of the two oni.

General Tennō held a tiny piece of wiggling purple between three of his blue fingers. “The last of General Otakemaru’s Dusk tentacle.” The object shook and shifted more violently between the oni’s blue fingertips. “Very impressive. To see such a small object inflict so much damage on someone’s network.”

The surface of the portal bubbled like a pot of water on a rolling boil. Yellow streaks of lightning crackled around the edges and a few traveled along the surface of the portal.

One of these lightning flashes shot down General Tennō’s arm. The oni roared in pain.

“Kobayashi! Be thankful for the privilege you’re being presented with and ingest the communion I’m offering you,” General Tennō shouted, his words coming faster now.

The cult leader scuttled closer to the portal. “Yes, General Tennō. I’m ready and eager to receive.” Kobayashi tipped his head back and opened his mouth, his tongue lolling to the side like an obedient dog.

“A blessing from beyond,” voices whispered behind me.

Another streak of yellow lightning shot down General Tennō’s arm, and the oni dropped the squirming piece of purple into Kobayashi’s waiting mouth with a grunt.

The massive blue arm pulled back into the abyss as if there were jets attached to it, and Kobayashi munched away happily at the disgusting tentacle fragment.

When he was done chewing, Kobayashi’s body seemed to radiate purple smoke.

The red oni, General Shuten-dōji, spoke first. “Do you feel the power, Kobayashi? Do you understand that this still only represents a fragment of what our Lord will offer you once his plans see fruition?”

Kobayashi’s whole body went through several violent shakes, as if it was trying and failing to reject the Dusk tentacle. Once he was able to control himself, the former Hunter replied with fervor. “Yes, General Shuten-dōji. As the Sacred Lens, I see, and I will obey. All of us will obey.” He turned to his followers while delivering his last sentence.

“We will obey!” the chorus of voices cried out behind me.

“Make sure your preparations are completed and the offering is made soon. The Lord wants this portal to be completely viable,” General Shuten-dōji commanded.

The red oni narrowed his eyes and raised his upper lip a fraction of an inch to display even more of his hideously jagged teeth. The blue oni also bared his teeth, flexing his massive chest. The act of intimidation was undermined by the still-smoking wounds on his wrist and forearm.

Did forcing his arm through the portal cause that lightning to strike?

Without saying another word, the image of the two oni faded. The purple surface stopped boiling and became still, but its edges remained an undulating mess of tendrils.

Kobayashi turned to the cultists. “You’ve all witnessed the latest blessing I received due to my diligent work for the Lord of the Abyss. Can there be any doubts as to who his chosen people are?”

“No!” a chorus of voices shouted.

“Will you continue to follow until we’ve all achieved true sight?” Kobayashi put his hands together in the shape of a triangle.

“We will obey!” the chorus answered.

“You’ll be fucking chewed up and spit out,” Jun sneered with a pained chuckle. Her stripes were now fully visible.

Kobayashi dropped his hands and glared down at Jun. His eyes narrowed. The demented man slowly balled his hands into fists. “Watch this, you abomination.”

The cult leader dropped into a halfway decent stance with his arms up. A couple of seconds later, vile purple smoke came to life around his arms. The wisps of Dusk collided and formed together in a more familiar version of the globs of purple I was accustomed to seeing.

Kobayashi tensed his muscles and blood started to leak from the corners of his eyes. A few seconds later, his arms were covered in Dusk. It looked like a Dusk version of the first tranquil fist I was able to achieve after freeing Fumiko.

“Suddenly, Mr. Legend isn’t so special. Thanks to the Dusk tentacle, I can now cover my arms.” Kobayashi flexed his fingers a couple of times, like he was becoming familiar with the increased amount of Dusk inside of him.

When he was satisfied, Kobayashi looked at his followers again. “Behold! The new power I possess.” He bent down to pick Jun up.

Jun thrashed against Kobayashi’s hold. The front of her yukata ripped open as the cult leader was eventually able to get the muscular woman to her feet.

Standing at least four inches taller than Kobayashi, Jun fought to keep the pain off of her face while she looked down. “Not that strong. Fucking stick legs.”

Kobayashi narrowed his eyes, drew back his fist, and threw a punch at Jun’s midsection.

The chimera took the punch directly in the stomach and flew backward.

All of the color drained out of the world. Black and white became the new, simplified truths I needed to live by.

I activated the Dawn in my network and used every muscle in my body to get up.

My first priority was to dampen the impact of Jun’s collision with the ground. Once I knew she was safe, I could move onto my next objective—ending Kobayashi.

It turned out that my third attempt to get up was too much for the cultists holding me. I was on my feet, channeling Dawn into them and racing toward Jun. I cursed the handcuffs still pinning my arms behind me, but I knew I could provide a cushion for her.

The chimera girl smashed into me, but my plan had worked. She slid down the front of me and slowly made it to the ground. Unfortunately, Dusk was covering her midsection and was rapidly expanding around her.

I spat insults at Kobayashi. “Big talk! What kind of coward hits a woman who can’t even defend herself?”

Before I could move onto kicking the shit out this guy, the group of cultists tackled me from behind.

On the ground, I ignored the barrage of kicks and punches landing all over my body. I tried to wiggle myself closer to Jun. I needed to protect her.

A flash of flame reflecting off of something in the dirt temporarily distracted me from my colorless hatred.

Is that one of the clips we used to secure Jun’s tail?

With this thought still in my mind, I watched as Toshi fought to get up on his feet. “You really are a useless coward, Kobayashi! I’m going to make sure you die slowly for turning your back on the Wheel.”

Cultists rushed forward, and a series of blows knocked Toshi to the dirt on the other side of Jun.

“Pull them back up. There’s nothing to fear from any of them,” Kobayashi ordered his followers.

Several sets of hands pulled all of us back. We all shifted and fought against the cultists. Jun and I swore at the nameless mass of people, but Toshi was remarkably quiet.

Eventually, I was thrown back to the same spot with Toshi on my right and Jun on my left.

I looked at the chimera girl. Jun wore a pained expression on her face, and her ripped eyepatch revealed she was clamping both of her eyes shut.

My head fell forward in disgust. I needed to help her. I had to be stronger.

Maybe I can break the cuffs if I channel all of my Dawn into my forearms⁠—

I caught something out of the corner of my eye.

Toshi twitched his lips to the side and spat over his shoulder.

The reflection of flame dancing off of a metal clip flashed in my head. I looked to the spot where I saw the binder clip moments earlier, but it was gone.


Chapter 16


Busting Out



I let a fraction of my rage subside. If there was a hope of getting my hands free, I’d need to play it cool until the opportunity to strike presented itself. I couldn’t fight off this many cultists and still save Jun and Toshi.

Besides, there was a chance I hadn’t seen what I thought I did.

The cold trickle of uncertainty had just enough time to walk its way down each of my vertebrae when Toshi made a production out of scrambling up to his feet.

“You idiots don’t know what you’re doing!” Toshi shouted, not fighting against the hands restraining him. He waited for a beat and awkwardly threw himself toward me.

A few seconds after Toshi bumped up against my shoulder, I felt his fingers and something metal near my handcuffs.

While I didn’t know much about sleight of hand or being an escape artist, I did know I should do my best to keep the attention off of Toshi while he worked on my cuffs. “So, you’re the one who’s helped the oni travel and forth this whole time?” I demanded as I glared at Kobayashi.

“Correct,” Kobayashi said with glee, giving a stage actor’s bow.

The pressure around my wrist tightened for a split second. Then the cuff was loosened. I kept my composure and resisted the urge to pull my hands apart and beat the absolute shit out of Kobayashi.

“I bet you’re the one who’s caused all of the huge yokai attacks in Ehime prefecture, too.”

“Not that it matters, but yes. We’ve needed to perfect the positioning of our offerings. If anything is off, then the most that comes through is a pack of fully-formed yokai. When it is correct, then we can offer safe travel to and from the abyss for more powerful beings.”

Toshi started working on the other cuff.

“You must be terrible at this. I mean, Otakemaru was brought to this realm twice, but you've only managed to send yokai since the attack in Kyoto a few weeks ago.”

Kobayashi balled his hands into fists, opening and closing them. “Coordinating the deaths of sixteen people is difficult enough, but when you need to⁠—”

Something that sounded like an M-80 firecracker exploded in the direction of the camp and interrupted Kobayashi’s response. Two more explosions quickly followed from further away.

A tinny voice came from several directions at the same time. “This is the Ehime prefectural police! We’ve surrounded your camp. Release any hostages you’re currently detaining and exit your camp via the south. You have thirty seconds to comply.”

There were a few gasps and grumbles from the cultists, but Kobayashi appeared to remain composed. The explosions might have caused him to pause mid-monologue, but he didn’t seem to give the demanding police officer’s voice a second thought.

Kobayashi surveyed his collection of followers and raised his hands as if to calm them down. “There’s no need to fear.” A sinister smile touched his lips. “In fact, we should thank our new guests. They’ve just made our job of locating more unwilling sacrifices so much easier.”

A series of severe convulsions rocked the crazed man’s body.

When he arched the upper half of his body the wrong direction by nearly ninety degrees, I was convinced Kobayashi’s network had finally rejected the noxious Dusk inside of him.

This proved to be overly optimistic.

Kobayashi snapped himself upright and looked up to the stars. “Go! All of you! Find whoever is lurking around our camp. We’ll soon have our offering ready for the Lord.”

A male voice from behind me spoke up. “Sacred Lens, please allow some of us to remain at your side to watch over these three nonbelievers.”

Kobayashi shook his head. A couple of the bones gave a sickening rattle as whatever material holding them together caused the pieces to collide. “Nonsense. You’ve witnessed the power I wield. Now go, all of you!”

The sound of several shuffling feet filled the space behind me, and this was soon followed by people running away.

The madman slowly approached us. He clapped his hands together and started rubbing them. The glee was apparent even with half of his face covered.

My left cuff must have presented more of a problem for Toshi. It seemed like the Hunter was fumbling with the thin metal rather than the smooth, practiced action he’d displayed with my right cuff.

It doesn’t matter. If I wait another ten or so seconds, the cultists will be far enough away for me to rip off Kobayashi’s head.

I started focusing on the Dawn in my network. If this guy was using the Dusk, then I was going to treat him like a yokai. There was no telling if it would work, but I was going to be ready for my opening.

The lunatic stopped near us. He bent at the waist and leered. “Now, I just need to decide which bones I’m going to keep from all of you.” Kobayashi rubbed his chin. “Toshi, I think your jawbone will look especially good in my collection. As for the legend…aha! I’ll keep one of your freakishly long femurs.” He turned his attention to Jun.

The chimera girl was mostly covered in Dusk. She was plagued with the same uncontrollable shakes Kobayahsi had displayed, and the only sounds coming out of her were soft grunts.

“Not sure what I can possibly take from this useless woman, though.” Kobayashi pulled his leg back and looked like he was winding up for a kick to Jun’s midsection.

I was on my feet the same moment the left cuff loosened from my wrist.

The Dawn was already spreading around my legs at the moment I planted my left heel and delivered a devastating side kick with my right leg.

Kobayashi didn’t see my strike coming. He flew ten feet away from Jun and crashed into the trunk of a nearby tree.

I stalked after him. My anger rejoiced in finally having an outlet.

Toshi jumped to his feet a second later and started working on Jun’s handcuffs.

The bone-covered man labored to get back up.

Several taunts came to mind, but I swallowed them all. I wasn't in the mood for talking.

I fired a flurry of punches at Kobayashi’s jaw.

The cult leader’s knees buckled after the first punch, but I slammed him with at least three more blows before Toshi called out.

“We need to get Jun out of here.”

I turned toward Toshi. I could see Jun’s handcuffs on the ground. The chimera girl was free, but she was definitely in danger.

Purple globs of Dusk were expanding into a hideous version of a yokai. Faint features of elephant tusks and ears formed in the area near Jun’s face, while claws larger than any lion’s were taking shape near her hands and feet.

I took a few steps in Jun and Toshi’s direction.

“Help! It’s a trap! Help your Sacred Lens!” Kobayashi screamed from his position on the ground.

A group of shouting voices rose up to answer their leader’s call.

Stuck between wanting to pulverize Kobayashi and needing to help Jun, I decided to deliver a roundhouse kick to the self-styled cult leader’s head and run toward my friends.

When I got to her side, Jun's whole body was encased in purple. The features of the chimera were solidifying, and I knew she’d soon experience some difficulty in controlling her behavior.

“Is there enough time for you to do your thing?” Toshi asked, looking over my shoulder for signs of the approaching cultists.

As if they were answering his question for me, the crunching of numerous feet drew closer.

I took my eyes off of Jun for a second and saw there were more than fifty people approaching our location.

Shit! There’s no way I can free her before those idiots get here.

I scooped Jun up in my arms and looked at Toshi. “I need a diversion.”

“On it.”

Pulling Jun closer to myself, I ran to the far side of the fire.

Toshi followed us, but stopped on the side closest to Kobayashi when the first dozen cultists arrived in the clearing near the firepit.

I turned and kicked an exposed piece of log. The flaming chunk of wood shot out of the pyre and into the mass of cultists running toward us.

The cultists scattered, tripping over each other, but they were soon launching themselves forward again. I turned to run as Toshi picked up another log like a torch.

“Who’s going to stop me from burning the hell out of your useless Sacred Lens?” Toshi shouted behind me.


Chapter 17


Night Vision



Toshi’s distraction worked. I heard shouts chasing after the Hunter as he raced to the west. I tried to avoid thinking about what might happen if he got caught while I continued carrying Jun to the north.

I could hear numerous footsteps crashing behind me, so I channeled more Dawn into my legs and easily outpaced them for as long as I could before my arms began to tire. Thankfully, the undergrowth wasn’t too heavy, and I only had to concentrate on dodging trees and jumping over fallen logs barely visible in the shreds of moonlight that filtered through the canopy.

The chimera girl’s body was getting heavier. Without using a significant amount of Dawn in my arms, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to continue carrying her if she were to fully transform into a yokai. And I needed to conserve Dawn to eventually break her free from the Dusk.

With our options narrowing, I decided it was time to risk stopping to free Jun from her purple prison.

I gingerly set Jun on the ground and quickly stepped back.

The features of the chimera solidified. A purple mashup of animals sprung to life in front of me as her form rapidly expanded.

As a yokai, Jun was larger than any prehistoric cat I could fathom, and she was nearly the size of a pachyderm. The tusks and ears were similar to an elephant’s, but the rest of her striped mass was more feline, like a tiger or a lion.

The yokai stood up on all four feet and let out a roar that could have been heard in Osaka. It turned to me and let out a furious snarl.

I guess this was destined to happen.

I thought about the angry, trapped woman inside of the monster, and I slowly approached it with my hands in front of me. “Jun. I know you’re still in there. I’m not going to hurt you.”

The yokai swiped the air an inch in front of my face, a massive claw nearly splitting my nose in two. The monstrous form held its ground and gave a cautionary snarl.

Just like Jun to not make anything easy.

I paused, inhaled slowly, and continued to move forward with slow, short, deliberate steps.

The chimera turned in place and let out a few more snarls, but it didn’t take another swing at me.

I stopped less than a foot away from the yokai. “You know I can help you. Just step out of the fog, and I’ll get you out of there.”

It snarled again, its long body trembling from some internal struggle.

I grinned, knowing exactly how to rile her up. “I need my sexy PT nurse back.”

The chimera roared and stomped for a moment, but then let out a long, exasperated exhale and chuff that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. Nearly a minute passed before the core of the massive yokai became exposed.

Jun stepped out of the shifting fog of the yokai’s core. She wasn’t naked like the other yokai girls I’d freed; she was wearing the torn remains of her yukata and hakama pants.

The tall woman was cupping her injured eye with one hand and resting the other against her waist. She bit at her upper lip for a moment like she was trying to decide something.

Whatever she’d been debating, Jun gave a single nod and stood in position with her arms out, clenching her injured eye shut. I could make out trails of drying blood dripping from the socket.

Wasting no time, I took my first swing at the Dusk surrounding the woman I already knew and cared for.

As I predicted after I freed Kana and Nana, I’d become much stronger and more adept at using the Dawn around my arms now that I was healthy. The first punch obliterated the Dusk covering two-thirds of Jun’s body.

The chimera gave me a smirk and slowly shook her head, as if taunting me for not being able to obliterate all of the Dusk with a single blow. Trying to remain focused, I planted my feet and prepared the next strike.

The remaining Dusk flew away from Jun, and she was surrounded by a faint outline of the Dawn. The golden light faded just as quickly as it had appeared.

For her sake, I hope her network is still intact.

I tore off a piece of my yukata and offered it to her as a temporary wrap for her eye.

Jun took it and wrapped it diagonally around her head with shaking hands.

She finished, still not looking at me, and whispered, “Thank you.”
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We’d been hustling down the mountain for the better part of an hour when Jun slowed to a stop and leaned against a tree with a groan.

Maybe having that tentacle thing ripped out was even worse than it looked.

“Is it your eye? Why didn’t you say something earlier?” I asked, moving closer to her. It was still hard to see, but I wanted to help the chimera girl in whatever way I could.

Jun put her hand on my chest and weakly pushed me away. “Sure, it hurts. I just need a break, okay?”

I backed up a few feet until I bumped into the trunk of a tree. Feeling we were relatively safe, I slid down to take a seat on the ground. In the darkness of the forest, I couldn’t be sure, but it felt like Jun’s eye was on me. She tracked my movements and rested her back against a tree a few feet from mine.

“Can you see in the dark?”

Jun blew out an exhale. “Of course. A ton of big cats hunt at night, and I have similar senses.”

“Good. You’ll be able to spot any of those brainwashed assholes if they try to sneak up on us.” I squinted my eyes, hoping to get a better look at Jun in the darkness. “Just don’t push yourself. I’m glad you’re safe, and I’m going to keep you that way.”

Jun snorted. “You don’t have to worry so much about keeping me safe, Dylan.” She pushed off of the tree and took a few steps in my direction. Her voice grew somber. “But I’m glad that you care. Really. It meant a lot when you went after Kobayashi.”

I bit the inside of my cheek as rage built. “I just wish I could have stepped in before he was able to hit you.”

The chimera tapped my shoulder, and I jolted.

When the hell did she get that close?

“Come on, break time’s over. We have to stay ahead of the weirdos.”

I could faintly see Jun offering her hand to me. I grasped it and pulled up to my feet.

Jun kept her hand clasped around mine, and I gave it a squeeze. “Are you sure you don’t need more time to rest?”

She pulled our hands up toward her face, pressing the back of my hand to her cheek. I froze at the sweet, very un-Jun-like behavior.

“This helps,” she said in a low voice. “Not pushing you away is…I don’t know—it’s better. Being honest with myself is better.”

I started breathing again. Jun’s willingness to lean on me for support was huge. I tried to tread carefully, not wanting to spook her. “I can hold your hand until we’re out of the forest if you think it’ll help.”

“Whatever,” she said, but I could hear the vulnerability in her voice. And her grip tightened.

I rotated my palm against hers and interlocked our fingers. “We need to find Toshi and get the hell out of here. And then I think we need to have a talk about what’s on your mind all of a sudden.”

She hesitated. “Yeah, I think I can live with that.”

We began walking downhill side by side. A root, a rock, or some other form of forest sabotage caught Jun’s foot, and the chimera girl fell forward.

I instinctively wrapped my arms around her. Suddenly, the chimera girl’s chest was pressed against me, and her arms hugged my midsection.

“I thought you had the eyes of a nocturnal predator,” I teased, but I kept my arms wrapped around her.

Jun sucked in two quick inhales but steadied herself. She let the exhale flow from her lips, and I felt it on my chin due to her being only a little shorter than me. Her hands slid up my back. “Who says I don’t?”

I didn’t have Jun’s ability to see in the dark, but I could feel her body press against me tighter and tense slightly as she prepared for a kiss.

“No fair! We were the ones who created the diversion,” one of the twins whined from behind me, and I jumped.

“Yeah! We deserve a kiss, not big sis!”

It was safe to assume the second line came from Kana, since I’d only ever heard her refer to Jun as ‘big sis’.

In a flurry of soft tails and smooth skin, I felt the twins press against the sides of my body. At first, Jun’s hands froze where they were on my shoulders. Once Kana and Nana moved next to me, the chimera let go.

Jun stepped away from me and cleared her throat. “Thanks, guys,” the chimera girl said, her voice a bit strained. “For creating the diversion and giving us a chance to escape.”

“We’re the best at being sneaky,” Nana declared proudly. “How’d you like my police voice?”

“It was perfect. And, okay, I’ll admit it: you two are great spies,” I said, squinting down at their dim forms.

“Ninjas,” Kana corrected, tugging at my right arm.

“Even better. You two are awesome ninjas.”

There was a quick exchange of twin-speak, and the twin on my left arm tugged at me. “We’re going to be even more awesome once you recharge us. After we have our veils, we can be even sneakier. We can even cover you and still be stealthy.”

I slowly pulled my arms away from the vise grip the twins had on me. “I’m glad you guys were able to find us, and I’m happy to see you, but you can’t butt into a moment.”

Two groans came back in response.

“I made a promise to Jun. I’m going to walk her the rest of the way down the mountain.”

A couple of huffs met my reply. Even though I couldn’t see them well, I was positive they were pouting.

“Fine,” they said in unison.

I stepped closer to the shape that I was sure was Jun. The chimera girl was stock still, but she grabbed my hand when I got to her side. “You didn’t have to do that,” she said and added a slight chuckle.

“I wanted to,” I said, giving her hand a firm squeeze.

She squeezed back and brought my hand up to her cheek. Jun rubbed my hand on the side of her face and whispered, “Thanks.”

One of the twins cleared her throat. “We can take you to Toshi.”

A small glowing blue light in the shape of an odd symbol came to life a few feet in front of me. “Ayane told us to keep this tracking set after you guys left the Hold. We used it to find you two, so it shouldn’t be difficult to track down Toshi.”

The glowing symbol on top of the box was bright enough to bathe Nana’s hands in a cozy halo of light. It kind of looked like a compass with cardinal directions and a tiny arrow. The fox girl’s facial features were just barely visible in the faint illumination. “He’s actually really close.”

The fox girl’s reading of the tracking device was correct. Less than ten minutes later, we found Toshi slumped against a tree, panting.

Toshi’s whole body jolted when he heard us approach, but he relaxed once we identified ourselves. “Oh shit, good. It’s you guys.”

I walked past the twins and pulled the exhausted Hunter to his feet. “Thanks for your help, Toshi. I don’t think I could’ve gotten Jun out of there without you.”

He chuckled and shook my hand. “We’re not in the clear just yet. Those damn cultists are persistent,” Toshi said, getting control over his breathing. “I’m pretty sure I just eluded the last two right before you guys found me.”

Kana sniffed the air. “I can’t detect their scent. They set more fires after you guys left their camp.” The weasel girl tilted her head, and I could barely see one of her ears twitch. “They’re all over the place, but we should be able to get back to the car if we hurry.”

Nana put the glowing box away, but her phone screen prevented us from being plunged into complete darkness. “I’ll let Midori know we’re on our way.” The fox girl sent a text and locked her screen. “Follow us.”

We were entirely in darkness once again.

A few seconds later, I felt Jun’s hand wrap around mine. “You’re not supposed to let go. Remember, Dylan?” she whispered.

I squeezed the chimera girl’s hand. “Yeah, I remember.” I answered at normal volume. We took a couple of steps, and I brought my mouth close to her ear. “That’s the second time you’ve used my real name.”

“Shut up, ladies’ man,” she shot back, but there was no venom in her words—and, if anything, maybe a little heat.
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The five of us walked in near silence for what felt like hours. Finally, some faint orange lights became visible through the tree limbs. Moving closer, I could see the warm glow was coming from some older-looking street lamps.

With the additional light, I could finally see all of the leaves, fallen branches, and other debris Jun had been helping me avoid during our walk. I could also see a ditch a few dozen feet in front of us and a small parking lot beyond that.

The lone car in the lot was a typical black Wheel sedan. When we were halfway across the parking lot, Midori, wearing what appeared to be light green scrubs, threw open the driver’s side door and ran to meet us. The kappa girl stopped short of throwing her arms around me for a hug when she saw Jun’s firm grip on my hand.

Jun let go of my hand and smiled at me. “It’s okay.”

Midori looked between the two of us with wide eyes for a moment before wrapping her arms around my waist.

I held the kappa girl close. “Thanks for coming for us. I know now’s not the time, but you’re going to need to examine Jun soon.”

Midori pulled back and looked up at me and then at Jun. “Wait. Where’s Jun’s eyepatch?”

“Don’t worry about the patch. General Sutoku Tennō yanked that last piece of the Dusk tentacle out of my eye,” Jun said with a bravado I knew she didn’t really feel. She put an arm on my shoulder. “Dylan’s worried about my network.”

The kappa girl’s hands were immediately on Jun’s face, Dawn flaring in her palms. “Are you serious? I need to run some tests immediately.”

Our reunion was cut short when Nana spoke up. “Unless we want to fight off a group of cultists, we should probably leave.”

Her sister emphasized this. “Now!”

I could see the flickers of light in the trees before I heard the crunching and crashing sounds of people barreling through the forest.

Midori threw open the driver’s side door and turned the sedan on as Toshi jumped into the passenger seat next to her. The rest of us piled into the back with Nana sitting on Kana’s lap.

As I was shutting the door, I could hear shouts from the cultists rushing toward us as they cleared the ditch.

Once all of the doors were closed, Midori pointed the car in the direction of the exit and slammed on the gas.

A couple of seconds after our launch, the headlights illuminated a male cult member standing in the middle of the dark road.

The man threw a flaming torch in front of him like a beacon and held his arms out at his sides like he was trying to block the road.

“Go around him or through him—just don’t stop,” I growled from the backseat.

More lights and bodies were cresting the side of the ditch as Midori got within less than a hundred feet of the guy standing in the road.

As we sped closer, a group gathered quickly, linking arms and spreading across the road.

At the last moment, Midori sucked air through her teeth and yanked the wheel to the side. She swerved onto the left shoulder, narrowly missing a speed limit sign. The car slowed slightly, and an angry fist punched my window as we drove past.

The thudding noise must have freaked Midori out because her voice cracked. “Did I hit someone?”

“No, they hit us. You did great, just keep going.”

“We’ll make a real warrior out of you yet, Midori,” Jun said with pride.


Chapter 18


All Your Base are Belong to Us



It was after midnight by the time Midori navigated the sedan down the nearly deserted streets of Matsuyama. Toshi wasn’t a Tracker by any stretch of the imagination, but he did keep his eyes glued to the mirrors during the drive down from Mount Ishizuchi.

I could see him scanning headlights and lingering on any vehicle that remained in our vicinity for more than a couple of blocks. On the surface, it appeared as though we’d made it.

Midori turned down a familiar street outside of the Matsuyama Hold, and we saw Ayane and Fumiko running toward the car. They were both carrying a couple of duffle bags.

Toshi had his window down before Midori could even stop the sedan. “What happened?”

“They’ve figured out we’re here. Scholar Kaneda needs us out now,” Ayane explained. She looked at our driver. “Midori, park the sedan by the cemetery entrance. We need to use unmarked cars.”

Midori followed Ayane’s instructions, and our entire group ran to an adjacent side street.

Ayane pointed to two parked minivans and handed me a set of keys. “Set the GPS for Shimonada Station. It’s fairly remote, so we should be safe.”

My Tracker girlfriend clicked a button on the fob she was still holding, and one of the rear doors slid open. She threw the duffle bag she was carrying into the back and turned to me.

Ayane’s professional demeanor cracked, and she wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so glad you all made it back.”

A few seconds later, I felt another set of arms and two tails embrace us from the side. “Thank you for keeping Legs safe, mate.”

Toshi cleared his throat. “Um, am I driving?”

We disentangled, and Ayane handed her brother the keys. “Wait five minutes before you leave. Since it’s sort of deserted, we don’t want to attract any unnecessary attention.”

I nodded, and we sent the first van off.

Midori and Jun climbed into the furthest row of seats in the second van. The kappa girl reasoned it would give her a decent amount of space to examine Jun’s wound.

Jun hadn’t complained about her eye, but Midori said she couldn’t ignore the dried blood on the chimera girl’s face any longer.

Kana and Nana got into what sounded like a heated exchange outside of the van. Since it was all in their twin-speak, I couldn’t be certain it really was an argument. After a couple of chin tilting and hand gestures, the twins engaged in a round of paper, rock, scissors.

Kana threw paper and defeated Nana’s selected rock after the first round.

The weasel girl bent her knees and shook her butt in celebration. Her twin placed her fists on her hips and flicked her tail from side to side in irritation.

“What’s up?” I asked when Kana happily turned in my direction.

“I get to sit up front with you.”

I rolled my eyes, not in the mood for their antics. “Just get in, please.”

“I need some extra light back here. At least one of you needs to assist me while Dylan’s driving.” Midori said, using her medical professional voice. It had been weeks since she’d used it, but Midori was not to be trifled with when she was in her element.

Kana taunted her sister by offering a small wave.

Once the fox girl entered the back of the minivan, the weasel turned and bumped into my chest. Kana looked up in confusion as I held my ground.

“Actually, I think Midori and Jun might need a bit more help. Why don’t you join Nana and the others? I’ll take care of the driving part.”

I could see the knee-jerk protest forming on Kana’s face when Midori called again. “That’s a great idea. You don’t want big sis Jun to suffer any more than she already has, do you?”
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I followed the GPS directions toward Shimonada Station. We quickly left the sprawl of Matsuyama behind and began following a two-lane, winding coastal road. The slivered moon shone over the vast expanse of water, glinting off of the foam-capped waves as evidence of civilization diminished and beach, rocks, and trees became the norm.

Less than an hour later, we turned off of the coastal road and drove down what looked like a one-lane alley with a small rail line between us and the ocean. Our path and that of the tracks paralleled for about a mile and a half.

The narrow houses we passed were either abandoned or were homes for elderly people who couldn’t maintain them. Cracked siding and peeling paint betrayed how difficult upkeep on a seaside house could be over time.

I pulled the minivan next to Toshi’s and killed the engine. Having two similar vehicles parked next to each other in this remote spot was far from inconspicuous, but we would be able to see any traffic from miles in the distance from either direction.

“Station” was a strong word for this deserted seaside stop. The station building was a tiny shed with a few peeling posters and timetables set off to the side of a large concrete lot. Directly next to the tracks, a tiny metal awning covered a standard park bench. Thirty feet beyond the tracks, the dark ocean moved and swayed, the waves arcing out of the water as if to swallow the little bench whole.

Even in the dim moonlight, it was eerily beautiful.

Ayane, Fumiko, and Toshi were already standing outside of their van. The bags the girls brought must have contained some clothing, because Toshi had traded his cult robes for jeans and a black jacket.

I opened the door and one of the twins pulled open the sliding door in the back.

After all four yokai girls climbed out of the van, I could see the look on Midori’s face as well as a new temporary eyepatch over Jun’s eye. The kappa girl must have torn part of her scrub sleeve off because the chimera girl’s eyepatch was an exact match.

“Jun’s eye couldn’t be saved,” Midori announced, swallowing hard and squeezing her friend’s hand. “But miraculously, her network is still intact.”

We all gathered together in an embrace to celebrate the first bit of good news we’d experienced in a while.

When we pulled back, Ayane handed me a duffel bag and pointed to the van. “I grabbed some of your and Jun’s workout clothes. I have some blankets and other wraps in the second bag. Sorry, we were in a hurry.”

Jun and I got back into the van. I changed into a cotton t-shirt and sweats, and Jun pulled on a pair of tight black athletic leggings and a matching cropped tank top.

As we exited the van with blankets wrapped around our shoulders, I noticed the group’s mood had lightened. With nearly being sacrificed, escaping a cult, and needing to abandon our temporary home, we deserved to catch our collective breath. However, we also needed to get on the same page with what came next.

“Why are we here? What happened back at the Hold?” I asked.

Ayane leaned back against one of the minivans. “About ten minutes before you guys showed up, Scholar Kaneda told us he received an early warning that members of leadership were heading to Matsuyama. Somehow, other members on the council received a tip that Midori was driving one of the Wheel’s cars around the city.”

I looked between Toshi and Midori. “Did either of you see anyone following us? I didn’t.”

“Who called in the tip?” Toshi asked.

Ayane shrugged. “He said it was anonymous, but judging by what Toshi told us in the car, Kobayashi or someone from the cult probably contacted Endo.”

My mind suddenly flashed back to the gathering group of cult members attempting to block our exit. Midori needed to slow down while driving on the shoulder, so it was possible someone could have identified the car. “One of the cultists must have seen the plates on the car.”

The short green-haired woman looked at her feet. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t…”

I gently laid my hand on Midori’s shoulder. “It’s fine. You didn’t do anything wrong.” I looked around the group and added, “I don’t think any of us could have run a person over if we weren’t in immediate danger.”

Midori leaned into me, and I wrapped my arm around her. “Okay, so that covers why we needed to relocate, but why here?”

“Scholar Kaneda recommended this spot. He said it’s where he comes to think and that we should be safe here for at least a day if necessary.”

“Regardless of where we can stay, we need to alert the Wheel and anyone who’ll listen to what’s happening on that mountain. Kobayashi’s killing people, and he’s trying to stabilize a second portal to the abyss,” I said, knowing this was the exact opposite of lightening the mood.

Ayane’s brows were drawn as she looked between me and Toshi. “It was reckless for you three to go alone, but we have enough to get Scholar Kaneda’s attention. This should convince him to lend us a hand. He could send local authorities at the very least. We just need to wait a little while longer.”

I hated to admit it, but Ayane was right. Kobayashi aside, I wasn’t ready to kill people. I’d spent the last several months destroying Dusk, yokai, and oni, but I could justify my actions—they were all evil forces from a different realm. Taking a person’s life—I imagined that would be totally different.

With the police on our side, we might be able to avoid unnecessary deaths.

“Alright, we’ll wait.” I turned to look at the other members of our team. Everyone appeared to be coming down from the excitement we’d experienced earlier in the evening. “We need to be well rested, but we’re still being hunted. Let’s sleep in shifts.”

Fumiko swung an arm around Ayane’s waist. “We’re first, Ayane-mate.” The cat girl leaned closer to the Tracker and inhaled deeply. “Have I told you how much I like your scent, Ayane-mate?”

Ayane shook her head, a small smile erasing the frown she’d been wearing for hours.

“As long as I don’t have to listen to Toshi’s snoring, I’ll be happy,” Jun declared.

This earned some giggles from the other women in the group and an affronted glare from Toshi.

“Fine. That just means there’s more room for me to spread out,” Toshi answered, climbing into one of the vans.

I looked at the remaining van and shrugged. “There’s plenty of room for the rest of us.” I turned back to Ayane. “Wake me up next, okay?”

Ayane nodded, and Fumiko shooed all of us into the second van.

With three rows of seats, I decided to claim the bench closest to the door. I’d just volunteered for the next watch, so it would probably be easier if I was able to slip out of the van quickly.

Jun surveyed the remaining bench seats for a moment, but she motioned for me to make room for her.

I didn’t expect the chimera girl to be so forward, but I was happy to have her close. Our long legs hung off the edge of the bench, and I needed to hold onto Jun to keep her from slipping onto the floor, but it didn’t matter. We were locked together, and it felt nice to just be close.

This moment of bliss before drifting off to sleep was interrupted when the twins decided to climb into the van.

“But you’ve been around Dylan all night. We want to be near him too,” the twins pleaded together.

The chimera girl snorted. “Hey, I lost an eye, so I get to be selfish.” She looked up at me through a few errand strands of pink hair. “Besides, he promised I was next.”

“And I’ll keep that promise,” I said, holding her tighter.

When I agreed to be part of the next watch, I didn’t really think I’d actually get any sleep in the back of the van. My exhaustion proved me wrong, though. One minute, my nose was buried on top of Jun’s head breathing in the faint strawberry scent from her hair, and the next Ayane was nudging me awake.

A warm but tired smile greeted me when I pulled open my eyelids. Ayane and Toshi were used to working twenty-four hour shifts, but none of us had been getting a lot of sleep since we’d left Kyoto.

As Ayane shifted toward the bench seat the twins were sharing, I held up my hand.

“Let them sleep. Me and Toshi should be enough until sunrise,” I whispered.

Ayane sighed but didn’t argue. I caught sight of Midori passed out in the very back row as Ayane backed out of the van and waited for me to shift Jun from one side of the seat to the other. The chimera girl’s jaw worked, but she didn’t wake up when I pulled myself out of her arms.

Ayane closed the door, and I followed her to the other van where Fumiko looked like she was losing her cool, shaking Toshi awake.

“Up, Toshi. No more snoring,” the cat girl said, quickly moving from a harsh whisper to a commanding voice.

Ayane rubbed at her temples. “He never changes.” The Tracker gently moved Fumiko aside and grabbed the grey wool blanket covering Toshi. In what looked like a well-rehearsed move, Ayane yanked the blanket off in a single movement. “Get up, lazy. It’s your turn to be on lookout duty.”

Toshi protested with a groan.

Ayane leaned in closer. “Grandma’s coming.”

Toshi leapt up, eyes frantic and wide. Ayane smirked.

Ten minutes later, Fumiko and Ayane were sleeping in the second van and the two of us were sitting on the station’s wooden bench, staring out at the shifting sea as tiny fingers of light began to creep over the horizon. We tried to remain quiet and vigilant, but even the amazing view soon led to boredom.

When Toshi leaned his head back against one of the awning’s support posts and blew out a long exhale, I decided I’d had enough contemplation.

“So, if we defeat Gashadokuro, and peace is restored, what are you going to do?”

Toshi closed his eyes and rocked his head back and forth. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“You’re going to keep helping kids as a child psychologist?”

Toshi waved me off. “No. I’ve done that for long enough.” He thumped his chest. “If we defeat the ultimate evil, I’m heading to Hollywood to be an actor.” He put his thumb under his chin and tried to look like an actor posing for a headshot photo.

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “I can’t wait to see you on the silver screen.”

Toshi just grinned as if his stardom was a foregone conclusion and leaned back on the post. “How about you?”

I scratched at the back of my neck and tightened the blanket around my shoulders. “It might sound corny, but I’d probably just go back to teaching English.”

The Hunter slowly rolled the back of his head against the post. “Talk about dull, Dylan. You gotta dream bigger, man.”

We carried on our meaningless conversation for the next few hours. Eventually, the gaps between our responses grew as the sky lightened and the sun began to rise over the Seto Inland Sea.

It was a breathtaking display of pink, coral, and rose spreading across the pale blue sky as the deep turquoise waves continued to rise and fall, unswayed by the epic beauty unfolding above them.

Toshi and I couldn’t do more than gape.

Is this place even real?
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About an hour after sunrise, a white coupe rolled slowly down the side street and parked near the station building, as far away from our two vans as was possible in the small lot.

Toshi and I were instantly alert, but we relaxed as Scholar Kaneda’s stocky form slid out of the vehicle.

I looked over at Toshi. “Keep an eye out for anybody else. I’ll get everyone up.”

He sat up and watched the road without moving his head.

There were a few protests from the twins, but I was able to get all six women roused. All of us joined Toshi and Kaneda, who were sitting on the tiny bench platform.

The older man looked like he hadn’t slept. He inclined his head toward us without looking away from the spectacular view, seemingly unable to tear his gaze from the shifting waves and the deepening blue sky.

After a few minutes of silence, he turned to Toshi. “Your sister says you’re sort of a movie buff. Have you ever seen ‘It's Tough Being a Man?’”

Toshi drew down his eyebrows. “No, I haven’t. Is it an action movie?”

“Hardly. It’s more a comedy and drama set in the Showa era. They made a whole series of movies, but I still think the first one is the best.”

The old man let out a long exhale. “I started watching the series when I was eight, and Shimonada Station was featured in the nineteenth installment. I didn’t really care for that specific movie very much, but I was struck by the need to visit this place after I finished it.”

Kaneda let out another long exhale and surveyed the scenery. “When I finally convinced my mother to bring me here, I sat like this and watched the sea for over an hour. Now, like back then, this place impacts my mood. When I come here, I feel melancholic, but it helps me think.”

“You wanted to meet us here to think?” I asked in the calmest voice I could muster. My insides were squirming with the need for him to get on with it.

We didn’t just escape a death cult to talk about movies.

Scholar Kaneda looked over his shoulder at me. A small smile touched the corner of his mouth. “No, I believe it’s time to take action. The newly appointed Advisor Wada and three outside Scholars arrived at my Hold minutes after you left.”

Ayane scooted closer to my side and squeezed my hand.

Kaneda turned back to the ocean. “Advisor Wada and the others believe I’ve aided and abetted you.” He shook his head. “I’m under investigation and had to use nearly all of the members in my prefecture in order to create a diversion to meet you here.”

Toshi’s head snapped in Scholar Kaneda’s direction. “Were you followed here?”

The Scholar put his elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “Not likely, but this place isn’t safe for you. Wada said a task force of over three hundred Hunters and Trackers is scheduled to arrive at some point today.”

I moved around the bench to stand in front of Scholar Kaneda. “But we found it. We located the second portal.”

The old man started, his dark eyes flying to mine and then Toshi’s.

Toshi swallowed hard. “We discovered Kobayashi’s working with Endo and Gashadokuro. They’re trying to enlarge the portal to the abyss in order to allow the dark lord into our realm.”

Scholar Kaneda sucked in a harsh breath. “You saw it? A second portal to the abyss?”

“Yes, but it’s much larger than the one on Mount Hiei. And it’s unstable,” I said, trying to keep my cool. I rubbed my mouth and chin and continued. “They’re the ones responsible for the yokai attacks. They’ve been sacrificing people in order to experiment with how the portal works.”

Toshi jumped in. “They’re not going to stop. Kobayashi and Endo are even converting civilians. They’re using these skull masks to allow normal people to see the Dusk.”

Scholar Kaneda’s face seemed frozen in disbelief as he tried to come to terms with our report. Eventually, he looked back out at the sea, rubbing his temples with trembling hands.

“Even more problems to contend with. Do you have one of these devices with you?”

I looked at Toshi and back at the Scholar before shaking my head. “We didn’t have enough time. It was a trap, and we needed to get the hell out of there.”

Ayane cleared her throat. “If these extra members of leadership stay in town for a little while longer, we might be able to turn a few more people against Endo. Maybe we could gather some evidence, or you could take them to the cultists’ campsite.”

“I could attempt that, but…” the Scholar trailed off and closed his eyes.

For a brief moment, I thought the guy had fallen asleep.

Kaneda took several deep breaths. When he opened his eyes, he pulled out a paper and a pen. He scribbled down an address and handed it to me. “A package will be delivered to this address at 10:00 AM.”

I looked at the paper. It was for a coffee shop in a city I’d never heard of—Ozu. When I looked up, Scholar Kaneda was putting away his paper and standing up.

“I need to get back.” He paused and looked at Ayane. “Your friends are asking me to trust them, so I will ask that you do the same for me.”

Ayane slowly nodded.

“Along with an item, there will be a note inside of the package. It might sound hard to believe, but I really do have this ability. And so does another member of leadership. Just follow the instructions, and we might be able to cut out the rot in our organization.”

The old man quickly said his goodbyes, climbed into the white coupe, and drove back the way he came.

“Well, that went…slightly well? I think he believes us,” Toshi remarked, watching the white coupe disappear down the road. His eyes met mine. “What are we going to do for the next few hours? Ozu’s only thirty or so minutes away.”

I didn’t have an answer for that. My mind was still trying to fathom what ability Kaneda possessed that would prove Endo was working with Gashadokuro.

The others began discussing how to spend the next three hours when Jun’s hand wrapped around my bicep and pulled me a few feet away. Even with only a few hours of sleep and covered in dirt, ash, and pine needles, she was still gorgeous.

“We didn’t—you know—” she began awkwardly, fiddling with the end of one long pink pigtail. “You promised me we would finish the conversation we started when those weirdos were chasing us.”

“Yeah,” I said, glad for a distraction from Kaneda’s cryptic instructions. “We can⁠—”

She interrupted me, her face turning as pink as her hair. “I also want—no, I need—a shower. Is there maybe a…hotel…or something…”

It took a second for my brain to register what she was really saying.

You can be pretty dense sometimes, Dylan.

I opened my mouth to speak, but Ayane beat me to it. “There’s likely to be a hotel in Ozu you can use to shower and talk. Take one of the vans, and we’ll use the other to meet with the courier at the coffee shop.”

“And get food!” Fumiko added in a loud voice.

Jun gave Ayane an uncharacteristic nod of gratitude. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter 19


Love is on the Menu



The only hotel available turned out to be a typical Japanese love hotel. These ubiquitous, incredibly popular hotels thrived on hourly rates, themed rooms, and discretion.

I backed the minivan into the shallow, enclosed parking area. A set of thick black vinyl privacy curtains hung down from the entrance. They covered the roof and windshield of the car, but did nothing to obscure the front license plate.

Not very discreet if everyone can see the front of my car. Anybody walking by the building could identify a customer’s license plate.

Just as I was thinking this, an employee scurried out of the hotel. He was wearing thick smoke-lensed glasses, a face mask, and was carrying a black sandwich board sign.

The hotel employee motioned for us to remain in the minivan while he leaned the black sign gently against the front of the van, obscuring the license plate. He gave a brief bow and hurried back into the building.

I stand corrected.

I turned to Jun, who’d been silent for the entire ride. “Ready?”

The chimera girl gave a slow nod and opened her door, a duffel of clothes and toiletries packed by Ayane in her hand.

I did the same and moved to the front of the minivan. Using a love hotel for our first time felt awkward enough, I figured walking her into the building was the least I could do to make this feel like anything resembling a date.

When Jun took my hand, I noticed she was trembling a little. Since she started tugging me away from the car, I didn’t take it as a bad sign.

Once we were outside of the garage, I got another glimpse of the hotel’s exterior.

Dayglow blue and pink patterns dancing against a white backdrop gave the building an almost 1950s diner vibe. However, the cartoonish lips and caricatures of sexy ladies wearing Playboy bunny outfits would inform any hungry motorists that this wasn’t an establishment for a quick bite.

With how obnoxiously bright the decorations were during the day, I could only imagine what the building looked like at night. Neon tubes behind every sign, fixture, and in intricate shapes on the walls indicated this place could probably signal aliens when it was lit up.

Following the path to the front door, we climbed a set of stairs and entered the lobby.

Once the door closed behind us, I noticed all of the windows were covered. The lobby was filled with dim, artificial light, and small neon decorative signs hung on the walls.

One sign professed “Love,” another “Kiss me,” but I was convinced an English translator was making a joke when the largest sign read “Happily memories staying with you.”

Odd decorative choices aside, we made our way to a touch-screen kiosk. The home screen displayed pictures of several rooms, a price next to the word “rest,” and a higher price next to the word “stay.”

Since this was a new experience for the both of us, I decided to scroll through the various rooms available. As we made our way through the options, I noticed a theme.

Half of the pictures looked like typical hotel rooms. They featured a large bed, TV, and other normal amenities. The other half were…different.

I could imagine this was exactly the kind of place a person developing a fetish would enjoy. Below the more mundane selections were rooms catering to specific themes and rougher play. I had to bite back a round of laughter when an image of a Hello Kitty-themed bondage dungeon came up on the screen.

Nope. I think we’re going to pass on that one.

Jun’s tensed body relaxed when I scrolled past the sex dungeon and selected one of the more ordinary rooms. The chimera girl even let out what sounded like a sigh of relief.

After selecting our room, the instructions on the screen told me to insert money into a vending-machine-style bill collector. Keeping with the vending machine theme, a ticket was printed and dropped into a small metal tray.

I picked up the ticket and looked around the lobby in confusion.

What the hell do I do with this?

Along the opposite side of the lobby, there was a ticketing-style window with the top half painted over for privacy purposes. A man behind the window cleared his throat.

Moving closer to the window, I saw a sign saying we needed to exchange our ticket for the room key.

Less than a minute later, Jun and I were in the elevator. The chimera girl had graduated from holding my hand to hugging my arm against her body. She was still trembling.

“Are you okay?” I asked, opening the door.

“I’m fine,” she answered quickly, moving past me into the room.

It looked like a fairly standard hotel room with a large bed, TV, desk, mini fridge, and adjoining bathroom, all done in shades of cream and muted blue. It looked clean, if slightly worn.

June made a beeline for the bathroom. “I’m going to take a quick shower.”

As much as I longed to see steamy water cascading down Jun’s athletic body, I knew she was nervous and probably needed some time to herself.

Weirdly nervous myself, I wandered around the room, did some back stretches, and finally grabbed the remote off the desk and turned on the TV. The large flat screen burst into color and noise with a Japanese couple vigorously fucking. A naked woman bounced on a man’s cock, emitting high-pitched squeals that sounded more painful than pleasurable.

Shit! I don’t want Jun to think I’m watching porn before…

I hit the power button, and the TV went dark right as the shower shut off.

A few minutes later, my heart rate returned to normal as Jun stepped out of the bathroom wearing a t-shirt and shorts. Her long pink hair was damp, and her eyepatch was in place.

“I’m just going to dry my hair.” She moved toward the blow dryer on one of the desk shelves, once again avoiding eye contact with me. The Jun I knew was all arrogance and bravado. I didn’t recognize this timid mouse.

Why is she so nervous?

I nodded, not sure what else to say. “Okay. I’ll just take a quick shower, too.”

My shower was fast and efficient. I pulled on spare boxer briefs, a t-shirt, and sweats from the duffel before I entered the room again.

Jun was sitting at the desk. She had dried her hair and was just securing the second ponytail. She lowered her hands, and her beautiful violet eye met mine in the mirror above the desk.

In that second, I knew what Jun needed.

“Jun, come here.”

She stiffened, but it wasn’t anger that suffused her face—it was a pink flush of desire.

Jun was a sexual submissive. She needed—wanted—to be dominated.

Slowly, she rose and came to stand in front of me.

I ran my hand down her cheek and tilted her chin up. It had been a while, but I was struck by the fact that Jun was nearly as tall as me. “You know, not bending down so far to kiss someone is going to be an interesting change.”

The crimson on Jun’s cheeks darkened, and her tongue slid across her pink lips. “Who said anything about kissing?”

I snaked an arm around her waist, pulled her flush with my body, and kissed her.

Once she parted her lips, Jun’s tongue brushed against mine with slow, clumsy movements. But I remained patient, dancing my tongue along hers until we found a satisfying pattern and pace.

Gentle moans escaped Jun’s lips when I started exploring her body. I began with one hand on her waist, gently squeezing the top of her toned thigh and ass. I used my other hand to rub the back of her neck and head.

After a couple of minutes, Jun pulled away with a smile on her lips. She kept her eye closed as she said, “I know we have to get to the recharge part, but you can touch me more if you want to.” The moment she finished talking, Jun’s eye flew open and a concerned look clouded over her face. “But you don’t have to.”

I chuckled at how flustered she was getting. Not wanting her to squirm too much, I cupped my hands against her face. “This isn’t just about the recharge part. I want to touch you. All of you.”

The shy smile returned to the chimera girl’s face. “Really?”

“Yes, really.” I gave her a stern look. “And you will behave like a good, obedient girl while I give you pleasure. Do you understand?”

Jun’s tiger stripes shimmered into being. Since I’d only seen them when she was experiencing feelings of severe anger, I was caught off guard for a second.

Wait, is she pissed? Why? Was that not the right thing to say?

Any thoughts of second-guessing myself faded when a look of carnal lust washed over Jun’s face.

She pinched her eye closed and appeared to regain some control. The flush was still on her cheeks when she opened her eye and whispered, “Yes…daddy.”

The blood rushed to my cock. “Good girl,” I replied, a little hoarsely, before regaining some composure. “Take off my clothes.”

Jun’s eye went wide, but she got to work on my t-shirt and sweats. Down to just my boxer briefs, Jun stood up to admire her work. She drew in a sharp inhale as she dragged her palms down from my shoulders to my pecs. The chimera girl lingered on the muscles of my upper body with a hitch catching in her throat.

With her exploration of my upper body satisfied, Jun’s palms continued their downward journey. I held still as she loitered on the defined musculature of my abs while her tongue wetted her lips.

She rubbed her thighs together, and it occurred to me that she was getting off on touching my muscles.

Her eye flicked to mine as if waiting for the next order.

“Take off my underwear and get on your knees.”

“Yes, daddy,” she replied, her voice husky with heat.

After running her nails over my stomach one last time, Jun moved to the waistband of my boxer briefs.

Jun lowered herself in front of me. She dug the tips of her fingers into the waistband of my underwear and grasped the portion directly above my throbbing cock with her teeth.

In an agonizingly slow movement, Jun pulled down with her hands and teeth at the same time.

As the length of my shaft came into view, Jun’s eye widened, and she looked up at my member while pulling my underpants to the floor.

I stepped out of my boxer briefs. She rubbed me from shins to thighs, but kept her eye on my bobbing dick.

“How quickly can you get it up again?”

I stifled a laugh. I’d never been asked so directly about my refractory period. “Pretty fast. I haven’t had any complaints.”

“So, you can go multiple times, right?”

“Yep.”

If I was worried about upsetting the mood, Jun clearly wasn’t. Her eye remained on my cock, and she nodded a few times in response. “Good.”

Jun ended her staring contest with my one-eyed monster and looked at me. “Daddy, I don’t want you to be gentle. I want you to slam this—” she paused to grasp my cock and shivered. “Slam this into my throat.”

Without even realizing I was doing it, I curled my fingers around Jun’s pink pigtails. “I guess I can oblige you since you’ve been such a good girl so far.” My grip tightened.

The chimera girl rose up to get her mouth level with my dick. She wetted her lips and opened her mouth. “I’m ready…daddy.”

Once the last syllable left Jun’s lips, she had the head of my cock in her mouth. She lunged forward but paused when my length hit her soft palate.

Jun’s eyes became hooded, and she reached around my waist to pull herself further down.

I wrapped another loop of her pigtails around my hands and pulled her forward as her throat opened up.

Inch after inch of wet pleasure opened up. I could feel myself slowly slide down Jun’s desperate throat. There was no gag reflex, but she continued to swallow and flex the muscles in her throat to heighten the sensation around my shaft.

When her lips smacked into my pelvis, my eyes rolled back.

The chimera girl was obviously enjoying herself as well. As a string of moans escaped her mouth, she began pinching one of her nipples.

Seeing her pleasure both of us at the same time intensified the sensations I was feeling with each thrust into her welcoming mouth and throat.

I sped up, and she appeared to pinch herself harder.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. “I’m gonna⁠—”

My own release interrupted me.

Instead of potentially being shocked by the sudden spray down her throat, Jun’s moaning intensified. She clenched her throat around my member to encourage the spurting to continue.

I looked up to the ceiling and growled out the last of my orgasm, tightening my grip on Jun’s pink pigtails. I plunged all the way one last time and felt the last shot rifle out.

Jun wore a blissed-out look on her face when my head fell forward, and I made eye contact with her. She gave a final swallow and relinquished my cock. The chimera girl absent-mindedly used a knuckle to wipe at the corner of her mouth once my member was free.

When Jun’s eye was finally able to focus, she let her jaw go slack. “I guess the others weren’t making up stories about how much there is.”

I tried to not let the subtle compliment go to my head. I pulled Jun up to her feet and removed her t-shirt, delighted to see that she wasn’t wearing a bra. My tongue flicked over each nipple, and she moaned, grasping at my shoulders.

I spun her and pushed her onto the large bed. She landed on her hands and knees in surprise, immediately starting to turn onto her back.

“No!” I barked. “Stay where I put you. Remember, only good girls get rewarded.”

Jun froze, her pupil dilated, but she returned to her hands and knees, looking over her muscular, naked shoulder at me. I dug my hands into the waist of her loose shorts and yanked them down. The way her cute, pink-tipped lion tail twitched and tickled my face made me grin.

The beautiful tiger stripes that ran down her tight body were on full, gorgeous display.

Her bare ass was a thing of beauty. Strong, smooth skin covered the perfect globes, and light pink hair directed me to her glistening sex.

She was absolutely soaked.

When I lowered my mouth to Jun’s pussy, she trembled from head to toe.

I used both hands to spread her knees further apart, tracing a line around her lower lips.

She shuddered when I circled her clit, her neck arching helplessly.

“You taste delicious, good girl,” I crooned, stopping to blow on her engorged nub and give it the faintest of licks. “I want to make you feel at least half as good as you just made me feel.”

The chimera girl’s entire body shook, and I took it as her anticipation for what came next.

It might have been a ridiculous thought, but I wanted to make sure that Jun’s first experience with me was memorable. I decided to use my tongue to spell out the different animals I originally saw in her chimera veil form on her most sensitive spot.

Jun let out an audible exhale with the “i” of “tiger.” Her breathing was coming in gasps by the time I reached the “r.” She was practically panting when I moved onto “elephant.”

I hit “h”, and she came hard. Her powerful thighs flexed and squeezed against my hands as I held them apart.

“Oh, Kirin. Oh, fuck, daddy. Yes!” The chimera girl squealed in ecstasy while clenching her toned ass cheeks together. Her tail squirmed in delight.

I was quickly learning that Jun was interested in being not only submissive, but very physical in bed. She was digging her hands into the bedspread, her back arching as she drove herself backwards. It was like she was trying to push more of her sweet pussy into my mouth.

With her juices flowing, I gladly accepted the fulfilled reaction from the chimera girl. I wanted to push her even further over the edge, so I began fingering her tight tunnel.

I started with slow, beckoning finger movements. When she began to writhe and buck, I slapped her tight ass hard, and she moaned. I slipped a second finger into her, pumping hard, and then began rapidly spanking her flexing ass cheeks—one after the other.

“Yes! Daddy!” Jun screamed as her firm tits bounced beneath her. A second after the keening started, all of the muscles in Jun’s legs and midsection tensed, and she sounded like she was hyperventilating.

I added a third finger into her soaking wet center, and Jun came crashing down from her orgasmic high. Her head hit the mattress as she panted.

I pulled my fingers from her sopping pussy.

“No. Please don’t stop,” Jun begged between heavy breaths. “More. I need more.” Her eye opened, and locked onto my intense hard on. “Put it in. I need it.”

I pushed her forward and propped myself up on my knees behind her. I grabbed myself at the base, and growled, “That’s not how you ask for this.”

She arched her back, pushing her ass out, and looked at me over her shoulder. “Please, daddy, shove it in. Please. I can’t wait anymore.” Jun reached one hand back and pulled her labia apart to make herself even more inviting.

Making Jun wait for it was a turn on, but I also needed this. Part of me had been waiting for this moment the second I saw Jun arrive in our realm in Beppu.

I plunged forward into Jun’s slick, ready hole.

The chimera girl let out the slightest of yelps when I shoved half of myself into her tight pussy. She quickly fell back into a series of hungry moans once I established a rhythm to my thrusts, but I wanted more.

I could feel Jun’s pussy massage and squeeze around my dick, so I drove in deeper.

Jun let out a shocked exhale, but this was soon replaced with an ecstatic moan as I increased my rhythm.

I reached forward with one hand and fondled her jiggling tits, never ceasing my pistoning into her sweet hole. She cried out as I pinched and tugged on her tight nipples, which seemed to make her even wetter.

I was able to dive deeper, and the sensation was maddening. It made me want to slam harder into her and revel in the thwack of my nuts smacking into her clit.

“Yes! Slap me with your balls,” Jun moaned, clutching the sheets in a white knuckle grip.

I straightened and grabbed a pink pigtail in each hand. Wrapping them around my knuckles, I began to jackhammer into her, forcing her head back.

Less than a minute later, Jun let out another orgasmic scream as her muscles tightened around me.

Jun was still quaking from the force of her orgasm when I pulled out. She let out a whimper of protest.

Instead of plunging back into her slick heat, I teased her with the head of my cock, swirling it around her clit. The chimera girl grasped my hair and groaned in frustration as I slid my cock along her channel, but didn’t shove it in.

“Have I been a bad girl, daddy? Is that why I’m being punished?” She rolled her hips in an exaggerated fashion after her last question and surprised me by wrapping her tail around my waist.

She turned her head over her shoulder again and gave me another hungry look. “I’ve been so bad, daddy. Doing all these bad things with my naughty tail.”

“Naughty girls get spankings.” I swatted her ass hard.

Jun’s tail tightened around my waist, and she yowled in pleasure.

I slammed back inside of her, and we built a hastening rhythm with each thrust.

The chimera girl was responding in kind. She quickly synced up with my pace and slammed herself back against me. At the same time, she flexed herself around my shaft and began milking me.

I felt the tipping point, and grabbed her pigtails to bury myself as deep as possible.

“Shoot it, daddy. Shoot all that cum inside,” Jun begged. “Fill me up.”

Giving her long, pink pigtails a pull, I felt the release of my orgasm charge through me. The spurts of my climax began to fire.

“Yes, yes, yes. Cum in me, daddy.” Jun kept shoving herself against my hips and flexing her most sensitive bits around my shaft.

When the last shot fired, I eased myself out of Jun and slowly stood.

The chimera girl fell forward onto her elbows with her toned ass in the air. Her lion-like tail lazily swished from one side to the other. Jun eventually lowered herself down to her forearms and faced my direction. A look of total satisfaction was painted all over her features, but the most enjoyable part was seeing her smile so unapologetically.

I moved to lie next to her and pressed my forehead against hers.

The chimera girl hummed and rocked her head against mine for a moment. She fluttered her remaining violet eye open and widened her smile. “That was amazing.”

As I leaned in to kiss her smiling lips, the warmth of the Dawn surrounded her. After a few seconds, the Dawn covered my body along with Jun’s.

The golden energy took the form of elephant tusks and ears, while the rest of her body was covered in the shape of a cat more massive than a lion or a tiger. The warmth continued to radiate and made me feel invulnerable.

This is new.

The surprise must have been all over my face because Jun snorted out a short laugh. “I’m the shield, remember? I can protect people.”

“So other people can feel the Dawn around you?”

“Yes, and it helps me keep them safe.” She lowered her eye. “It can help me keep you safe.”

I rubbed my thumb against Jun’s cheek. “I appreciate it, but I don’t want anyone to get hurt protecting me.”

Jun rubbed her nose against mine. “You have no idea how difficult it is to hurt me now.” Her eyes narrowed, and she added, “So it’s going to be fun to fucking destroy General Sutoku Tennō the next time we see him.”


Chapter 20


Capture Real Life



As we were leaving the hotel, Ayane sent a flurry of texts.

According to her, Scholar Kaneda’s courier met them at the coffee shop on time. The delivery contained exactly what the older man had mentioned: an object and a note with an impossible claim.

Since we were all motivated to get whatever evidence we could of the portal’s existence to Scholar Kaneda and the others, Jun and I arranged to meet them at a roadside station on the outskirts of Mount Ishizuchi.

The two hour drive was through mostly unpopulated, hilly terrain. Jun dozed off about ten minutes into the drive, and I thought of what our lives would be like after this was over.

Toshi and I’d had a conversation about it hours earlier, but I hadn’t thought about the fate of the yokai girls if we’d managed to defeat the Gashadokuro. Would they be sent back to the heavenly realm? Would they stay here? If they were to stay, what would happen to them?

My mind played through numerous scenarios, but I kept feeling the same response to each one—I wanted all of them to stay with me.

First things first. I have to keep all of them safe.

Heading back into Kobayashi’s camp didn’t feel safe, but the alternative—allowing the Gashadokuro to invade our realm—was what we were all fighting against. There was a certainty I felt. A gut feeling. If we managed to prevent the Lord of the Abyss from entering Japan, we’d find a way to make things work.

Shortly after noon, I pulled into a small rest stop surrounded by low, forested hills. The parking lot was large enough for thirty or so cars. Since there were only three other cars in the lot, I was able to spot the other minivan before I even pulled off the road.

Figuring we weren’t going to fool anyone, I parked next to the others and shook Jun.

The chimera growled and slowly opened her eye. “I was enjoying my nap.”

“Sorry, but we’ve got shit to do,” I said, giving her a gentle swat on her nice ass.

The twins were the first ones out of the other van. They raced around to my side and tried to peer through the window like I was hiding something.

When I opened the door, Kana and Nana latched onto me. “When is it our turn?”

I chuckled and tried to gently pull my arms back. “We talked about this. I want to know more about you two before we do anything like that.” I looked down at both of their wide-eyed stares. “I think we’re getting there, but I think there needs to be a bit more between us.”

Kana tugged my arm. “I hate strawberries, and I don’t have the patience to play turn-based games.” The weasel girl stuck out her lower lip and somehow managed to make her eyes appear even larger. “See, I’m not afraid to share some of my potentially controversial opinions with you.”

Not to be outdone, Nana slid her grip down to my wrist, placed my hand on her cheek, and said, “I like how strong and caring you are towards all of us. I started eating the spiciest curry I could find in Matsuyama’s Hold after I heard you loved curry so much.” The fox girl shuddered as she guided my hand down to her chin. “See, I’m interested in you and want to know everything about you.”

I pulled my arms the rest of the way back despite their protests. “We’ll get there. I promise, but we need to focus on this mission for the time being.”

Their eyes narrowed and a skeptical line formed on their lips. A chittering of twin-speak passed between them. They both looked at me with a cocked eyebrow during the exchange.

“Enough. Sneaky, Sly, mate said you’ll have your time together. You need to help us now,” Fumiko chastised, hands on her hips.

The other members of the group had exited the vans during my exchange with the twins. They must have been in the process of catching up because Ayane was holding up a small box while Jun was demonstrating her golden chimera veil.

When Jun pulled the Dawn back into her network, she had a satisfied grin on her lips.

Midori congratulated her fellow yokai girl and pulled her aside. The kappa girl mentioned something about wanting to scan Jun’s network one last time while also handing her a new eyepatch to replace the makeshift pieces of cloth she was still using.

As the tallest and shortest in our group made their way to a bench, the rest of us followed.

When we stopped, Ayane handed me the unassuming box in her hands. “I’ll show you the note, but it’ll make a little more sense after you open the box.”

I raised an eyebrow, but followed her instructions.

For half a second, my brain struggled to put together what I was seeing. It was a hunk of black plastic in the shape of two laptop power bricks.

“Is this a Polaroid camera?”

Ayane nodded and looked back at Toshi.

The Hunter moved closer. “Like Ayane said, the note makes more sense after seeing the camera, but I still don’t know about this.”

“Can you pass me the note?” I asked.

Ayane pulled the coded message out of her pocket and handed me a three-sentence note.

Take a picture of the portal with this. I possess a rare mutation that allows me to see Dusk and Dawn due to the opacifier layer used in the film. Get your evidence and meet me at Gion Park in ten hours.

My brain didn’t know how to process this. Even after rereading the note a few times, I couldn’t help being pulled into Toshi’s camp of “This was supposed to be impossible, right?”

Ayane shrugged. “He told us to trust him. Sure, we’ve never encountered anything like this before, but that doesn’t mean he’s lying.” She held a hand up to stop me from interrupting her. “He’s not giving us all of the details, but the Scholar told us his note was going to sound unbelievable.”

Part of me really wished I’d asked more questions when we met with Scholar Kaneda earlier. I had the distinct feeling that Ayane and Toshi felt the same way. We wanted to trust him, but what he was proposing seemed insane.

During our first yokai encounter together, Ayane had specifically told me that taking a picture or a video of the monster wouldn’t work. If this technology from decades ago could really capture the hidden parts of our world, why were we just learning about it now?

On the other hand, I’d learned some inescapable truths over the last several months. One of them was that the members of the Wheel valued the hierarchical structure of their organization. It stood to reason that if someone higher up in the organization wanted to bury something, they could.

Hell, it seemed like Endo was a prime example of someone using the hierarchy against the organization. He was attempting to bury a connection between me and the Kirin, while at the same time he seemed to be secretly working with the Gashadokuro.

I was surprised that Jun was the first of the yokai girls to say anything about our situation. “Fuck it. What other choice do we have right now?”

“Legs is right. The Wheel needs to help the Kirin,” Fumiko echoed.

Our next move was becoming clearer, but I saw a couple of roadblocks standing in our way. Since we’d just escaped from their camp, the cult members were probably stirred up. I never got a clear picture of how many people were at the campsite, but there were plenty of voices in the crowd that chased us. The other obstacle was where exactly the campsite was.

My mind raced with what options were still available to us. I knew we could retrace our steps and find where we’d parked the RV, but we’d be playing a guessing game in regards to the camp’s location from there, as we’d had canvas bags over our heads.

Fortunately, the twins took this opportunity to step forward and demonstrate their apparently innate skills at reconnaissance.

The twins pulled out their phones and each brought up a map on their screens. It became obvious that the maps were connected when Kana and Nana held their phones up. Their uncanny ability to synchronize their movements became abundantly clear when both Kana and Nana zoomed out at the same rate.

“We gathered an approximate headcount of the cult members while creating our distraction,” Nana said, scrolling to a designated spot on her map.

“Assuming we want to avoid seriously harming anyone⁠—”

“Except Kobayashi,” I interrupted Kana.

“Except him.” Kana looked between me and Jun before continuing. “We’ll want to avoid a frontal assault because there were more than a hundred of those people,” Kana finished.

“That’s why we recommend sneaking in from the southeast,” Nana added, drawing a line on her map.

After considering the pros and cons of launching our plan immediately, we determined that the need to quickly gather evidence outweighed the increased amount of risk of approaching these people during the day. The existence of an additional portal to the abyss presented too much of a danger.

And the clock was ticking.
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Following Kana and Nana’s lead, we exited the minivans and stayed close to the vegetation, while walking up an unmarked path in a staggered pattern. After ten minutes of walking, we refrained from talking and used hand signals to communicate.

Shortly after, I noticed the absence of sound in the forest. The wind occasionally rattled through the branches, but there were no birds or other signs of life. Our footfalls were the only soft sounds that broke the silence.

The twins had our group moving at a set speed, but we weren’t moving like a pack of sloths. Kana and Nana took turns at point. They rotated in and out of this role when we would come across either a booby trap, fallen log, or sudden rock formation jutting out of the forest floor.

If we encountered something that would slow the group down, whichever twin was up front would signal the second one. They would have a rapid, silent conversation and make a decision on how to overcome the obstacle.

The twin who spotted the challenge would stay behind to either disarm the trap or walk each member over the feature while the second twin would take over the point position.

Once the trap was handled, or the last of us crossed the feature, the twin at the back of the line would rush to catch up with her sister.

It was an impressive display of teamwork.

When I looked at my watch, I noticed we’d been walking for over an hour. Thus far, we’d only encountered two low-tech detection systems. Most of the work the twins were doing appeared to be precautionary.

Along with guiding us around trip hazards, Kana and Nana began sniffing the air at regular intervals. During the third check, I saw the weasel girl form the hand signal for “smoke” to her sister. Shortly afterwards, the other yokai girls were all reporting the same message about the smoke.

We had to assume if there was smoke, the group was active and possibly on high alert.

I wasn’t sure how well-organized the Blessed Sight cult was, but I was expecting to see at least a sentry or two by the time I was able to smell the smoke Kana had noticed several minutes earlier.

I poked Nana’s back. When the fox girl turned, I signaled, “Do you hear them?”

Nana’s face was stone. She signaled back, “No. Bad smell.”

About ten minutes later, we were on the outskirts of the camp. A faint wisp of campfire smoke betrayed the presence of people in the immediate area, but there still wasn’t any sound.

Our group tensed and prepared to come upon numerous cult members in close proximity.

Maybe they decided to bunch together instead of setting a perimeter.

With thoughts of our enemy’s possible movements still circling in my head, I almost didn’t notice that Nana had stopped walking.

The fox girl was on point. She turned toward our group and relayed a series of hand signals. Her message didn’t make any sense, and her fluffy tail swished in irritation. “There’s no one here.”

Fumiko and Jun exchanged glances and nodded to each other. Seconds later, both of them were covered in their veils. Our formation widened out into a horizontal line with the cat and the chimera girl on our flanks.

We edged forward and were less than a dozen feet away from an obvious trail. If the twins’ maps were correct, this was the main artery of travel in the camp. One direction would lead to the tents the twins had discovered before, and the other would lead to the portal.

Still nothing. No raised alarm, no reaction from the other side of the bushes.

With a series of hand signals, we split into two groups. I went with Fumiko, Midori, and Nana in the direction of the firepit while the rest of our group went toward the tents.

Some of our earlier caution was exchanged for speed.

Each step drew us closer to the stench that Kana had mentioned during our approach. We encountered a bend in the trail, and I prepared myself for an encounter.

Nothing.

We cautiously turned the corner—and froze.

The ground was littered with dead bodies, and the portal had doubled in size.

In the light of day, it was easier to gauge the size of the clearing near the portal. My mind struggled to focus on specifics, but the area was slightly smaller than a baseball infield with the portal halfway between first and second base.

While most of the bodies were strewn all over the ground haphazardly, there was a group of people arranged near the portal. These sacrifices appeared to be a point of emphasis since none of the other dead were anywhere near them.

Even though I heard Midori gasp behind me, the kappa girl launched into medical triage mode. She covered herself in her veil and began assessing the body closest to us.

I stuck to Midori’s side on the off chance any of the cultists were playing possum.

Fumiko carefully stepped between the bodies in order to examine the violently vibrating portal.

When Nana took a step to follow Fumiko, I called out, “Not a good idea, Nana. That portal covered Jun in Dusk in a matter of minutes last night.”

The fox girl halted mid-step, swiftly moving away from the portal.

Our green-haired healer knelt beside more than twenty bodies before the other members joined us in the clearing. All of them seemed equally shocked, but we did our best to assist Midori in locating any potential survivors. So far, there were none.

As we moved closer to the portal, the positioning of those individuals became clearer. There were four people laying in each of the four cardinal directions. Their feet were pointing at a pile of masks in the middle of their macabre circle.

Ayane pulled Fumiko away from the unstable portal and put a comforting arm around the cat girl’s shoulders. When they were close to me, Ayane stopped. “We need to make sure Scholar Kaneda sends some emergency responders up here immediately. We don’t want any of the wildlife to desecrate their remains.”

Toshi pulled out a burner phone. “Forget radio silence. I’m going to call in a tip. We’ll be gone before anyone gets near this area.”

Ayane and Fumiko looked in my direction. These people were misguided and deserved to be given a proper rest, but we weren’t the ones to offer them that rite. I nodded toward Toshi.

As the Hunter tapped on his phone, Fumiko turned to me. Her green eyes were troubled. “Did the lying man do this?”

“I’m not sure if Endo’s personally responsible, but I wouldn’t be surprised. I do know Kobayashi was convinced that the Gashadokuo was going to lend him great power if he followed orders.”

Fumiko’s ears flattened on her head. “It’s an unforgivable waste of life,” she spat.

“I completely agree.” I scanned the area and noticed the self-entitled Sacred Lens was nowhere to be found. I turned to Fumiko. “Do you think it’s possible Kobayashi got pulled into the abyss?”

“Doubtful. The Gashadokuro wants to come here. Pulling a puppet into his realm would be a waste of energy,” Fumiko answered, grinding her teeth.

I looked past Toshi’s shoulder as he finished his call. The portal was behind him, and it was changing.

The huge gateway to the hellish realm of the abyss was surrounded with violent yellow crackles of electricity, and it was growing.

Toshi must have noticed the shocked look on my face and followed my gaze. The Hunter immediately ran toward the expanding purple portal with seemingly no concern for its growing size nor the crackling yellow bolts snapping in and out of the shape’s border. The whole mass shook like a brick building in an earthquake and gave off an aura of instability.

I waved all of the yokai girls off, and ran toward Toshi, Ayane, and the car-sized portal.

When we were a dozen or so feet away from Toshi, Ayane pulled out the old, weighty Polaroid camera. “Toshi, move off to the side. I need you over there for scale. Otherwise, Scholar Kaneda’s never going to believe us.”

The Hunter changed course and ran into the position where his sister had indicated.

When he stopped moving, Ayane held up the antique camera and pressed the red button on the front.

Seconds later, a filmy white square spit out in Ayane’s hand. She grabbed the picture and shook it.

Toshi walked back to where we were standing as the image came into focus. When he got within a couple of feet, he asked, “Did you get it?”

Ayane held the picture with both of her hands. Her eyebrows narrowed like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop. “This shouldn’t have worked. It’s just not possible.” She turned the picture toward me.

The analog piece of equipment had done its job. On the white-bordered paper was a picture of Toshi standing next to a purple portal that absolutely dwarfed him. I drew in a long inhale and closed my eyes. “I can see it, too.”

Ayane’s jaw dropped.

“Let me see,” Toshi said, reaching for the picture.

A sound like two semi trucks colliding on a demolition derby track blasted through the campsite.


Chapter 21


Kaiju



“Get down!” Instinctively, I spread my arms out to shield Ayane and Toshi. We fell forward onto one of the only cleared spots in the field as a shockwave reverberated out from the portal.

I rolled to my side as we hit the ground, and caught sight of the violently pulsating circle. It was rapidly collapsing. I watched as the portal fell into a single point and then blinked out of existence.

How come I can’t shake the feeling that this is a bad thing?

I pulled Ayane and Toshi up to their feet, and we exchanged looks of disbelief before joining the rest of our group.

Midori was just getting to her feet when the three of us rejoined the yokai girls. “They’re all beyond saving.” The kappa girl gave a solemn shake of her head and looked at her shoes.

Jun rubbed Midori’s back. “It’s not your fault. That asshole tricked them.”

I looked down too and noticed that the force of whatever had just happened had blown all of the debris away from the portal. Some of the deceased had masks on them while others were covered in ash or other bits from the fire.

Ayane let out an audible exhale near me.

When I looked up, I could see that she was holding onto the Polaroid. “We still have our evidence.”

Toshi looked back in the direction of the portal. It hadn’t magically reappeared. “Even if they do believe the Polaroid, they’ll want to see the portal for themselves. Now what?”

I crouched down and picked up a mask. “What if we brought one of these? With the picture and a mask, they’d have to at least consider what we’re saying.”

All of the yokai girls backed away, glaring at the mask.

“That stinks like Kuro!” Fumiko complained.

That was a small relief. If Gashadokuro needed to be a part of constructing these masks, then at least we could hope that Kobayashi would need an open portal to make more.

“Regardless of the scent, I think Dylan’s right. We should be able to use this as additional evidence,” Toshi answered, waving toward the mask.

“Maybe you guys can all ride in the other van if the smell is too strong,” Ayane suggested.

Fumiko looked at her fellow yokai girls, and the group seemed to conduct a silent conversation. When the moment had passed, the cat girl looked at me. “If you think this mask will help, you should bring it, mate.” She looked at the twins. “Sneaky and Sly are still vulnerable, so we should ride separately.”

Since we were no longer concerned with alerting a group of hostile cultists, we were able to hustle back to the roadside station. With our most challenging ordeal being a scramble up some large rock, it took less than half the time to complete the return trip.

We decided to drive north together, but Toshi programmed the address for the designated meeting point into the other van’s GPS in case we got separated. Once the location was locked in, the Hunter stepped away and let Midori climb into the driver’s seat.

Toshi jumped into the back of the van I was driving, and we were off.

Twenty minutes after we pulled away from the roadside station, a line of police cars rushed by, driving in the opposite direction. Presumably, they were enroute to respond to Toshi’s tip about the campsite.

I’m not sure what details Toshi included to get that kind of response, but there was no way any of those people were ready for the aftermath of Kobayashi’s madness.

The route on the GPS had just shifted from west to south when something in my rearview mirror caught my attention.

Midori was at least three seconds behind me, but beyond her was a growing collection of flashing red lights. I couldn’t be certain, but it looked like at least four police cars heading in our direction. They were about a half mile back and were quickly gaining.

Shit! That can’t be good.

We were so close to the rendezvous point. Had we been sold out? Spotted? We knew traveling together was risky, but our vehicles should have flown under the radar.

Maybe Scholar Kaneda cracked under pressure from the visiting members and leadership.

I shoved the panicked and paranoid ideas to the back of my head. Focusing on what I could control was the only constructive way to get us out of this.

Ayane’s phone began ringing.

“Fumiko. I’m going to put you on speaker.”

“Mate! Are they chasing us? Should we block the road?”

The phone beeped with the sound of an incoming call. Ayane’s screen indicated it was an unknown number.

“No. Don’t block the road. Tell Midori to follow what I’m doing. If they slow down and get behind us, we might have to fight our way out of this.”

Ayane kept Fumiko on the speaker and dismissed the incoming call.

I reduced my speed by about half, and pulled a quarter of the way onto the narrow shoulder. I was banking on the smaller streets partially disguising my intentions.

Checking the rearview mirror, I tracked Midori following my lead. “Good. Fumiko, I want you to tell Midori to keep looking forward. I’ll watch their approach. She just needs to pay attention to the back of our van.”

A second call from the unknown number beeped. Ayane reflexively dismissed it.

The police increased their speed. They were less than a quarter mile back. One of the police cars behind the lead pulled into the oncoming lane and matched the speed of the lead car.

I guess making a sudden u-turn is out of the question.

When their cars were right on top of us, the police began honking. With half of their vehicles now in the oncoming lane, the road wasn’t wide enough for three cars.

“Get ready,” I said to everyone in both vans, as I pulled further over onto the shoulder.

Midori immediately followed suit.

There was a brief moment when two of the police cars were on Midori’s bumper and one was next to her in the oncoming lane.

The second van wavered, but moved onto the shoulder.

All four police cars flew by.

What the…?

The unknown number called again, and Ayane said, “Fumiko, I’m going to see who’s trying to contact us.” The Tracker ended our conversation and thumbed the speaker button for the incoming caller. “Yes?”

“Where the hell are you, and why did it take me three tries to get you on the phone?” the grizzled Hunter, Kenzo, fumed on the other end.

Furrowing my brows and shaking my head, I answered. “We’re about thirteen minutes away from Gion Park. We’re following Scholar Kaneda’s instructions.”

There were a few muffled shouts on the other end followed by a grunt from Kenzo. “Skip the rendezvous. We need you at the port in Yawatahama. We’re facing a horde of yokai and something larger than I’ve ever seen.”

“We’ll be there. Where exactly at the port?” Ayane jumped in.

The Tracker moved the phone and was using her dominant hand to write any necessary details on a pad she’d found in the center console. Ayane was immediately drawn into her typical work mode, and it was obvious she was ready to take care of business.

“Just follow the sirens. The civilians think it was an earthquake. Please hurry.”

The phone went dead.
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Less than thirty minutes later, we were being waved through a roadblock by a grim-faced, plainclothes detective. Judging by the guy’s torn suit, he’d engaged in a lot of fighting prior to our arrival.

Thankfully, there weren’t many obstacles on the road other than emergency vehicles and shell-shocked civilians standing in small clumps outside of their homes and businesses. We sped through the narrow streets of the small seaside town and quickly reached the port just as the sun was just about to sink into the horizon.

Boats of all shapes and sizes bobbed in the harbor as we parked near an improvised shelter of green tarps covering a small group of defeated looking Hunters and Trackers. Once we got out of the vans, my brain caught up with why everyone appeared so beaten.

My mouth hung open as I looked out at the turbulent water.

Less than half a mile beyond all of the piers, and making its way toward us, was a sight to make any arachnophobic’s skin crawl.

It was a monster at least sixty feet tall with the abdomen and eight legs of a spider. However, its head looked like it had been taken from an enormous demonic bull. A swirling purple cloud of Dusk surrounded it on all sides, undulating around the thick, grey, matted coat of fur that covered nearly every inch of the monster like a moldy, moth-eaten rug.

The bull’s head had two huge, lifeless black eyes facing forward like a predator. The top and sides of the nightmarish creature’s head were covered in pustules that blinked into and out of existence.

Threatening red fangs protruded down from the monster’s upper jaw while a second appeared to sprout from its lower lip. All four fangs oozed a sinister-looking purple substance that continuously gathered in globs and fell into the churning waves below.

It was progressing very slowly through the deep water that lapped mid-abdomen, but once it reached shallower waters and the shore, it would likely be able to move faster.

We didn’t have much time.

“Ushi-oni. But how is it this massive?” Ayane whispered in horror, her hands covering her mouth.

One of the morose Ehime Hunters spoke. “We thought it was just an earthquake, but it must have been the ushi-oni landing in the ocean. It was spotted about forty minutes ago. The initial wave of invading yokai soon followed. Two subsequent waves have come as the ushi-oni approaches.” The man briefly looked at his comrades’ bleak faces and added, “More are sure to come. We’re at our limit with just the smaller monsters, so there’s no hope once that behemoth makes it ashore.”

This earned a couple of nods from the other members in the shelter. The aura of defeat hung heavy in the air.

“No one’s forcing you to stay, Tetsuo. Feel free to quit if you want,” Kenzo barked from outside of the shelter. The grizzled man rounded the side of the tarp and shook with what appeared to be barely contained fury as he stared at Tetsuo.

The chastised Hunter let out a wet, exasperated sigh. His eyes watered, but he didn’t offer any sort of protest. He left the tent, running in the direction of the roadblock with his head low.

“Anyone else?” Kenzo shouted at the other members that were bunched together.

The remaining Hunters and Trackers looked uncertain and gave each other cautious glances.

Sensing the extremely low morale, I knew these people needed some semblance of hope to latch onto. I turned to Kenzo. “That giant bull-spider thing is still a yokai, right?”

“It’s the largest demon ever witnessed in the Wheel’s history, but yes, it is a yokai.”

“Then I’ll find a way to destroy it. I just need someone to get me close enough to search for the core.” I said and turned to my team. “Help them with the next wave of yokai.”

“Mate! We fight to⁠—”

I grabbed one of Fumiko’s shoulders before she could finish. “Fumiko, these people need you.” I looked at the others. “They need all of you. Can’t you see they’re at the same breaking point we were when Kenzo saved us at the campsite?”

Jun and Ayane each gave a reluctant nod.

Brushing some stray hairs away from Fumiko’s face, I continued in a softer voice, “Besides, you hate ‘a lot of water,’ remember?”

The cat girl’s eyes went wide at the mention of one of our first English lessons together, when Fumiko had struggled to use the appropriate vocabulary to describe things she didn’t like.

Fumiko sniffed. “That’s not fair.” She pulled me in for a tight embrace and whispered, “Come back to us. You aren’t finished yet.”

With the cat girl still in my arms, Kenzo spoke up. “I grew up around the sea. I’ll get you to the ushi-oni.”

I let go of Fumiko and moved to reassure my other women. They each shocked me with their vigilance for the upcoming fight.

Ayane let out a held breath when I touched her chin, but she remained mostly composed. “I’ll call out every core. It doesn’t matter how big the next attack is, I’ll spot them all.”

Midori had already covered herself in her kappa veil. She was bent down and in the middle of treating an injury on a Hunter I hadn’t noticed. Midori pressed her lips together when she looked up at me, but she finally said, “I’ll keep them alive.”

Jun draped her arm around Fumiko’s shoulder and shot me a smirk. “You’ve got some big balls to fight that fucker head on.” The chimera girl pulled Fumiko closer to her and added, “Me and the commander will make sure none of those other little shits cause any more damage.”

Fumiko quickly added an emphatic nod, but wiped at her eyes with one of her palms.

The twins had their hands on their hips and were looking up at me. “We can help,” they said together.

“Even though there aren’t any buildings or trees to hide in, we can help you find a sneaky way to attack that yokai,” Nana assured me.

I pulled both the fox girl and her sister in for a hug. “You two need to stick close to the others. We need to prevent that thing from flattening this area. There’s just not enough time to develop a different strategy.”

After pulling away from Kana and Nana, I gave Toshi a nod. “Keep an eye on them.”

The Hunter had already tracked down a couple Dawn-covered weapons and was gearing up to defend the area. “Count on it.”

Kenzo titled his head toward a fishing boat tied to the dock, and we took off running.


Chapter 22


All Monsters Attack



Kenzo fought against the churned-up water created by each of the ushi-oni’s eight spider legs. Given that the monster we were heading off was three or four times the size of our boat, the grizzled Hunter was doing an admirable job of staying on top of the waves.

With the yokai only a few hundred feet away from the pier, more details about its appearance became abundantly clear. The pustules I’d noticed earlier were a collection of haphazardly placed eyes without lids.

Each of these numerous pits appeared to push out an eye twice the size of a sewer cover. These additional eyes vibrated for a few seconds before being pulled back into their respective holes, like the world’s most disgusting game of Whack-a-Mole.

Movement caught my eye, and I squinted. Someone or something was running around the crown of the bull-spider’s head.

When Kenzo got the boat close enough for me to grab onto one of the ushi-oni’s legs, I discovered exactly who it was.

“Yes! I feel it! Clearly, the Lord has granted me more power than even Endo. He’s nothing compared to me!” Kobayashi crowed from his spot on top of the monster.

Good. Now I don’t have to track that asshole down.

I grabbed two handfuls of nasty, stinking grey fur and turned back to Kenzo. I was able to give the Hunter a jerky nod before the leg I was attempting to climb raised out of the water to make a stride toward land, taking me with it.

The leg settled back into the water, and the force caused me to sway dangerously as I struggled to grip the monster’s fur.

I covered my arms and legs with the Dawn. If I hadn’t been hanging onto a sixty-foot tall, spider-legged, demonic bull, I probably would have marveled at how easy it was for me to cover all four of my appendages in golden energy. Fumiko had once mentioned that sleeping with the yokai girls would grant me more control over the Dawn in my network. Clearly, she was telling the truth.

Now, if only I could harden my Dawn into armor like Fumiko and the others, I’d be unstoppable.

Feeling stronger and more confident in my abilities, I twisted my wrists into the wiry fur and planted my feet into the creature’s enormous leg.

These maneuvers allowed me to quickly scale the appendage, but my perspective shifted, and I could better gauge the yokai’s course.

Instead of heading in the direction of piers, the monster looked like it was intending to make landfall at a nearby beach. The exact direction where all of my teammates and other members of the Wheel were fending off an incoming wave of smaller yokai.

An onslaught of salamander-looking monsters the size of rhinoceroses swirled out of the waves. They were joined by dozens of gigantic fish spitting plumes of fire at the waiting Hunters.

The shiny gold of the yokai girls’ veils clearly stood out against the last fading light of the day. It was easy to track their progress as they led the charge to destroy the incoming enemies.

I knew my women wouldn’t let me down. Grabbing a new handhold of wiry fur and pulling myself up, I was determined to uphold my part of this fight.

As I reached the last joint of the spider's leg, I heard more ramblings from Kobayashi’s position somewhere above me.

“Useless! Your fighting means nothing. I’m more powerful than that ridiculous legend and his team of furry bitches.”

Just you wait, pal.

I dug my toes into matted fur and squishy flesh to redouble my efforts.

A few moments later, I pulled myself up and could finally stand. The leg I’d climbed was in the middle of the yokai, so I was positioned toward the center of the bull-spider’s back.

Since I couldn’t sense where the core of this building-sized yokai was, I hurried toward its head. I decided I’d beat the answer out of Kobayashi if I couldn’t find the core before reaching the monster’s head.

The slightest of sensations pulled at me when my foot landed on the back of the abomination’s neck. It felt like the Dawn was telling me that the core was somewhere above the creature’s abdomen. This caused me to pause for a moment and look around.

A crashing sound below and a violent shake caused me to pitch forward onto all fours.

Stabilizing my footing, I glanced to the side. The monster’s front legs had pulverized a massive concrete breakwater near the shore, and now the front of the monster had entirely exited the water. I needed to kill this thing—now. Unfortunately, there weren’t any obvious signs of the core. I needed to keep climbing.

Seconds later, I was racing up the neck behind a still jabbering Kobayashi.

“Lord Gashadokuro, this test was a success! We will bring you here to devastate your foes. Please lend me more of your po⁠—”

It wasn’t the most honorable thing to do, but I launched a jump kick aimed at Kobayashi’s back when I was less than six feet away from him.

But the deranged son of a bitch cut himself off mid-speech and avoided my attack at the last second.

With the sound of several snaps and crunches, Kobayashi bent backwards at a speed and to a degree that would make any contortionist jealous. He was soon resting the back of his head against his own ass.

I landed, spun on my heels, and tried to make sense out what—thing—Kobayashi had become.

Another series of horrendous sounds accompanied Kobayashi flipping the lower half of his body around and landing on all fours. “Nice try, legend.”

The bone mask he’d been wearing the night before was gone, but chunks of Kobayashi’s flesh were torn away. Tendons, muscles, and even a few flashes of white shone through the nasty gashes on the former Hunter’s face.

These details became stretched and distorted as the madman appeared to melt down to his belly. “You were able to ambush me last night, but I’ve seen the way.” A cackle erupted from his dissolving mouth.

Kobayashi was merging into the yokai’s grey, wiry hair.

What the literal fuck? Did he just vanish?

“Oh, where’d I go?” Kobayashi’s voice appeared to echo from all directions. This was followed by another round of high-pitched laughter.

Believing Kobayashi was just buying himself time to disguise an attack, I dropped down into a defensive stance. My eyes scanned the mounds of wiry fur in front of me for movement, but none came.

In fact, I was so focused on trying to track Kobayashi’s whereabouts that it took me a moment to notice the yokai had stopped moving.

Is he waiting for me to do something?

With no sign of Kobayashi, and a giant yokai to destroy, I concentrated on the core. I’d felt a sensation while marching up the behemoth’s neck. The Dawn was guiding me to the core. On the top of the bull-spider’s head, the tug was stronger.

I was almost to the forest of pustules that kept bursting up in grotesque, dripping stalks before disappearing back into the small craters lining the monster’s face.

Careful not to step on a pustule crater, I took a step toward the brow of the ushi-oni.

A Dusk-coated leg shot out from a pustule on my left. It looked human, but it was attacking from an absurd angle.

Lifting my left foot and pivoting on the ball of my right, I was able to avoid being tripped. At the same time, I stomped down with a counterattack.

The leg squirmed back into the opening like a kid sucking in a long piece of spaghetti, but I was able to smash its ankle.

It felt like the yokai shook its skin. There was a human-sounding grunt from the direction where I was attacked, but this evolved into a bellow from the yokai’s mouth.

I tipped forward from the vibrations, but was able to catch myself by grasping a handful of fur.

There!

The pull from the Dawn leading me to the core was stronger in the direction of the yokai’s snout.

Wasting no more time, I concentrated on my speed and sprinted down the kaiju’s forehead and snout.

At nearly the same speed I was moving, numerous fists, elbows, knees, and legs sprung to life from the pustules surrounding me. It was like each seeping heap on the yokai’s skin was another spot for a strike to originate from.

I hurtled a leg, and kept running.

A combination of punches came at me from both sides. I slipped one from the left and blocked one from the right without losing a step.

I pivoted away from an incoming knee and was nearly there.

Is all of this coming from Kobayashi, the kaiju, or both?

Putting these disturbing thoughts out of my mind, I continued to race toward the edge of the yokai’s snout. The Dawn inside of my network was intensifying and bolstering my confidence. This was the correct direction to the core. Regardless of the pustule’s attempts at intervening, I’d soon arrive at the spot where I could inflict the killing blow.

The yokai’s wiry grey coat abruptly thinned, and it was replaced with sickly, slimy, loose skin. The mottled exposed surface under my feet was slick from what appeared to be purple mucus, but there weren’t any of those craters for a random appendage to attack from.

With the edge of the snout less than ten feet away, a purple blister the size of a golden retriever grew out of the skin directly in front of me. This distended piece of body horror quickly swelled into the shape of a person.

Arms tore through a membrane of skin, and Kobayashi stepped out. “Where are you going, legend?”

My momentum was already carrying me forward, so I decided to keep going. If this asshole was finally interested in facing me, I’d be more than happy to oblige.

Shit. For what he did to Jun and all those naive people, I should probably just fucking end him. Right? Can I? Can I really snuff him out?

I’d been killing monsters for months, but the notion of treating another person in the same way was different. I wasn’t a soldier in the traditional sense. How would ending Kobayashi’s life affect me?

This last shred of uncertainty about killing another person caused me to ignore the fact that the kaiju-sized yokai was moving again. The ushi-oni was shifting the middle of its body onto the beach right as I was launching myself toward Kobayashi to deliver an elbow strike.

Instead of coming down on top of the deranged man’s head and splitting it like a coconut, Kobayashi’s seemingly synchronized movement with the yokai allowed him to slip the worst of my attack while the monster shook its snout.

Even though he was able to avoid the brunt of my attack, I felt my elbow slam into Kobayashi’s collarbone. A loud crack betrayed the damage I’d inflicted with the blade of my elbow.

I landed awkwardly, but was able to roll away from Kobayashi’s attempt at a front kick. When I got up, my heels were teetering over the edge of the kaiju’s snout. I fought to maintain my balance as the monster took another step forward.

Once I was confident of my footing, I caught sight of Kobayashi. The top of his body was covered in the oozing sickness of the Dusk. A crown of Dusk horns formed around his head, and his hands had been replaced with talons.

The Dusk-covered man initiated a series of slashes with his new purple bird-like claws. His speed had increased, but it was immediately apparent that Kobyashi wasn’t well-trained in martial arts.

I was able to dodge and block his barrage of slashes and attempted gouges. Each time the Dawn surrounding my arms or legs encountered the Dusk around Kobayashi’s, there was an explosion from the energies colliding.

Just as I batted away Kobayashi’s latest horizontal slice and loaded an uppercut, the ushi-oni’s legs shifted on the soft sand of the beach.

I lost my footing and tumbled backward into nothing.

For a fraction of a second, I felt my stomach rushing up to my chest. It was like hitting the first drop on a rollercoaster.

Act! Don’t give up!

I leaned forward and reached for anything I could get my hands on. My fingers curled around something about the diameter of climbing rope, as my toes dug into a wall of skin.

Looking up, I saw what had stopped my fall—an outcropping of nostril whiskers. I shook off the notion of being a sentient booger and was trying to find a way back up when a shock reverberated through the Dawn in my network.

This is it! The core’s here at the front of this monster’s nose.

An idiotic plan suddenly formed in my head: I was going to kick a hole in this son of bitch’s nose.

Wrapping my hand around the thick, fibrous whisker, I pushed back with my heels to put some power behind my kick.

The whisker strained, but my push off was smooth. I swung back at least six feet and came rushing back toward the nostril just like I was Tarzan on a fucking jungle vine. I had my right foot out in front of me, and I intended to smash the ushi-oni’s core.

“No!” Kobayashi screamed when my Dawn-covered foot was a few feet away from the bull-spider’s core. The former Hunter must have somehow sensed my incoming attack and melted into the yokai again, because the lower half of his body materialized in front of my kick.

A second, ear-shattering bellow came from the monster, and it stopped moving.

My foot sunk into the squish of Kobayashi’s midsection. There was a howl of pain but no other reaction.

A beat later, several things seemed to happen simultaneously. My left foot landed on a surface for me to kick off from, the rest of Kobayashi fell through the top of the ushi-oni’s nostril, the crazy bastard latched onto my right leg, and the damn yokai began furiously shaking its massive head.

With the weight of an additional person hanging from my leg, I wasn’t able to kick off with nearly as much force. Somehow, I still managed to swing a few feet outside of the yokai’s nose, but my grip was slipping.

Looking down at the struggling man, I saw Kobayashi cough up a combination of blood and Dusk. “We’ve won!” he roared, as more fluids rushed out of his mouth.

As the two of us swung back toward the yokai, I decided to switch tactics. I put everything I had into stomping down with my left foot.

My heel dented Kobayashi’s forehead, and his grip loosened. He slid all the way down to my foot, as my shoulder collided with the skin of the yokai’s nose.

The transfer of his weight to my foot was nearly unbearable. I bit down and fought through the pain of my ankle being wrenched from one side to the other.

I brought my left heel up again to make another stomp, but the cow-spider began to shake its head like a wet dog.

Kobayashi wasn’t able to hang on after the third shift in direction. The cult leader was flung off somewhere between the beach and the piers.

One of the final directional shifts brought me close enough to the yokai’s face to latch on and ride out its turbulent shaking.

This wasn’t a rodeo, so there was no time to celebrate staying on the bull’s nostril for more than eight seconds. After the shaking stopped, one of the yokai’s legs swung in my direction.

I rolled to the right and avoided being batted away like an annoying fly. Another leg came swooping in from the opposite direction, and the side of my left leg was swept up. But I held on and scrambled to a new position inside one of the yokai’s nostrils.

A roar of wrath came from deep within the yokai, and I felt the monster momentarily angle its head back, pause, and then slam forward.

Is this thing trying to smash me against the ground?

Time felt slow, and I could see the mass of people just below the monster’s head. The yokai’s head was coming closer, but all of them were too focused on fighting to notice they were seconds away from being crushed.

This needs to end now!

Hoping I wasn’t out of time, I pulled at a new patch of nose whiskers and pushed off of the massive yokai’s nose. The Dawn in my network seemed to rumble to life like it was anticipating the collision between my legs and the yokai’s core—welcoming the approaching brutality.

With the tip of the yokai’s nose less than twenty feet from the ground, my foot crashed into the core of the ushi-oni.


Chapter 23


Things Get Dark



Regardless of the monster’s size, the ushi-oni’s body seemed to atomize the moment I drove my Dawn-covered foot through its core. One second I was swinging through the putrid nasal cavity of a massive yokai, and then in the blink of an eye I was falling through a stormcloud of dissipating iridescent motes.

With the ground rapidly approaching, I attempted to prepare myself for impact. I tucked my chin in and bent my limbs. There was no way of knowing if the beach’s surface was packed with driftwood or rocks, so I couldn’t count on a cushy landing in a mound of forgiving sand.

My feet hit the uneven sediment, and I felt my ankle give another twist—and a pop for good measure. I ignored the flash of pain while I continued to spread out my weight and roll with my landing.

After what felt like three full rotations, I came to a stop on my back, propped up a few inches on the rise of a small sand dune. Once I got over the shock of still being alive, I attempted to move my joints.

Everything was sore, but there was a skyrocket of pain when I attempted to move my right ankle. Considering the fact that Kobayashi had been hanging from my foot less than a minute earlier, I figured I’d be lucky if I only had a broken ankle.

Suck it up! People are still fighting.

Knowing the incoming wave of yokai was still a threat, I rolled up to my knee to get an idea of my surroundings.

Jun was the closest figure I recognized. The yokai girl was covered in the golden light of her battle veil. The Dawn surrounding the chimera girl was in the huge, tusked tiger shape, but it had formed into hardened yet flexible scale armor. With a smile plastered on her face, she appeared to be reveling in the violence.

An incoming blow from the claws of a creature resembling a car-sized, bloated salamander glanced off of Jun’s shoulder. In response, the chimera girl threw her head back, barked out a laugh, and stomped forward while extending her fists through the center of the recovering monster.

The lizard-looking yokai exploded in a shower of Dusk, but was replaced by three more. Each one of these plodding, boulder-shaped reptiles was covered in a swirling purple cloud of Dusk over knobby orange and red skin, their long snouts filled with sharp, serrated teeth.

A well-intended pair of Hunters rushed to Jun’s side. Both men let out a ferocious battlecry as they charged toward one of the attacking yokai. Unfortunately, neither of their swords were able to slice through the thick coating of Dusk surrounding the monster.

The massive orange salamander turned and reared up on its powerful hind legs. The yokai extended two sets of dagger-length nails from the tips of its front legs and lunged forward to slash at the men.

A fraction of a second before the sharp edges were able to make contact with either Hunter, Jun’s arm shot forward and grabbed the yokai by its scaly throat.

With a smirk plastered on her face, Jun wound up her free hand and slammed it through the center of the beast she was holding. Just like its fellow yokai, the oversized salamander exploded into a cloud of motes.

Just behind the chimera girl were the last remnants of fading Dusk that used to be two other yokai.

“Are you alright?” Jun asked the two stunned Hunters.

Both men wore slack-jawed expressions. One broke out of his stunned paralysis to vigorously nod his head at Jun’s question. The man shook his still-dazed friend, and they ran to another section of the beach that was under attack.

The muscular woman turned away from the Hunters and noticed me smiling and shaking my head at her. “Dylan! You fucking demolished that ushi-oni,” she exclaimed, making her way to me.

Once I put weight on my right ankle, I felt it give out. My center of gravity shifted. I had to look down and spread my arms out to prevent myself from falling on my ass. As I lifted my head, Jun was in front of me offering her arm.

“It’s okay. We’re ta⁠—”

A rocket of flames rushed toward Jun’s back.

I leaned forward on my good foot to load up a step around Jun, but the chimera girl pivoted and took the brunt of the blaze.

No!

In a hopeless effort, I pulled back on Jun’s shoulder to get her behind me.

Nothing happened. Jun continued to stand her ground. She appeared to be fully engulfed in flames, but wouldn’t be moved. That’s when I noticed the golden veil surrounding her had enlarged.

Jun kept her back to me and laid one of her callused hands on top of mine. “I’m the shield. Remember. I got this.” She looked over her shoulder at me and gave a wink. “Have to admit, I’m flattered by how hard you’re trying to protect me, ladies’ man.”

I narrowed my eyes and swatted Jun’s toned ass.

“What?” she laughed, marching forward. “I’ve got to give you at least a little bit of shit while I take care of that fucking akugyo yokai.” The chimera girl continued striding in the direction of a creature resembling a deranged mermaid.

She threw another look over her shoulder, this one heated with lust. “But let’s revisit the spanking later…daddy.”

I grinned.

But my grin died when randomly spewing flames along the beach indicated Jun wasn’t facing off against the only akugyo coming out of the water. Each flare brought a new detail about this particular yokai to light.

All of these humanoid fish had a pair of straight black horns jutting out of their foreheads. Their faces were white and appeared to be devoid of skin. Each one of the akugyo had a slimy, dull yellow belly that was in direct contrast with the glittering green and silver scales on its back and sides.

When Jun was a few feet away from the fire-breathing monster, a vaguely familiar voice shouted behind me. “Let’s finish the job!”

Turning to see who was issuing orders, I saw Scholar Kaneda with dozens of Hunters I didn’t recognize. The entire group let out a shout and began fighting the last remnants of the yokai wave on the beach.

Is that the task force that’s looking for us?

With this thought still in my head, Midori rushed up to me covered in her veil.

“You’re alive!” the kappa girl cried out, seeming to check my entire body in a matter of seconds. She locked onto my injured ankle and frowned. “Why are you standing? You’ve fractured your right tibia.”

Midori crouched down in front of me. “Put your hands on my shoulders and lift your right foot.”

“We can take care of this later.”

“Now!” Midori shouted, red filling her face. She shook for a moment, but remained crouched in front of me. The kappa girl closed her eyes and let out a long exhale. When she opened them again, her color had returned to normal. “This will be much simpler than your shoulder. Let me heal you, and you can get back to work.”

My eyes swept across the beach, and I could tell the battle was won. “Okay. You’re right,” I conceded and rested my hands on Midori’s shoulders.

The moment my palms made contact with the short woman, a smile exploded across Midori’s face. She looked down and started working her Dawn needle magic on my ankle.

With nothing else to do, I went back to watching the mop-up.

Jun had pulverized the akugyo that had spit fire at her a few moments earlier and was in the midst of smashing another one’s head with a double axe handle punch. Even from a distance, the chimera girl’s excitement was apparent.

Less than a hundred feet away, Fumiko was using her acrobatic slashing and slicing attacks to cut through one of the last groups of salamander yokai. After she destroyed the final one, she waved in my direction, but moved further up the beach to another person.

The figure Fumiko was running to had their entire head and shoulders covered in the Dawn. They were pointing to what appeared like the last five yokai on the beach and issuing commands to nearby Hunters.

Yeah, that definitely has to be Ayane.

There was a bit of commotion in the group. Two smaller figures zigzagged around the last remaining fire-belching akugyo. The movements of the two people were nimble and perfectly synced. It appeared that they were toying with the yokai.

And that’s got to be the twins.

The monster’s only recourse seemed to be shooting fire from one side to the other in a desperate attempt to burn something, since its targets just wouldn’t hold still.

With the yokai’s attention locked onto the twins, it didn’t notice Toshi and his glowing katana stalking up from behind it to deliver the killing blow.

As the motes were floating away, signifying that the battle had concluded, Midori stood. “Try putting your weight on it.”

I brought my attention back to the beautiful kappa girl in front of me and lowered my right foot. “Feels fine,” I said with a grateful smile and pulled Midori in for a hug. “Thanks, you did great.”

She pulled me in closer. “You have to stop fighting us when we offer to help. We’re all in this together. You’re the one who’s going to make the difference in the end, but you’re not alone.” Midori leaned back and a few tears ran down her cheeks. “Fumiko nearly lost it when you went off to fight that giant on your own. We all did.”

I wiped Midori’s tears away with my thumb and tilted her chin up to give her a tender kiss.

The kappa girl's yellow eyes were bright, and she was smiling again when our lips parted. “No more running off alone.”

“You got it.”

As I was contemplating pulling the kappa girl in for another kiss, the twins called out together.

“We helped Toshi! Did you see us?”

Midori shook her head wryly, and we both turned in the direction of the approaching fox girl and weasel girl. We moved down the small dune to meet them.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Jun leaving the crashing surf. It appeared that she was coming in to join us.

When Midori and I were less than two dozen feet from the twins, someone popped up and latched onto the them. Kana and Nana were somehow lifted eight feet into the air by this unseen person.

Temporarily forgetting Midori, I covered half the distance in the space of a couple of heartbeats.

“That’s far enough, legend,” Kobayashi croaked. He had Kana and Nana wrapped in purple tentacles, pinning their arms to their sides.

Without realizing it, I’d covered the upper half of my body with the Dawn again, the golden energy emanating like a mystical flame in the gathering twilight.

Kobayashi had become…a yokai?

Bone fragments jutted out from various joints in the former Hunter’s twisted body. He was upright, but his legs and arms awkwardly bent in the wrong directions like a broken marionette. Thick, octopus-like tentacles had sprouted from various parts of his body, keeping him upright. Sickening purple Dusk leaked from the tentacles and fell in congealed globs on the sand.

Kobayashi’s head slumped to his left shoulder, and he croaked out of the corner of his mouth when he spoke. “You think you’ve won?” The broken man let out a bark of laughter after asking his question.

“Yeah, I do, asshole. Now, let them go, and let’s finish this.”

“Such a simpleton. Gashadokuro has already achieved victory. What you saw in my camp was only one of his ephemeral portal sites—he has many more.”

I took a step closer, and the tentacles restraining the twins appeared to tighten. Seeing Kana and Nana struggle to breathe, I moved back.

A growl from my left alerted me to Jun’s presence. “You’ve got nowhere to hide, you fucking coward.”

Kobayashi looked in Jun’s direction, and he croaked out another laugh. “Oh, I won’t be the one hiding, once my disciples fulfill their purpose and activate the other ephemeral sites.” The lunatic’s eyes went wide. “But I should be thanking you. You helped provide me with the Dusk tentacle. As you can see, it has bonded with the other gifts my Lord has granted me.”

The rotting fingernails on his useless hands suddenly extended into five-inch talons. Tentacles rose up to wrap firmly around his wrists, appearing ready to wield the Hunter’s hands as weapons.

“My weak, mortal body is being replaced with the Lord’s gifts,” he crowed, using the tentacles to flex his talons. “Time for a test drive!”

The madman raised the talons in a jerky motion, aiming each hand at one of the twins.

Dawn instantly flowed to my legs, and I raced toward Kana and Nana.

Kobayashi’s arms dropped, and I was nearly within striking distance.

I pushed myself harder. I needed to get to the tentacles holding the twins. I lowered my hands to deliver two downward chops.

The Dawn covering my hands began cutting through the Dusk, but Kobayashi’s talons were bearing down on us. There was no way we’d get out of this clean.

A fraction of a second later, the twins were free. I shoved them back and braced for Kobayashi’s strikes—but they never came.

Lifting my head, I saw the Dawn surrounding me was more intense. It took a moment, but I realized I was standing inside of Jun’s veil. The chimera girl had stepped in front of me at the last second. Her veil had stopped Kobayashi’s attack, and she was holding onto the lunatic’s arms.

“Kick his fucking ass,” Jun quietly said, her body tight with anger.

Instead of answering Jun’s request with a witty response, I grabbed one of Kobayashi’s arms from the chimera girl.

It doesn’t matter if he’s a yokai, a human, or a bit of both. He murdered numerous people, attacked those I care for, and threatened more.

My give-a-shit about killing another person was gone.

The Dusk thinned and covered more of Kobayashi’s body. It was getting harder to see any human characteristics under all of the shifting purple. The arm in my hand began to fuse with the tentacles supporting it. Boils and scales bubbled up to the surface of Kobayashi’s skin and shot out from various epicenters.

Not wanting to see what a further transformation would look like, I yanked Kobayashi’s arm forward, and the top half of his body followed.

Sending all of the power I could muster to my legs, I delivered a devastating knee to his face. Black blood burst from his nose, and I heard a crunch.

He howled in pain and tried to swipe at me, but Jun, still holding his other arm, snapped both the arm and the tentacle holding it up.

I swept out with my other leg, destroying the leg-supporting tentacles, and he fell to the sand with a wet thud.

My Dawn-covered foot nearly became blinding as I brought it down on him. I snapped through Kobayashi’s elbow, smashed his limp neck, and stomped on the swelling purple mass at the center of the man’s chest.

I clenched my jaw, leaned forward, and redoubled my efforts, seeing that some type of metamorphosis was trying to occur.

There was a sensation of cracking like ice on a thawing lake’s surface, followed by a shattering noise.

As the half-yokai began to dissolve into Dusk, he croaked, “We’ve already won.”


Chapter 24


Civil War



Kobayashi’s words were echoing in my head as the twins threw themselves around the sides of my body.

“You saved us!” they exclaimed in unison, while their wide eyes welled up with unshed tears.

“We got cocky,” Nana admitted and lowered her head.

“We’re sorry for causing you and big sis Jun so much trouble,” Kana added, glancing at Jun before adopting her sister’s body language.

Ayane, Fumiko, and Midori rushed over. None of them appeared afraid of me for killing another person—even if he was half-yokai. If anything, they all showed signs of bonding. They’d all grown closer—to each other and to me.

When they were a few feet away, Ayane draped an arm around Fumiko’s shoulder and scratched at one of the cat girl’s ears with her free hand. Fumiko leaned into Ayane’s hand with her eyes half-closed, seemingly begging for a deeper and more intense caress.

Shortly afterwards, Jun squatted down and lifted Midori onto her shoulders.

The kappa girl gave out a single, obligatory objection, but her wide smile mirrored the one on the chimera girl’s face.

Admit it, you’d do it again…for any one of them.

“Fuck yeah, I’d do it again.” I whispered.

“What would you do?” Kana and Nana asked.

Looking back down at the twins, I cleared my throat. “You both were fearless. I know it wasn’t easy to go through that fight without your veils. I was being stubborn, but it was really important for me to keep my word to Jun.” I drew in a deep breath. “I’m sorry for endangering the two of you. It won’t happen again.”

The fox girl and the weasel girl were both saucer-eyed as they realized the implication of my words. They turned and chittered to each other in brief, unintelligible exchange before looking up at me again with expectant grins on their cute faces.

“Sneaky, Sly, not here.” Fumiko had momentarily forgotten about Ayane’s rubbing long enough to rest her hands on her hips and give the twins a warning look.

I couldn’t stop myself from laughing when Kana and Nana rolled their eyes at Fumiko.

A few minutes after reuniting with my women, Toshi and Kenzo walked over with Scholar Kaneda. The older man was holding the Polaroid picture and one the Dusk masks. By the way he was looking at both with his jaw propped open, the Scholar was in a state of shock.

Scholar Kaneda composed himself with effort and handed Kenzo the picture. “Get this out immediately.”

Kenzo bowed low and hurried away.

The Scholar stared out at the ocean for a moment. With a deep breath, he strode up to me and extended his hand. “Kenzo told me about your morale boost and fight against the kaiju. We owe you and the warrior maidens.”

I grasped the Scholar’s hand and shook it. “We couldn’t let Kobayashi and those monsters run wild in your prefecture.” I nodded and added, “Glad to help.”

Scholar Kaneda smirked and yelled over his shoulder without turning his head all the way. “Get over here, now! All of you!”

In a matter of seconds we were surrounded by more than a hundred Hunters and Trackers. I recognized a few from the Hold we’d been staying in over the last two weeks, but most of the people encircling us were complete strangers.

Kaneda continued to hold my hand, and an awful thought raced through my mind.

Shit! Did this guy sell us out?

Thankfully, this concern was short-lived.

Scholar Kaneda gave my hand a final shake and nodded before addressing the gathering. “All of you are bearing witness to my act of disloyalty to the Wheel’s current leadership.” He looked at the faces surrounding us. “Should any of you wish to remain steadfast in your support for Endo and those who may have been corrupted by him, leave now. You’ll be allowed safe passage, but know this—Shikoku is no longer your home.”

A few nervous heads turned from side to side, but most of the men and women around stood stoically still on the sand with determination blazing across all their faces.

Kaneda took another look around the group. “Good, now we’re all complicit in the same crime.” The Scholar took a few paces inside of the circled crowd and pointed at me. “Many of you are already aware, but this is Hunter Dylan Rossi. He’s the reason why there isn’t a building-sized yokai leveling Yawatahama.”

I felt eyes from every direction lock onto me and saw a few nods.

“And his companions are one of the biggest reasons why this town isn’t being overrun by the wave of smaller yokai. Though the current leadership appears to be attempting to discredit this fact, you need to know that these women are the warrior maidens from our legends and stories.”

Some of the Hunters and Trackers exchanged looks with one another, but they remained quiet.

“Members from Tokushima, Kochi, and Kagawa prefectures, thank you for answering my call. You acted in a time when others refused to.” The Scholar stopped where he was and bowed in all four directions. “As you may have heard, Ehime was supposed to be visited by a large task force of inquiring Hunters. Their mission was to find Hunter Rossi and the warrior maidens; however, these members never arrived. In fact, they, and the leadership group I was hosting in Matsuyama’s Hold, were mysteriously called away before this attack.”

There were some grumbles from the crowd, but no one challenged the Scholar’s message.

I’m not sure why, but I felt the need to interject. “This isn’t over. If Kobayashi’s last words can be believed, there are other sites like the one we found on Mount Ishizuchi.”

“What?” Scholar Kaneda snapped his head in my direction. He tightened his grip on the mask in his hand.

“He called them ephemeral portal sites, and he said others would open them.” I pointed to the mask and added, “I don’t know if they have access to more of those, but I’d say it’s likely. If they were rare, the cult members probably wouldn’t have left so many at the site on Mount Ishizuchi. I’m not sure what their plan is, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the cultists try to replicate what they did here in Ehime. Find civilians, put those masks on them, and create willing sacrifices.”

Scholar Kaneda looked down at the mask in his shaking hand. He lifted his head and opened his mouth, but Kaneda seemed to struggle to find his words.

Toshi stepped closer to the Scholar. “Scholar Kaneda, allow me to lead a team to search for the cultists on Shikoku. I know their patterns, I know how they recruit, and now I know the type of secluded sites they’re using for these…what did you call them, Dylan?”

“Ephemeral portal sites.”

“I can find them.” Toshi turned to the crowd. “If we work together, I can help you ensure Shikoku’s safety.”

More grumbles arose in the group, but Kaneda seemed to have regained his composure. “Very well. Five members from each prefecture shall accompany Hunter Ito and begin the search for these sites.”

Without any debate, twenty members stepped forward and grouped near Toshi.

“Good. All of the Scholars from Shikoku will meet in less than an hour. We will discuss effective collaborative strategies moving forward. Those of you who aren’t assisting Hunter Ito will remain here to provide relief and mop-up. Understood?”

A chorus of “Yes, Scholar” sounded off, and the crowd dispersed.

Toshi looked between me and his sister. “I’ll keep you guys in the loop, but do you think you’ll stay here?”

Scholar Kaneda interrupted any reply either Ayane or I could have given. “I wasn’t being hyperbolic when I spoke to the group. We’re now acting in rebellion toward Endo. This could easily lead to a civil war, but we can’t challenge the remaining prefectures with our current numbers.” His eyes shifted between all of us. “There’s a rumor that the old Master is being treated in a facility in Shiga. He’s still unconscious. However, if it were possible to heal him, more members would inevitably join us. Most are still loyal to the Master, not Endo.”

Ayane looked pensive for a moment. “The network I’ve developed includes six other prefectures. A few are on the island of Honshu, but Shiga isn’t one of them.”

“We have eleven days until the next council meeting. We need to gather allies, revive the Master, notify him of Endo’s treachery, and meet at Mt. Hiei for the council meeting,” Kaneda said with a frustrated grunt.

I frowned. “Mt. Hiei? He wants to have the meeting at the portals?”

Kaneda shrugged. “He’s likely trying to show off—again—that the portal to the Abyss is still shrinking.”

Something didn’t feel right, but I had nothing to go on but my gut.

“Eleven days,” Kaneda repeated to himself, placing his hands on his hips and glaring at the sand. “That doesn’t allow a tremendous amount of time for us to work with. And how are we going to get to the Master?”

From a few feet behind me, Midori cleared her throat. “I have an idea.”
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The Nishi Hotel, a small, traditional inn with private onsen rooms, was exactly what our tired, anxious group needed. The two-story building, perched high on the side of Mt. Kannonyama, had an amazing view of the twinkling lights of Matsuyama below. A gentle breeze rustled the thick forest behind the inn, forcing the occasional unlucky leaf to lose its hold on a limb and flutter down to rest on the swooping tile roof.

Once inside, I took in the ancient but highly polished bamboo floors, well-kept tatami mats, and crisp white paper covering the shoji doors. Ayane strode forward to the front desk to where the owner, a kind old woman with thick gray hair tied in a bun, greeted her formally in low tones.

The women and I just stood in the entryway, breathing in the smell of cedar and incense, happy to not be fighting yokai or sneaking around cult camps in the forest.

After our impromptu planning session on the yokai-free beach, Kaneda—now in open rebellion and no longer afraid of Endo’s supposed task-force—had ordered his people to secure us accommodation for tonight and transport to Osaka for the following day.

“The sooner you can reach the Master, the better. He won’t stand for Endo’s betrayal,” Kaneda had growled, before bidding us good luck and stomping away.

The Scholar and I would probably never be best friends, but I had come to respect him.

I certainly appreciate him putting us up in this amazing inn.

My attention came back to the present as Ayane thanked the woman at the counter and swiveled to face the group. Her beautiful face was in business mode.

“Fumiko and I will take one room. Jun and Midori will take the second. And Nana, Kana, and Dylan,” she gave me a pointed look, “will take the third room.”

The twins giggled and chittered to each other.

“The private onsens are in the bathhouse behind the inn. They can be accessed by the door at the rear of the inn. The numbers on the room keys correspond to the numbers on the onsen. The owner asks that we all wear yukata when walking around the inn. Those can be found in the male and female locker rooms.” Ayane smiled and rolled her eyes. “And she made me promise to ask that we all drink a lot of water after using the onsen.”

We all started for the stairs to the rooms on the second floor, but Ayane stopped me. “Why don’t you head to the onsen while Nana, Kana, and I get your room ready for sleeping?”

I heard the subtext loud and clear: you won’t be doing much sleeping tonight, so relax a little while you can.

“Have I told you that I love you today?” I asked, bringing Ayane in for a quick kiss. “Because I do.”

She smiled and patted my chest. “I know.”

I headed straight for the men’s locker room with my duffel as the women disappeared upstairs.

Once inside the small locker room, I found a light yukata robe in navy blue in the largest size available, so I wasn’t too worried about its coverage. The sandals were a different story. Apparently, no one who visited this bath had feet larger than an American size ten. I wouldn’t have minded my heels hanging several inches behind the sandals if it weren’t for the tight bit of material crushing my toes.

I muttered a reminder that the footwear was only temporary and scooted out of the locker room.

There was a flat stone path connecting the rear of the inn with a long, rectangular building with the same traditional architecture. Steam rose from various outlets on the roof, and I could smell cedar underlaid with a hint of sulfur.

I found door number three quickly. Since there was only a thin piece of material separating my naked body from the chill winds of winter, I moved with purpose.

We need to come back here at some point when it's not hazardous for my nuts to be outside for more than two minutes.

I found door number three, unlocked it, and stepped inside. Closing the door behind me, I surveyed the room. The interior space relaxed my tense muscles with its humid warmth and soft, yellow lighting.

The tiny, raised entryway I stood in had wooden cubbies for sandals and clothes, as well as a pile of folded white towels in different sizes. I tucked my sandals and yukata in a cubby and grabbed a towel. A step down had my feet touching the smooth, warm stone floor. A bathing area sat to the left with a faucet, shower wand, and squat wooden stool.

The main attraction, a steaming, in-ground stone onsen big enough for four or five adults, occupied the majority of the space. Stone had been stacked creatively in the corner of the onsen to create a burbling waterfall of heated water that gently dribbled in the pool. The sound created a gentle white noise, perfect for letting my mind clear.

As much as I wanted to just ease into the cozy onsen, I knew I had to observe the rules and take a full body shower first.

I lowered my way-too-tall-for-this body onto the low wooden stool in front of the faucet and began to use the provided shampoo and soap to give myself a thorough shower. I let my mind wander as the warm water washed away the day’s events, but I couldn’t help but ruminate on all that still needed to be done if we wanted to have any chance of outmaneuvering Endo before the council meeting.

After Toshi helped the members establish the means for locating any remaining signs of the cult on the island of Shikoku, he would move onto the other prefectures in Ayane’s existing underground network. The plan was for Toshi’s tactics to rapidly spread to lighten his load, but our deadline was fast approaching.

Scholar Kaneda would remain in Ehime, but he would work on convincing the other Scholars of Shikoku to send their trusted Hunters and Trackers to the secret location in Osaka that Ayane had procured. After seeing how much his people’s Dawn networks had expanded after just a few hours with Fumiko, he was now a firm advocate for training as many members as possible.

Our part in the preparation for the council meeting included the greatest amount of risk, but Scholar Yamashiro had immediately agreed to participate once he heard Midori’s plan. We were going to find a way to sneak the kappa girl into the Master’s recovery room while the Scholar was paying his respects. Once she was inside, Midori would either heal the old man or devise a strategy to do so.

I lathered body wash between my hands, vaguely appreciating the light sandalwood scent of the soap. It all sounded great in my head, but there were so many points of failure. Not to mention, if a supposed ally turned traitor and contacted Endo, we were done. There would be no presenting evidence of his treachery to the council—it would be us versus his much larger forces.

We needed to pull this off with organization and skill—and more than a little luck.

I let out a breath and shook my head, knowing I needed to focus on relaxing, not the trials to come.

I was just about to turn the water back on and rinse my hair when I felt hands rubbing lathery circles around my shoulder blades and back.


Chapter 25


Two for One



The surprise quickly passed as I recognized the small, nimble hands of the twins. “You two weren’t joking—you are a couple of ninjas.”

This was met by a pair of conspiratorial giggles, and the soapy fingers were removed from my back. They were soon replaced by four squishy orbs.

The twins each took one half of my back and an arm and continued to make circular movements with their tits.

“Thank you for noticing, Dylan,” one of them said.

“We take our jobs seriously,” the other added.

They pressed their firm tits against me with more force. It felt like they were coordinating their efforts to meet at the same point in the middle of my back with each full rotation.

My growing erection was impossible to ignore, and I was more than a little intrigued by the idea of sleeping with Kana and Nana at the same time. “It feels like you take all of your jobs seriously.”

Another round of giggles came from the twins. They kept washing my back, but I could feel fingers run down my obliques toward my waist.

Once their questing fingers found my inner thighs, Kana and Nana made a little game out of how close they could come to my dick without touching it. They switched between scrubbing in lines and circles all while coming achingly close to my cock.

“For as much as you’ve talked about wanting to be recharged, I didn’t expect you two would be willing to draw this out.” I didn’t mind the teasing, but Kana and Nana needed to know I could play the same game.

I reached back and traced both of my middle fingers around their inner thighs. I concentrated on slow, intentional movements while maintaining my distance from either of their most sensitive bits.

The giggles stopped shortly after I put my fingers to work. Labored breathing soon replaced the playful laughter, and the twins’ synchronicity was beginning to falter.

After a minute, both of them had given up on teasing me. They laced their hands around my wrists and attempted to pull my fingers closer to their excited centers.

I wasn’t the best at defending myself against submission holds, but I didn’t have to struggle too much with maintaining my slow, intentional laps near—but not near enough—to their clits.

“No fair.”

“Yeah, we stopped.”

I chuckled. “Giving up?”

A pair of moans and a few pants escaped them as I plunged down to brush the tip of my finger across their excited nubs of flesh. I almost felt guilty about pulling my fingers away at the last minute—almost.

“Ahhh, no!”

“Don’t stop!”

“Oh, you want more?”

“Yes!” they both answered eagerly.

“I still haven’t finished getting clean. I think you both missed a large area in front.”

A hand from each twin darted around my waist and immediately wrapped around half of my shaft. Kana and Nana’s fingers intertwined. It almost looked like they were holding hands around my dick.

True to my word, I plunged a finger into both women and elicited dual moans of pleasure. The twins found their rhythm and stroked my dick from base to head in a two-handed grip.

Rolling with the shared pleasure, I turned to my left and found Nana’s hungry lips. The fox girl’s tongue darted into my mouth and around my own like she was sending it on a secret mission.

To make sure Nana understood I was in the moment with her, I buried another finger into her tight, wet cleft.

The fox girl drew in a sudden inhale before pulling back from our kiss and giving my lower lip a playful bite.

Kana proved just as bold as the fox girl. The weasel girl nipped at my earlobe and added a needy yip.

I chuckled at their competitive approach to our encounter. When I turned to my right, I dove right into a passionate kiss with Kana.

Instead of adding another finger to her pussy, I rubbed my thumb around her trembling clit.

The weasel girl’s whole body shook, and her mouth nearly froze in place.

Our lips parted, and Kana began panting. The weasel girl nipped at my shoulder and her shuddering intensified. It signaled the start of her first orgasm.

Instead of biting me again, Kana pressed her forehead into my shoulder and moaned with growing intensity.

Nana started to cum only seconds after Kana, but she tilted her head back and moaned at the ceiling.

Both twins were breathing raggedly for nearly a minute after their crescendo.

Happy I was able to get both women off with just my hands, I looked down at my engorged, soapy cock. “I think I need to rinse off before we do this next part.”

The twins slowed their jerking motion and started giggling again.

Kana used her free hand to pull the shower head off of the wall and washed the suds from half of my body. She handed the shower head to Nana and pulled me for another kiss while the fox girl finished rinsing me off, intentionally brushing her fluffy tail tipped in red over my neck and shoulders.

“You’re so greedy, Kana. That means I get recharged first,” Nana pleaded, turning off the shower.

The weasel girl pulled away from my lips. “No! We play paper, rock, scissors like we always do.”

Not wanting our encounter to turn into anything other than enjoyable, I stepped in. “Nana, you’re first. You helped the most with cleaning up.” I looked back at Kana with a devilish grin and added, “And I heard someone hates turn-based games.”

The weasel girl narrowed her eyes at me, and I grinned as her rounded ears drooped. “So much for being honest.” She added a pout, but quickly put her lip away when I pinched one of her nipples.

I let go of Kana’s nipple and laid down on the floor with a few towels as a pillow.

The moment I was in position on my back, the fox girl sprung into action. She swung her lithe leg over my thighs like she was mounting a horse and eased herself onto the throbbing head of my dick.

Nana sucked an inhale through her teeth, and I caught a glimpse of her biting into the webbing of skin between her thumb and forefinger, desire in her glittering red eyes. It was a very tight fit, but her slicked passage gratefully accepted my girth.

After giving Nana a moment to adjust, Kana lowered her sweet, hairless pussy onto my face.

While Nana needed to take her time moving down my shaft, Kana was greedily pushing her pussy against my lips and busy tongue. The weasel girl rocked her hips around my head and was immediately moaning from my oral attention.

After a couple of minutes, Nana had sped up and deepened her bounces on my cock. Her panting and moaning were nearly at the same level as Kana's.

Meanwhile, the weasel girl chittered a line of nonsense to Nana, nearly hyperventilated, and screamed out her second orgasm. Kana’s juices flowed down my lips and chin, but I didn’t stop my mouth until the shuddering above subsided.

With Kana’s cries of ecstasy softening, the fox girl was building to her own climax.

“Cum with me, please. Oh, Kirin. Oh, fuck…” Nana trailed off into ragged breathing and moaning. It sounded like she struggled to gather herself again. “Please, Dylan. Shoot it all inside me, now! I’m so close, I’m going to, I’m going to…cum!”

Her muscles clenched around my dick, and it felt like the walls of her canal were adding a new dimension to my already overly-stimulated shaft.

My hands reflexively found Nana’s thighs. I pulled the fox girl down hard. At the same time, I thrust—pushing myself deeper into her. I was feeding into the primal need to completely hilt myself into her as my seed began to unload.

The twins interlocked their hands at some point.

Kana lifted herself off of my face while pulling Nana off of me. Both of them held onto each other during the entire movement.

Nana opened her eyes to slits, and Kana did the same. Their hungry eyes trapped mine in a predatory gaze of unbelievable red and blue.

The hungry eyes fell onto my dick, and two sets of lips opened. They lowered their mouths level with my still half-hard cock.

Much like they’d done with their joint handjob, Kana and Nana both lapped a side of my shaft from base to head.

After the third pass of their tongues, I was back up to full steam.

When the yokai girls noticed this, they exchanged a brief snip of twin-speak and a giggle.

With a question still on my lips, Nana grabbed the back of Kana’s head and pushed the weasel girl’s mouth down onto my shaft.

The fox girl bit her lower lip and asked, “Do you like that? Do you like watching her suck it?”

My throat was still dry from the orgasm I’d had a few minutes earlier. In a slightly hoarse voice, I answered. “Yes. I want to watch both of you suck it.”

The weasel girl moaned around the shaft of my dick and rolled her eyes back.

Nana wiggled her butt and her fluffy fox tail waved with excitement. “We’ll save that for later.” She turned her blazing red eyes toward Kana. “She wants you to watch her take as much as she can.”

Kana made a few passes down, reaching lower with each one. Eventually, she hit a point where she couldn’t fit any more of my length in her throat. She kept me in her mouth and ran her tongue around my shaft for a few minutes. The weasel girl continued to moan around my cock with her eyes half-lidded in ecstasy.

I was almost getting to the point of no return, when Kana withdrew my dick from her mouth with a satisfying pop. Her deep blue eyes looked into mine with a renewed sense of excitement. Kana wiped the side of her mouth with her hand and licked her palm.

Looking down, I saw that the weasel girl had her fingers buried inside of herself.

This gave me an idea.

The moment Kana climbed on top of me, Nana laid down on my left side. The fox girl narrowed her eyes and drew in a deep inhale while she watched Kana slide down my dick. Nana was so engrossed in what she was watching that she nearly jumped when I started sucking on one of her light pink nipples.

“Oh!” Nana yipped and this was followed by a low groan of pleasure at the back of her throat.

Whether it was the two previous orgasms or the additional digital stimulation, I was able to enter Kana’s tight pussy quicker than Nana’s.

Kana executed a few plunges, and I let go of Nana’s nipple. “Finger yourself,” I said, and licked the fox girl’s stiff pink peak.

Nana drew in a long inhale through her teeth. “Yes, Dylan.”

The fox girl opened her legs and began pleasuring herself while watching Kana building momentum on top of me.

I licked and played with Nana’s nipple and grabbed Kana’s waist with my hands.

The private onsen was soon filled with the sound of the three of us building to another round of orgasms.

“I’m going to cum. I’m going to cum. I’m going to cum,” Kana repeated at an increased volume and speed. She bounced on my dick like a bull rider. “Cum with me, baby. Shoot it. Shoot it. Shoot it. Ahhhh!”

The weasel girl’s whole body spasmed, and I buried myself as deeply as possible to send myself over the edge with her.

Nana’s firm tits heaved in ragged breaths a few seconds later, and I knew all was right in the world.

We all laid still for a few minutes, but it didn’t last.

I’m not sure what came over me, but I felt superhuman after I came inside of Kana. There was almost no refractory period, and I was ready to hammer both of their needy pussies again.

The twins proved to be nearly insatiable. Round three was nearly longer than the first two combined. They both came as I took turns pounding into them from behind while bent over the wooden stool, before I had them kneel in front of me. Even though it was my third load, I coated their tits, necks, and faces.

In the afterglow of our last carnal act, the twins whispered together, “Worth the wait.”


Chapter 26


The Heavenly Realm Provides



It had been a while since I’d had a vivid dream in the heavenly realm, but this place was impossible to forget. The juxtaposition of a void and a reassuring golden light shining down on a clearing with cherry blossoms was unmistakable—I immediately knew where I was.

Shortly after I started walking in the void, the small lights from each of the five yokai girls surrounded me like a pack of hummingbird-sized fireflies. They happily giggled and zoomed around me. Together, we moved toward the spot where the Kirin was waiting.

I held out my hand to offer the yokai girls a landing spot. Fumiko was the first one to settle. She plopped down on my palm, and her two cat tails lazily swished as I walked.

After a few minutes of walking, Fumiko got to her feet, turned to me with a huge smile on her face, and pointed toward the Kirin while jumping up and down on my palm.

Lifting the tiny version of Fumiko to my eye level, I did my best to communicate with her.

I know, we’re so close. Thank you for everything you’ve done.

The small golden-colored Fumiko put her hands behind her back, stuck out her ample chest, and swung from one side to the other as if to say “Ah shucks, it was nothin’’.”

I chuckled at her attempt at being humble and placed her on my right shoulder.

I put my hands out again, and the small versions of Midori and Jun landed on my right palm. The pocket-sized Jun draped an arm around the even smaller Midori. This half-embrace soon transitioned into a re-creation of the piggyback ride the chimera girl had given the kappa girl on the beach.

I’m glad you two are getting along. You’ve both been so helpful.

With a massive smile on my face, I shook my head and placed the duo on my left shoulder.

As soon as I opened my hands again, the twins suddenly appeared. Kana in my right hand, and Nana in my left.

How do you do that?

The tiny versions of Kana and Nana held their hands up in an open-palm attack stance. Their form wasn’t the best, but it was obvious that they were making a joke about being stealthy.

Not wanting to separate them, I put Kana and Nana on top of my head, and we kept walking.

The distance between us and the Kirin felt like it was less than a block away, but my steps didn’t seem to bring me any closer. It was like an invisible treadmill was under me.

I turned toward Fumiko.

We’re still missing one, right? I’m guessing this is as far as we can go.

The cat girl gave me a single, decisive nod. She followed this up by running across my shoulder and rubbing her miniscule cheek against mine.

I tilted my head and soaked up the moment. We’d come so far. Months earlier, it felt like the Kirin’s brilliant light was emanating from another town, but now I could see several of the guardian’s features.

The Kirin appeared to be twice the size of an elephant. Its face was a cross between a lion and an Asian-styled dragon. Its snout and mustache-like whiskers were white, but a golden mane of dancing fire waved behind its head like the world’s largest hairdryer was being pointed at the guardian’s face. A light grey horn protruded from the top of the Kirin’s snout like a rhinoceros, and two soft brown antlers shot straight back from the crown of its head.

Most of the Kirin’s body reminded me of a magnificent horse with a pure white coat. The exception was the flowing golden fire that acted as its mane also emanated from its hocks and fetlocks, and an especially thick spout of flame fanned behind it in the shape of a horse’s tail. Long, iridescent plated scales with the same grey color as the Kirin’s horn covered the guardian’s belly.

Like the Kirin had done during several other dreams, it spoke directly into my head.

“You’ve exceeded my expectations.”

Were you waiting for me to fail?

Feeling confused, I stopped walking.

All five of the yokai girls flew off of my body. They all floated at a spot near my feet and managed to take a knee. Once they looked like the smallest collection of little leaguers, each of the yokai girls lowered their heads in the direction of the Kirin.

“Failure is a matter of perspective, but achieving a less than favorable outcome was always a possibility. Your yearning for a rewarding connection with each of my retainers has slowed our progress, but the results are irrefutable. Their bonds with you are indelible, but you’ve also managed much more.”

What do you mean?

“What my retainers experienced in the past was strictly limited to duty, loyalty, and camaraderie for me and one another. You’ve stoked the flames of passion, desire, and a want for intimacy within all of them. They’ve come closer together during the process. I believe this will continue to serve you well in the future.”

Have there been others?

“Every attempt to empower the Earthly realm has been distinct and different. There was an attempt to select a champion more than a century and a half ago, but the results weren’t favorable.”

All of the yokai girls gave a solemn nod.

“This will be my last chance to reach you.”

What about the final maiden?

“Complications outside of my control have arisen; however, the last of my retainers will make herself known soon.”

I frowned at the odd phrasing.

But there’s so much we don’t know and need help with. Is there a way for us to find all of the ephemeral portal sites before they’re activated? Is there a way for us to bring you into the Earthly realm? How do we stop the Gashadokuro if he crosses into our realm?

A contented chuckle echoed around me. “Your desire for answers is understandable, but our time is finite. Your last question is shrewd, and will likely become the ultimate test. There are two elements necessary for sealing my nemesis back inside of his own realm. The Heavenly realm has already provided the physical tool, but the other component is within you and my retainers.”

What’s inside us?

The Kirin’s voice began to fade as the dream ended.

“When the ardency of your conviction for one another is acknowledged, plunge the tool inside the gateway to the Abyss.”
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When the dream ended, I woke up on my futon with the twins. Both Kana and Nana, their smooth, naked bodies pressed against mine, were still fast asleep on either side of me. My exhales remained steady and controlled, but the air leaving my nose seemed to cause Kana’s rounded weasel ears to twitch reflexively.

I played with the idea of turning over and testing Nana’s pointed fox ears to see if they had the same reaction to my expelled breath, but I knew there was too much that needed to be addressed. In an act of compromise between wanting to show the twins a bit more affection and managing my responsibilities, I pulled both women in for a tighter embrace before gently rolling them off of my arms.

Kana’s jaw worked, and she let out a soft yip when my arm left her. On the other side of the bed, Nana’s nose twitched. Eventually, the twins’ limbs intertwined, and the two seemed to instinctively pull each other closer while remaining asleep.

I slowly slid the door closed behind me and went to track down some breakfast.

Like so many other mornings, Ayane was already awake and waiting for me when I slid open the shoji doors to the dining room. She was sitting at the long, live-edge maple table with a cup of coffee in front of her, poring over something—presumably notes or communications with her underground network—on her tablet when I greeted her.

One of these mornings I’ll actually get up before Ayane and make another batch of blueberry pancakes for her as a surprise.

Ayane was wearing a simple cream yukata with muted navy flowers provided by the hotel, but her beauty was on full display. Her high cheekbones, wide, dark eyes, slender, elegant nose, and full pink lips achieved a harmony that could only be described as stunning. The Tracker looked up, and her shoulder-length dark hair swished back to reveal the smooth column of her throat.

She gave me a smile that seemed to glow.

Since we weren’t technically at work, I decided to press my luck by saying good morning with a kiss. To my surprise, Ayane held my cheeks and opened her lips.

A member of the hotel staff cleared their throat beside us.

We broke away from the kiss with a muttered apology, and I took a seat on the floor across from Ayane.

“This puts any hot dish to shame,” I whispered reverently, after looking down at the trays of food placed in front of us.

The tray contained eight bowls of various foods. One little ceramic bowl held what appeared to be steamed egg custard with a small shrimp perched on its wobbly surface. A dish with three compartments held slices of pickled radish, glistening seaweed salad, and tiny, whole, dried fish. Next to a dish of steamed vegetables sat a plate with a whole grilled fish coated in what appeared to be a crust of flaky salt. The ubiquitous bowls of hot miso soup and fresh, fluffy rice rounded out the feast.

Ayane tilted her head to the side like a confused puppy and asked, “What’s a hot dish?”

I chuckled and shook my head. “It’s a Midwest thing. When we eventually visit my family, I’ll make sure my mom cooks her famous tater tot casserole.” I took a bite of the grilled fish, and my eyes went wide.

The salt-encrusted skin added a slight crunch to the mellow flaky meat. The interplay of flavors and textures were an addicting combination.

A smirk touched Ayane’s lips. “You seem to be really enjoying that. I guess I need to step up my sea bream game,” she said, bringing a piece of her own grilled fish to her lips.

The Tracker’s reaction was similar to mine, and she began eating at a quicker rate than I’d ever seen from her.

Between bites, Ayane told me how she felt more rejuvenated and energized than she had in weeks. Her face continually shifted back to a glowing smile whenever she wasn’t chewing.

After I returned her enthusiasm and commented on how she seemed to be sparkling, I told Ayane about the dream I’d had.

Halfway through my description, Ayane stopped eating. The Tracker began absent-mindedly rubbing her chin and nodding her head. “What do you think the Kirin meant by ‘the Heavenly realm has already provided a solution’?”

I’d somehow finished the rest of my meal without even realizing it. Putting my chopsticks down, I answered Ayane. “I have no idea. Frankly, I was hoping you or one of the yokai girls would know.”

The door to the dining room slid open a second after I spoke. Fumiko, Midori, and Jun stepped in, their eyes going straight to our empty trays. Each woman gave us a mumbled “good morning,” and Midori gave me a sweet peck on the cheek before they also settled at the table. The staff brought their breakfast trays in only a few moments later, and we all lapsed into silence as the maidens ate.

I reached for my coffee cup—and it floated away from me.

“Um,” I yelped, leaning back from the table. “What in the⁠—”

Giggles erupted from behind me. The twins seemingly materialized from out of nowhere. Kana held my coffee cup in her hand.

“We’ve got our sneaky powers back, thanks to you, Dylan.” Kana grinned and leaned down to kiss my cheek.

My eyes wanted to pop out of my head. “You can become invisible?”

Nana kissed my other cheek. “Yep. We can manipulate our Dawn to refract light in a way that makes us—or someone we’re touching—seem invisible.”

The other yokai girls clearly knew of their abilities because only Ayane and I had dumb looks of shock on our faces.

I was still processing this when Fumiko, finished with her breakfast, stood and marched across the room and stopped at the end of the table.

She locked eyes with me, placed her fists on the sides of her hips, and said in an uncompromising tone, “All of us will need our full powers to defeat Gashadokuro. We need to train.”


Chapter 27


Where It All Started



After the hotel shuttled us in two groups to the Matsuyama Bus Terminal, the seven of us boarded the waiting limousine bus heading to Osaka. As I took a seat in a narrow chair with upholstery from a 1980s arcade, my mind turned back to Ayane’s daring plan.

We were returning to our home prefecture. It was the one place Endo had to believe we could find members sympathetic to our cause…so, he’d have people waiting for us, right? I still wasn’t sure where Ayane’s head was with all of this. True, we’d arranged to meet Scholar Yamashiro in Osaka, but part of me found this more than a little reckless.

She’s built a sizable network of allies. Ayane’s way too intentional to make a move without doing her homework and considering all of the angles.

When I mentioned my thoughts to Ayane, the gorgeous Tracker gave me a smirk. “Daisuke and Jiro are still a little sore about grandma tricking them a couple of weeks ago, but we can trust them.”

“Wait. Those two cops are your sources?”

“Relax. I corroborated their information on the surveillance teams with some other connections. It seems like Endo’s pulling his people back in order to prepare for a big move.”

That didn’t put me fully at ease, but some of the tension peeled away. What I slowly came to realize during the journey was that Ayane was confident in this plan. She knew we’d be able to accomplish our goal of slipping into the city undetected.

If she believed it would work, I would too. I trusted her implicitly.

My relief compounded when the bus crossed a river, and I caught sight of a modern apartment building in the distance. It was the apartment Ayane had shared with Toshi when I first met her.

Suddenly, I was struck by a deluge of thoughts and emotions. We were returning to Osaka. The city where I had been determined to become a great English teacher, but instead met Ayane and learned of the Wheel, the Dusk, and the Dawn before I’d barely gotten comfortable in the classroom.

So much has changed.

Instead of a naive Midwestern guy with a love of all things Japan, hoping to absorb as much of the local pop culture as possible, I was coming back to accomplish a mission. I wasn’t deciding which vintage video game to take back to my studio apartment—I needed to keep people alive.

It was impossible for me to think of Osaka without the indelible experience of learning about the Wheel and its purpose.

This was where I’d met Fumiko and Midori. My brain started picturing restaurants and shops where I could take Jun or the twins in order to properly introduce them to Osaka. The possibility of us being able to form even more memories here brought a small smile to my face.

When the long-distance bus pulled into the terminal, I wasn’t exactly bursting with excitement, but I was calm. I was able to quickly absorb the setting and situation inside of the terminal.

There were no uniformed police officers. Nor were there any teams of black-suited Wheel members standing near the building’s exits.

Hell, besides a few individuals waiting to board an outbound bus, there was only one person sitting at a bench near the doors. He was dressed in a black robe with a circle of brass pinned to the front. It was Scholar Yamashiro.

The bearded Scholar stood and walked to meet us. From his gait, it seemed that Yamashiro had recovered from the worst of the injuries he received in Kyoto. Even so, the oni attack had left one of his arms in a sling and a scar on his forehead. The older man offered us a warm smile and greeting when we met, but there were obvious signs of pain and sadness in his eyes.

“Forgive me if I skip the pleasantries, but the Scholar we’re meeting is in a rush.” The old man let out a ragged sigh. He looked worn and weary, but resolute. “Ms. Midori and I will need to leave now if there’s any hope of treating him.”

I turned to the twins. They both gave me a firm nod. “We’re coming with you.”

Scholar Yamashiro blanched, and it appeared the older man might lose his balance. “What do you mean? When we were on the phone, I explained to Ayane how challenging it would be to get Midori into this facility.” His eyes drifted between me and the twins. “Even attempting to bring one of the other warrior maidens would be futile. Dylan, I can’t⁠—”

I raised my hands up to interrupt the Scholar. “You haven’t been brought up to speed.” I turned and winked at the twins. “Sneaking into places just became more straightforward.”

Ayane immediately grasped what I was planning. She turned her head from one side and then the other. “Jun, Fumiko, bunch up next to me and Dylan.” The Tracker looked up at me and shrugged. “Good enough?”

I nodded. “Midori, get in the middle with the twins real quick.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Scholar Yamashiro said with an agitation I hadn’t heard him use before.

“This will be quick.” I dropped back to better obscure any passerby from randomly seeing the twins in action. “Nana, show the Scholar what you can do. Kana, wait until she’s done and cover Midori.”

The twins nodded at the same time, and took up a position on either side of Midori. Nana gave Scholar Yamashiro a small wave using just her fingertips and activated her veil.

Soon, Nana was surrounded by the golden energy of the Dawn. Initially, the seven-tailed fox shape covering her was visible to anyone who was a member of the Wheel. This immediately changed when the twin with the red highlights closed her eyes, stood stock still, and flexed the muscles around her collarbone.

In an instant, Nana disappeared.

The Scholar’s eyes doubled in size, and he drew in a sharp inhale.

“I want you to move somewhere and reappear when I reach the number three, okay?” I whispered toward the center of the circle.

An odd shiver occurred in the space where Nana had been standing when she whispered, “Okay.” The moment she stopped speaking, the shiver in space stopped.

Apparently, they weren’t as invisible when speaking.

Now wasn’t the time to muse about their valuable abilities. They had shown off more of their skills after breakfast, but had been interrupted by the need to get to our scheduled bus to Osaka. I was excited to learn more about what they could do.

I started counting. “One, two, three. Now, Nana.”

The fox girl reappeared in front of me with her hands a fraction of an inch away from my arm. Nana closed the distance between us and latched onto me with a flirty smile.

Scholar Yamashiro let out his exhale, and for a second time, I thought he was going to lose his balance.

“Kana. Are you ready?”

The weasel girl gave another nod and stepped closer to Midori. After Kana’s weasel veil materialized, she linked arms with Midori. Seconds later, Kana flexed her muscles and both women in the center of the circle disappeared.

My eyes met Scholar Yamashiro’s. The man from Beppu was still struggling to understand what the twins could do, but he gave a reluctant nod.

“Good job, Kana. I think the Scholar’s seen the light.”

The moment I spoke, Kana and Midori reappeared, both grinning from ear-to-ear.
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Less than an hour and a half later, Scholar Yamashiro, Midori, the twins, and I stepped off a local train onto the platform of a tiny, rural station in Shiga. When we descended the stairs, there was a small range of mountains to the west and Japan’s largest freshwater lake, Lake Biwa, directly behind us to the east.

While not nearly the size of one of the Great Lakes back in the U.S., Lake Biwa still appeared gigantic. It was surrounded by mountains on all sides, but the Shiga side we were on had a wide swath of flat land covered in buildings and houses. I could only imagine how busy thie area must get during the summer.

It might be kind of nice to bring all of the girls here when the weather warms up. We could get a boat, and they could all wear some revealing swimwear.

Just before I allowed myself to mentally picture all of the women in my life frolicking on the water’s edge in an assortment of bikinis and one-piece swimsuits, I bit my tongue and forced myself to focus on the task at hand.

Less than five minutes later, a train traveling in the opposite direction stopped at the station. As the train pulled away, three passengers walked down the stairs behind us. Only one of them was dressed in a similar fashion to Scholar Yamashiro.

“Honda, glad you could adjust your schedule,” Scholar Yamashiro said, giving the other Scholar a slight bow.

Scholar Honda’s face was vaguely familiar, but I could have walked past him in a crowd without noticing. The same could be said for his name. I knew I’d heard it a couple of times, but I wouldn’t have been able to pull it from memory if Scholar Yamashiro wasn’t accompanying us.

I gave myself a little bit of internal chastising for not paying closer attention to the other members of Wheel leadership, but let it pass. To be fair, the last time I’d seen this man with any context in relation to his name was just before Endo tried to arrest me and the girls.

Seeing him now, the balding Scholar looked like a caricature of a middle manager on a sitcom. He was average height but a bit plump. His receding hairline gave him the appearance of having a large forehead, but the remaining hair on the sides of his head was bushy. Honda’s eyebrows were thin and spread far apart from one another. They also appeared to be permanently positioned several inches above his black framed glasses, like he was in a perpetual state of surprise.

Without returning a greeting to Yamashiro, the heavyset Scholar looked at me and the girls. He twitched his flat, wide nose and turned his attention back to Scholar Yamashiro. “This wasn’t the plan. You said just the healer. This facility has a single point of entry. It’ll be impossible to get⁠—”

In much the same way I’d interrupted Scholar Yamashiro’s tangent in Osaka, I put a hand up to interrupt Scholar Honda. Knowing time wasn’t on our side, I motioned to Kana with my other hand.

Kana understood exactly what needed to happen. She stepped closer to the bickering man, activated her veil, and vanished a couple of seconds later. The empty station made it easy for the weasel girl to demonstrate her disappearing trick without having to worry about prying eyes.

Scholar Honda’s mouth opened and closed like a fish, and his eyes bulged out.

A couple of seconds later, Kana reappeared next to the balding Scholar. “Boo,” she said, holding her hands out in front of her like any convincing jump-scare artist would.

Scholar Honda went white and fell back against the stair railing. Thankfully, the spooked Scholar was able to catch himself before falling onto his ass.

Kana snickered at the effectiveness of her prank, but she absentmindedly lowered her hands to her stomach. A low growl issued from the weasel girl’s midsection a moment later.

“We need to make a pit stop at a convenience store if we want this to work,” I said to the Scholars.

Still breathing heavily, Scholar Honda stood up. “Okay, this is maybe even better than we’d originally planned.” Once he was steady, Honda waved us toward a nearly empty parking lot outside of the station, still eyeballing Kana.

All three of my women huddled closer to me shortly after we stepped out of the station. I draped my arms around them: Midori on one side and the twins on the other. Chilly winter gusts, colder than those on Shikoku, blew in from the direction of Lake Biwa.

The two Scholars were a couple dozen feet in front of us during the short walk, but I could hear their conversation.

“Our deal remains the same, right?” Honda asked, gesturing with a plump finger. “I act as your second and help you see the Master, and you and your mysterious supporters endorse my bid to be an Advisor when Endo is subdued.”

This fucking guy. He’s almost as bad as Endo with his scheming.

When Scholar Yamashiro didn’t answer immediately, Honda’s voice went up an octave. “Hey! I’m taking a big risk here, so I need to know my position will be secured.”

Scholar Yamashiro stopped walking and turned to his fellow Scholar. The bearded man’s face became stony as he pulled at the circle of brass pinned to his robe. When it was freed from the black material, Yamashiro jammed his right thumb against the brass’s sharp back and smeared his bloody thumb on the front.

The stern expression was still on Yamashiro’s face while he pinned the now crimson-colored brass circle in place. “With Hunter Dylan Rossi as my witness, I vow that I will endorse you. Furthermore, I will instruct the others to support you in your campaign to become an Advisor.”

During my short time with the Wheel, I’d never seen nor heard about this type of exchange. However, both men seemed to take Yamashiro’s actions deathly seriously.

Honda bowed to the other Scholar and dropped the subject. The balding Scholar walked a few more seconds until he was standing next to a light blue pickup truck that was less than half the size of a Ford Ranger.

Scholar Yamashiro caught my expression and finally let out a good-natured chuckle. “It was a last-minute change. I had to improvise.” He shrugged and added, “You should all be able to fit in the back.”

It had been years since I last rode in the bed of a truck, but I saw it as an opportunity to stretch my legs out. I gave the bearded Scholar a wry smile. “Just don’t forget to stop at the convenience store.”

I helped Midori and the twins into the back of the truck, and all three of them huddled against me once we were seated. With all four of us packed together, it was almost impossible for me to fish the burner phone out when I felt it vibrate in my pocket.

It was a coded text from Ayane. “Change of plans. We’re in the Osaka Hold.”


Chapter 28


Missed Opportunities



Scholar Yamashiro pulled the Barbie-sized pickup truck into the dirt lot of an unassuming temple just as the late afternoon was shifting toward early evening. The two Scholars exited the cab and took their time walking toward the front of the vehicle.

Honda pointed at a massive, ancient tree with a thick rope with tassels tied around it, and mentioned something about the sacred white oak’s origin to his bearded companion.

Yamashiro nodded in silent contemplation.

Their stall tactics had worked. The four of us had exited the bed of the truck undetected. I was under Kana’s weasel veil, and Midori was under Nana’s seven-tailed fox veil.

When we were next to the two Scholars, I gave the signal by tugging on Yamashiro’s robe.

The bearded Scholar rolled his shoulders and said, “I think it’s time for us to visit the Master, don’t you?” After Honda nodded to him, Yamashiro whispered, “Just remember to stay behind us until we get inside.”

The Master was being kept at a facility inside of a small temple in the middle of nowhere. It was a short walk through well-manicured grounds of tall, stately trees, to the main courtyard containing a squat, two-story temple and a slender, three-story pagoda.

With each step further into the temple’s compound, it felt like the two visiting Scholars were being watched and scrutinized. Hunters and Trackers in their typical black suits were positioned around the grounds like sentinels. None of the faces appeared hospitable toward the men who outranked them. If anything, their eyes seemed to be filled with suspicion and accusations.

What has Endo been telling these people?

As far as we could tell, our plan was working. None of the agitated Wheel members were looking in my or any of the girls’ directions while we trailed a few feet behind the two Scholars.

Finally, we reached a long flight of roughly hewn stone stairs in front of the compound’s main building. At the top, a set of solid, heavy wooden doors remained closed. The wood had faded from age, but the doors still presented a stout barrier for the only visible entrance into the building.

Honda turned to Yamashiro and shook his head. The balding man heaved out a sigh and began climbing the uninviting rocky incline. After a couple of steps, he turned to Yamashiro and nodded for the other Scholar to follow him.

A couple of minutes later, we reached the top and approached the heavy wooden doors. Once the Scholars were less than ten feet away, one of the mammoth doors slowly swung open.

Endo and Wada stepped out of the opening. Their shoulders were nearly touching as they stood directly in front of the entrance. “That’s far enough, Scholar Yamashiro,” Endo commanded with a bit of gravitas added to his voice.

I felt rage cloud my vision when I saw Endo’s wiry, swaggering frame draped in traditional robes, the magical black cord only worn by the Wheel’s Master tied around his waist.

Advisor Wada, her dark hair threaded with gray, wore her usual black pantsuit and sour expression.

Yamashiro drew in a deep inhale and bowed to the people blocking his path. “We’re invoking our right to see the Master. He’s being treated here, correct?”

Endo worked the muscles in his jaw. “The Master’s not well. He needs rest, not additional visitors.” He looked down on them with a condescending glare…and a subtle movement. A twitch.

Son of a bitch. He’s moving the same way Kobayashi did. Is he putting Dusk into his network, too?

A look of concern fell over Wada’s face. She turned to Endo. “While I’m also uncomfortable with their visit, they’ve fulfilled what’s asked in the Wheel’s doctrine by coming together. Are we being too staunch in our decision to not allow anyone else in?”

For a split second, Endo’s whole body seemed to go rigid. The agitated man regained his composure. “Advisor Wada, I respect your opinion on all matters. You were the first Scholar to nominate me as acting Master.” He clasped his hands around hers. “And I’m indebted to you for placing your faith in me.”

The concern vanished from Wada’s face. The corners of her lips went up. “Thank you, Master. I knew you’d⁠—”

“However, I must insist on this point. If your belief in me hasn’t wavered, we need to remain firm in our decision to keep others away from the Master until his red blood cell count reaches four million.”

Wada drew in a breath, but Endo raised his hand to interrupt her again. “Of course, I’m willing to step down from this position if I’ve lost your trust.”

All of the color left the female Advisor’s face, and her hands dropped from Endo’s grip. Wada’s arms brushed against her pockets before settling next to her thighs. “No. I’d never ask you to do such a thing.” Wada turned to the Scholars. “Since Scholar Yamashiro is a renowned healer, I ask that we check the Master’s count before turning him away.”

“Certainly. Let me call the nursing staff,” Endo said, his eye twitching while he pulled out his phone.

An object in Wada’s pocket drew my attention when she turned away from Endo. It was flat with a white border, and it looked to be about as wide a coaster.

Is that a Polariod? Shit! Is that THE Polaroid? Did Wada intercept Scholar Kaneda’s delivery? Is she trying to entrap Yamashiro or anyone on our side?

With a series of paranoid thoughts spiralling through my mind, I nudged Kana. We needed to get closer.

The weasel girl understood my prompt, and we slowly walked around Scholar Yamashiro’s left side, careful to not disturb any loose rocks or errant crunchy leaves as we stepped.

While closing the distance between us and Wada, more details of the object became clear. It was definitely a Polaroid. A thin white border with an apparent blue sky confirmed this fact.

We were only a few feet away when my eyes widened. A detail on the picture winked out of Wada’s pocket. It was a smudge of purple most people wouldn’t be able to see. Most members of the Wheel shouldn’t have been able to see it—at least not in a picture.

Dusk. More specifically, it appeared to be the ephemeral portal that was, until very recently, on Mount Ishizuchi. There was no doubt: Wada was in possession of Kaneda’s delivery.

When Wada was within range, I tentatively reached forward. My fingers were less than six inches away when Endo spoke to the group.

“There’s an issue with the test.” He looked up from his phone and addressed Wada. “Can you ensure the cell count test is being administered correctly?”

Along with a sharp exhale through her nose, Wada gave her leader an obedient nod. She turned away from me when my fingers were mere inches from the photo, entered the hallway, and motioned for someone to follow her further into the building.

I considered a swift lunge to follow her, but the moment passed. Endo shifted his position to the center of the doorway. The smug son of bitch placed his fists on his waist and puffed out his chest. After a few seconds, he turned to look over his shoulder and tilted his head into the hallway.

When a group of at least twenty members began walking in Endo’s direction, I tugged on Kana’s arm. We needed to fall back to our original spot behind Scholar Yamashiro or risk one of the members running into us.

As we crept back, I noticed several of the Hunters we’d seen as we entered the compound were now slowly scaling the stairs below Honda and Yamashiro. They remained a respectable four stairs back, but their presence was felt.

He’s got us in a pincer formation.

As the crowd at the bottom of the stairs began to swell, the entrance to the temple jammed with Hunters spilling out and surrounding Endo.

The so-called leader picked at one of his nails. “When Wada comes back, she’s going to report there hasn’t been any change to the Master’s condition.” Endo looked up from his finger. A smile danced across his lips but soon faded. “At which point, I’ll have you escorted off of the temple’s grounds.”

Scholar Honda twitched his nose. He removed his glasses and rubbed them on his robes. The balding Scholar examined his lenses before putting them on again. “If that’s your plan, then why are you going through the charade of fulfilling Wada’s request?”

The smile on Endo’s face rose up again. This time it stayed. It was the grin of a co-conspirator. “I didn’t say both of you would need to leave.” Endo stretched his neck from one side to the other. “I noticed the blood on Yamashiro’s pin the minute you arrived.”

Yamashiro looked down at the guilty brass circle. The crimson smear had started to dry into a color resembling rust.

“Let me guess, Yamashiro swore he’d back you in a bid to become an Advisor once the old Master returned to power. Does that sound right?”

The two Scholars said nothing.

Endo clicked his tongue. “Honestly, Yamashiro. Negotiating was never your forte. Besides getting Honda to come here as your second, did you even get anything else out of him before you swore an ancient vow?”

Yamashiro merely returned Endo’s stare impassively.

“Typical. You ran out of options and placed your hopes in the hands of an ambitious Scholar.” Endo looked down at his phone. “Ah, she’s on her way back. Not a lot of time to decide, Honda.”

“Decide what?” the heavyset Advisor asked in a voice laced with skepticism.

“If you want to be my third Advisor.” The grin on Endo’s lips was nearly up to his eyes. “I’m considering reinstituting the expanded board model our forefathers used in the early Edo Period. Once this change has been reintroduced, I can anoint more Advisors. Loyal Advisors.”

Scholar Yamashiro slowly lifted his head. His back stiffened. “Your proposition would overturn more than three centuries of progress. One of the major outcomes of the Wheel’s civil⁠—”

“Yes, yes. We all know the centralization of power was one of the contributing factors to the war in 1640.” Endo rolled his eyes. “Times are different now. We’re more connected, but maintaining loyalty is paramount.” He checked over his shoulder. “Tick tock, Honda.”

Scholar Honda wetted his lips. “I’m flattered by your offer, but what do you want in return?”

Endo snapped his fingers and pointed at the Scholar. “Excellent, right into the negotiations.” He shifted his focus to Yamashiro. “I just need to know what Yamashiro’s planning. I know he’s noticed my surveillance team in Beppu, but they weren’t able to report anything prior to their discovery.”

Scholar Yamashiro snorted out a chuckle. “That’s because there’s nothing to discover. You’re chasing shadows, Endo.”

“Master!” Endo roared. “You will address me as Master!”

The Wheel members took two steps closer to Yamashiro after his slight to Endo, but halted when the aggravated man magnanimously raised his hand. “Honda, I know Yamashiro loved his friend from Osaka. Furthermore, I know he’d do anything to keep that foreigner and his collection of false prophets safe.”

Honda’s eyes rolled in Yamashiro’s direction. The balding Scholar swallowed but didn’t give Endo a response.

“I already know Kaneda foolishly assisted those criminals in Ehime, and he’ll be dealt with. What I’m proposing is that you tell me what you know about Yamashiro’s involvement with Dylan Rossi, and then the pathway to more power opens up for you, Honda.”

Honda’s flat nose twitched as he looked between Endo and Yamashiro, but he still remained silent.

Hidden under Kana’s weasel veil, I tensed in response to the scene unraveling in front of me. I nudged Kana to move closer to her sister. I respected Scholar Yamashiro, but my priority was getting my women out of here if things got worse.

“I hear footsteps. What’s it going to be, Honda? Are you with me or against me?”

Scholar Honda cleared his throat. “Um, Mas⁠—”

“Master, what’s happening? Why are all of these Hunters positioned in the hallway? We agreed they needed to canvas the grounds in the unlikely event that Dylan Rossi or that despicable nekomata came back to harm our former Master.”

Endo's face contorted for a fraction of a second, but he tilted his head back and closed his eyes. The man parading as the Master pinched the bridge of his nose and looked at Wada. “You’re right; however, these misguided Scholars attempted to force their way in.”

Wada turned to Yamashiro and Honda in surprise. She clicked her tongue. “Honestly. I was under the assumption you were here for altruistic reasons, but you attempted to coerce your way in?” She turned to Endo. “I’m sorry for ever doubting you, Master, and for even suggesting these Scholars were here under noble pretexts. We should have sent them away immediately. For all we know, they’re in league with Kaneda.”

Endo nodded at his loyal Advisor. “I guess we’ll have more to discuss at the upcoming council meeting. There might be a number of subversive members who need to be dealt with.” He turned to Honda and added, “Make sure you keep that in mind between now and then.”

As they were being turned away from the door, Scholar Honda cleared his throat again. “I will, and I’ll also consider your offer.”

Is this guy going to flip on us?
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My suspicion of Honda further increased when our group arrived back at the tiny pickup truck, and the balding Scholar stepped into a waiting vehicle parked beside it.

“I’ll be in touch,” Honda said shortly before climbing into the car to be driven away.

Scholar Yamashiro watched the car leave. Once the vehicle had rounded a turn, Yamashiro whispered, “Thank you for not acting impulsively. I know it must have been difficult.”

Even though he couldn’t see me, I shook my head, hating the roiling feeling in my stomach that the whole encounter had left.

Maybe I should have stopped Honda from leaving. He’s a huge liability now.

Kana and Nana kept us cloaked for the entire ride back to the station. None of us said much, so it gave me time to think. If things were going to go south, we needed to be prepared to relocate. I sent Ayane some texts. She needed to know the mission was a bust, Wada had the Polaroid, and that Honda might turn on us.

In true Ayane fashion, the Tracker sent brief responses to each of the issues. According to her, Honda was intentionally kept in the dark in regards to our whereabouts and other items related to her network.

I was reading through the last of Ayane’s replies when Scholar Yamashiro parked the truck at the station near Lake Biwa.

The bearded man climbed out of the cab and groaned while stretching his back. “Climbing in and out of this truck doesn’t get any easier,” he muttered to himself. Once he caught sight of us, the Scholar straightened and added, “I’ll keep working on Honda, but we’ll probably have to wait until the temple is less secure to treat the Master.”

“Is there any way of knowing when that will be?” I asked, hopping out of the bed of the truck.

Scholar Yamashiro crossed his arms. “My best guess is the next council meeting. It sounds like Endo wants to strongarm anyone who doesn’t recognize him as the true Master. Scholars normally only bring a single sword bearer to these meetings. If Endo showed up with those loyal members we saw today, it would be a force multiplier.”

I wanted to hit something. In an effort to keep my hands busy, I popped my knuckles. “On top of Endo’s maneuvering, there’s the ephemeral portals and the Gashadokuro trying to cross over into our realm. There has to be a connection between his plans and Endo holding the council meeting on Mount Hiei.”

“We still have time,” Midori said, placing a reassuring hand on my back. “The Kirin said the Heavenly Realm has already provided us with an answer.” The kappa girl looked at Scholar Yamashiro. “I’ll be ready to treat the Master at a moment’s notice. Just let me know when.”

Yamashiro brightened. “Thank you, Ms. Midori. I’ll be sure to do that. Now, I need to make sure my people aren’t being harassed and warn Kaneda that he’s going to get some unwanted attention at the meeting.”

Yamashiro’s driver arrived, and he left us to take the train back to Osaka. Once we settled in our seats, the twins fished a bag of shrimp chips and seaweed crackers out of their pockets and immediately began stuffing their faces. Between bites, Kana said, “Don’t worry, Midori. We’ll be ready, too.”

Nana crunched into a cracker and added, “We’ll make sure you and the Scholar can sneak inside when it’s time to heal the Master.”

Our train ride back to Osaka was uneventful. I watched the natural settings around Lake Biwa and northern Kyoto shift into an urban landscape of skyscrapers and multi-lane highways. Before I knew it, we were exiting the station next to Tenjinbashisuji, the covered shopping arcade that led to the main entrance to the Osaka Hold.

Night had fallen during our ride, and the neon lights above various shops and restaurants inside of the covered shopping street acted as our greeting. We weren’t rubbing shoulders with the pedestrians next to us, but I needed a moment to become reacquainted with being in a crowd again.

The twins cloaked us as we moved down the arcade, dodging people absorbed in their phones, gamboling children, or the occasional stumbling drunk. I’d just shifted my shoulder back to let a woman carrying a baby make her way past me when a glow shot by my line of sight. I was still processing what I thought I’d just seen when the three yokai girls turned their heads toward the small ball of Dawn.

“She’s here!” The twins cheered in unison, undoubtedly ruining our invisibility for a moment.

Midori tugged at my hand and had a smile on her face when she looked over her shoulder.

The four of us dodged around the diners, shoppers, and strollers as we hurried after the floating speck of Dawn. After a few hundred feet, it was apparent that this ball of Dawn was smaller than any others I’d seen. It also seemed to maintain its position in the air better—not flitting about like a hyperactive bumblebee like the others had—as it floated ten or so feet above the crowd.

About three minutes into our pursuit, an undeniable answer was becoming clear—it was heading toward the Hold.

We continued chasing the ball through the secret entrance, the tunnel system, and into the rock garden I’d visited several times before.

There, sitting inside of the rock garden’s gazebo, were Fumiko, Jun, and Ayane. They’d been discussing something, but stopped when the four of us ran into the park-like space.

The floating ball of Dawn circled the gazebo a couple of times before entering into the structure. It slowly approached Ayane, hovered above the Tracker for a moment, and began melting into her chest.


Chapter 29


The Last Member



“W-what’s happening?” Ayane asked with an uncharacteristic jitter in her voice, staring at the glowing mass touching the skin showing above her V-neck button-up blouse.

Once the ball of Dawn had completely faded into Ayane’s chest, it left behind a symbol similar to a golden tribal tattoo. The brilliant color shone on the Tracker’s exposed skin for a couple of seconds before it also vanished.

“How did I not see this? There’s a reason why I like Ayane-mate’s scent—she’s attuned to Chie,” Fumiko gasped.

I dragged my eyes off of Ayane. “Who?”

Just as Midori was about to give me an answer, Ayane let out a yip.

My neck snapped back toward the Tracker in just enough time to witness the Dawn cover her entire body. Like all of the other yokai girls, the Dawn expanded and took on a different shape.

The form around Ayane was a dog with pointed ears, a rounded head, stout shoulders, and a thick tail. I wasn’t an expert, but the contours of Dawn around Ayane reminded me of an Akita. Regardless of the intended breed, the size of the temporary veil around Ayane was easily that of a brown bear.

Ayane was stunned into silence. She looked around the gazebo like it was the first time she’d seen it. When her eyes landed on me, the corners of her mouth curled up. She appeared to be forming a question when her whole body shivered.

“I feel something…odd.” Ayane said, shifting on her feet.

Fumiko laid a sympathetic hand on Ayane’s thigh and warmly said, “It’s going to be okay, Ayane-mate.” The Tracker still seemed distracted, so the cat girl shifted her focus to me and a Cheshire grin took over her face. “But this means you’re going to need a recharge.”

The golden shape surrounding Ayane slowly collapsed back into her body. When the Dawn was about half its original size, my Tracker girlfriend wiggled in on her mat.

A fluffy, white, fur-covered tail sprouted from just above Ayane’s tailbone. The new appendage began wagging and lightly thumping the area between Ayane and Fumiko.

As the last of the Dawn faded back into Ayane, I watched her wide-eyed, animated expression continue with two more physical changes to her body. First, the tip of Ayane’s nose darkened several shades and twitched. The Tracker was in the middle of bringing her hand up to her modified nose when the final change occurred.

Two black, triangular tips pressed out from the crown of Ayane’s head. Once they were full-sized dog ears, the fluffy points articulated in various directions, and Ayane’s eyes got even wider. She whispered in awe, “I can hear everyone’s heartbeats.”

We all held our breath for a moment.

“Well,” she said, picking up her tablet. Her head cocked to the side just a fraction before she resettled on her mat to better accommodate her tail. When she spoke, her voice was back to composed and professional. “This new development might alter our plans.”

After the initial shock of seeing the incoming ball of Dawn interact with Ayane and her subsequent transformation wore off, all seven of us sat in the gazebo to provide updates.

Though we weren’t initially seated next to each other, Ayane found excuses to scoot closer to me throughout the meeting. Fumiko talked about the training schedule, and Ayane got closer. Midori gave a potential scenario for quickly treating the Master, and Ayane inched my way. Jun brought up implementing some conditioning exercises, and Ayane’s thigh pressed against mine.

“You smell amazing,” Ayane said with heavy-lidded eyes, an impish smile on her face.

“Thanks?” I answered, cocking an eyebrow up.

Ayane’s soft tail thumped against my thigh, and she leaned in closer. “I feel…hot.” Her nostrils wiggled as her eyes closed, and a smile took over the entire lower half of her face.

Did part of Ayane’s personality change too?

Jun’s chuckle jolted me out of my thoughts. The chimera girl was still laughing when she said, “Let’s finish, and you can have him all to yourself, Ayane.”

Ayane caught herself less than an inch away from me. She shook herself like a dazed prize fighter and wiped at the corners of her mouth. “Sorry, is it my turn?”

Some good-natured giggles came from the other girls.

“Yes, Ayane-mate.”

Ayane’s new ears perked up. “Right. We know Scholars Kaneda and Yamashiro are facing harsh obstacles and intense surveillance, but they should be able to send some Hunters to Osaka for additional training.” The Tracker licked her lips and looked at me. “Our underground network has expanded. Word of your fight with the kaiju-sized yokai has spread.”

“That’s great to hear.”

Ayane’s tail thumped a few more times. She looked down and appeared a bit embarrassed. “Sorry.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Jun interrupted, a touch of sympathy in her tone.

Ayane turned to the chimera girl and nodded her thanks. “The point being, we have a dozen prefectures behind us.” She turned to Fumiko. “You’re going to have several new students in the next couple of days.”

As if to say she was done, the Tracker turned her attention to me. Her eyes immediately fell back down to half-closed, and a grin played with the corners of her mouth.

My mouth went dry. She hadn’t even touched me, but my cock was already firming in my pants. There was something undeniably sexy about seeing Ayane so obviously turned on by me. Her attraction and desires were feeding into mine.

“The students I want to work with the most are sitting here,” Fumiko teased. She motioned to the other yokai girls, and they all stood up. “Just make sure both of you can walk in the morning.” The cat girl leaned in, sniffed my neck, and whispered, “I told you, your scent is the best.” Fumiko added a quick nip to my ear before she stood to join the rest of the girls.

Ayane had narrowed her eyes at Fumiko and added a growl, but her wagging tail and the amused look on her face were a dead giveaway. “He’s mine tonight. We can share later.” She followed this up by latching onto me.

It had been Ayane’s idea for me to sleep with Fumiko in the first place, so it was kind of funny to see her acting possessive and a little jealous, even if it was just a joke.

The two of us stayed in the gazebo for a few minutes after the other yokai girls left.

With a massive grin covering Ayane’s face, she leaned her head against my shoulder. “I know exactly where we should go.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I have just the spot.” She stood up and pulled me to my feet. “Come on, your scent is driving me crazy.”

I pretended to sniff my armpit. “If you say so.”

Ayane rolled her eyes and tugged on my arm. “Just trust me. If this is what all of them were experiencing, it must have been torture to be around you without…having you.”

I knew she was kidding, but a few memories surfaced in the back of my mind.

As we walked down the stairs and entered the tunnels of the Hold, my brain recalled the numerous times each of the yokai girls had either said something about my scent or had sniffed me. I had always thought they were just flirting with me.

Ayane stopped in front of an unassuming door. Her full name was etched on a brass plate next to the door.

I blinked. “You have an office?”

Ayane pressed her thumb against a sensor and chuckled. “It’s one of the benefits you earn after becoming a rank four member.” The door unlocked, and she pushed it open. “Toshi has one too, but he never uses it.” The gorgeous Tracker looked over her shoulder and gave me a wink. “Come on. Let’s show my office a first.”

I stepped forward.

Ayane spun impossibly fast, wrapped her arms around me, and pulled me in for a deep, passionate kiss while the door was still half-open.

My hands found the back of her head and the small of her back, just above her new tail, and I pulled her in closer. Without shifting away from her, I pushed the door closed with my heel.

When our lips parted, Ayane was panting. “You taste so, so much…more. All of these senses are going to take some getting used to, but everything about you has me on fire.”

A wry smile touched my lips. “I guess that means your cooking’s going to be even better.” I could see Ayane’s eyes narrowing for a comeback, but I used this as a chance to test a theory. I stroked her new tail from the base out.

The Tracker practically vibrated in my arms. Her eyes rolled back, and her mouth fell open for another round of heavy breathing. “Do that again,” she pleaded between long exhales.

I licked up her neck to her ear and whispered, “As you wish.”

Ayane’s response to the second stroke was just as intense as the first. She was still buzzing when she gently pushed my chest back.

Any concern that she might be experiencing a change of heart was quickly lost when Ayane dropped to her knees and opened my pants. “I bet this will be more intense too.”

Now it was Ayane’s turn to interrupt any witty comeback I might have, because she pressed her lips around my throbbing cock and took more than half of my length in her first plunge.

Ayane kept her hands busy while she licked, slurped, and sucked on my dick. I felt the strokes and ball cradling, but I was caught off guard when I realized she’d opened her own pants at some point—the soft squish of Ayane fingering herself was the clue that tipped me off.

She’d only been sucking me for a couple of minutes, but I was beginning to feel the sensation of an orgasm building.

Ayane must have felt it too because she popped off the head of my dick and gave the shaft a few more licks. “How is it possible that this is even better?” She added another lick and stood.

Her pants fell to the ground. Ayane stepped out of them and gave me a mischievous look before turning around and bending over her desk. “I want it hard,” she said over her shoulder, and wagged her ass along with her tail.

I grunted with the desire to fulfill her request and then some. Grabbing my shaft, I lined myself up with Ayane’s warm, wet hole and plunged balls deep into her.

Ayane let out a moan of ecstasy, and the walls of her pussy squeezed me as I pounded relentlessly into her.

Wanting to make sure she felt just as much pleasure as I was experiencing, I grabbed Ayane’s tail and stroked it in time with my intense slams.

“Ahhh, fuck! Dylan! I…fuck! I’m cumming! I’m cumming!”

Ayane’s pussy tightened and began milking my engorged member. I was just on the precipice of joining my dog girl lover.

“Shoot it! Ahhh, shoot that hot cum inside of me. I want it!”

Ayane’s pleas for my seed sent me over the edge. I gave a final thrust and buried myself to the hilt while glazing her insides like a piece of pottery.

When I was done, we dropped to the floor still trying to catch our breath.

“Round two is going to be⁠—”

Ayane stopped herself. The Dawn pulled out of her body in the shape of a massive Akita dog once again. She nervously looked around at the golden energy and appeared a little vulnerable. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” She motioned to the ears on the top of her head and the tail at her back.

I rolled Ayane’s half-naked form up to mine and gave her another passionate kiss. When our lips parted, I toyed with the tip of her ear. “I’m sure that I love you. All of you.”


Chapter 30


Do What I Never Could



Eventually, the two of us made our way to a private bedroom inside of the Hold. We spent the rest of the evening all over each other like it was our first time together. When the last climax was reached, I fell back onto a pillow. Ayane joined me, and I reveled in the sensation of her soft hair and fluffy ears brushing against the crook of my arm and shoulder. I was content and soon fell asleep with a smile on my face.

My subconscious must have become accustomed to having so many lucid dreams over the last few months because I immediately knew I was dreaming. Feeling a phantom sensation of movement to my right, I also discovered Ayane was in the dream with me.

Unlike any of my previous dreams in the Heavenly realm, Ayane was her normal height, and there was no distant light calling to me. Instead we were standing in the middle of a lush garden, with a small wooden building with a thatched roof in front of us.

Ayane turned to me, and her ears twisted like a couple of furry radar dishes. “Is that an ochaya? Where are we?”

“I’m not sure,” I answered and touched my lips. Normally, I wasn’t able to speak in these dreams. “What’s an ochaya?”

“Tea house. This looks like someone’s personal ochaya in their backyard.”

Our confusion was soon interrupted when an obscured figure approached one of the sliding doors and revealed themselves. A woman with a cheery smile on her face leaned out and waved us in. “Come on, we don’t have much time.”

The delighted woman was an inch or two shorter than Ayane and wearing a light pink yukata with a white cherry blossom pattern. Her fluffy, triangular ears sat atop long, lush black hair that was tied into thick braids. She had an oval face, intense amber eyes, a small nose with a black tip, and a pair of plump lips.

A few fine lines danced around the corners of the woman’s eyes and mouth. She appeared to be in her late thirties, but the woman radiated an aura of someone much older. Regardless of her real or perceived age, she bore a striking resemblance to Ayane.

We stepped into the tea house, and the woman’s black tail bounced against me and the door frame.

She looked down, gasped, and covered her mouth. Her ears drooped. “Oh, I’m so sorry about that. It’s been so long since I’ve been around another person.”

“It’s fine. There’s nothing to worry about, Ms…”

“Chie. Miss isn’t necessary. Just Chie, okay, Dylan?” She shifted focus and pointed at a few mats on the tatami floor of the sparse building. “Please, have a seat.”

I turned to Ayane.

The Tracker wore a perplexed expression on her face, but she immediately accepted the woman’s offer. “Thanks for having us, Chie.”

Chie peeled her eyes away from me and perked up at Ayane’s greeting. “It’s my pleasure, dear.” She slid the door closed and waited for us to sit.

The older dog girl moved her mat closer to Ayane’s side, sat down, and reached for the Tracker’s hands. “I’m so glad that we have this moment together, dear.”

Rather than pull away, Ayane squeezed the other woman’s hands and matched Chie’s infectious energy. “Why do I feel like I know you?”

Chie slid one of her hands away from Ayane’s to wipe the corner of her eye. “Search inside. You know the answer, dear.”

Ayane reached for Chie’s face and cupped the other woman’s cheek. “How?”

The tears spilled from Chie’s eyes, and I felt like an interloper. This was a space for a family to connect.

“Your great, great, great grandfather freed me from the core of a yokai, and I fell in love with my hero.” Another warm smile touched her face and she nodded toward me. “I imagine it’s the same with you and your hero over there.”

A touch of blush rose up in Ayane’s cheeks, and she nodded her head. “Yes, I trust him and feel safe knowing he’s around. He makes me feel like I can accomplish anything.”

Chie’s face fell and she busied her hands by smoothing the fabric on her lap. “Good, dear. You’ve already learned the lesson I couldn’t.”

“What lesson?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

Chie’s sad eyes fell on me, and the air in the tea house seemed to thicken. “Many years ago, I volunteered to be the first warrior maiden to enter the Earthly realm. Gashadokuro was gaining power, and the Kirin needed a champion to put the demon lord in check.”

She smiled, but her eyes had a faraway look. “Champions need warrior maidens to make them complete.”

The dog girl wet her lips and looked back at her lap. “As you know, the champion freed me, and I fell in love with him immediately. We married soon afterwards and shared our first night together.” Chie’s cheeks became pink and a smile touched her lips, but this temporary happiness was replaced with more tears.

“I’m ashamed to admit it, but my infatuation with my husband caused me to abandon the Kirin’s plan. I couldn’t bear the thought of sharing him with another.” Chie wiped her nose. “When Naoki dreamt about the Heavenly realm, I convinced him to turn away from the Kirin and walk in the opposite direction.”

Ayane and I instinctively reached out to one another, but neither of us spoke.

“By ignoring the Kirin, Naoki turned his back on his destiny. The other warrior maidens weren’t able to cross over, and Gashadokuro continued to gain power.” Chie’s breath hitched and she bit her lip before continuing. “Because of my jealousy and selfishness, things have gotten so much worse.”

Ayane let go of my hand. She moved closer to Chie and rubbed the other woman’s back. “You can’t blame yourself for what Gashadokuro has done, or is planning to do.”

Chie closed her eyes and her lips trembled. “You shouldn’t be so quick to forgive. People might carelessly repeat their mistakes if there aren’t any consequences.”

Ayane pulled her ancestor into an embrace. “Forgiveness is a selfless act of love. I’m giving it to you willingly.”

The older woman settled her chin on Ayane’s shoulder, and the tears rushed down both of their faces. I felt the air in the tea house clear.

Wiping at her eyes, Chie said, “You sound like the Kirin and the other maidens.”

Laughing through her own tears, Ayane quipped, “Then you should do as you’re told and let go of this burden. Fumiko’s always telling me⁠—”

Chie’s body tensed at the mention of the cat girl’s name. She drew in a deep inhale and held it for a moment. The older dog girl pushed herself back when she let her breath out. “How is she?”

“Good? They all are,” Ayane answered with an eyebrow raised. “What’s wrong?”

Chie looked down at her feet. “When I sloughed off my mortal coil, I returned to the Heavenly realm. It took years, but the others, they all forgave me. Except…Fumiko went to Earth the instant I died. She and I never had a chance…”

Ayane tilted her ancestor’s chin up. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Fumiko, it’s that she’s full of love. I’m sure she let go of any hard feelings long ago.” Ayane pulled Chie in for a hug, and waved me over to join them.

I happily embraced the two dog girls in my arms and felt a portion of the warmth passing between them.

“I hope you’re right,” Chie whispered. She lifted her head and smiled tentatively. “I’ve watched you from time to time. You know, you get your compulsive note taking and organizing from me.” The smile on Chie’s face widened. “It’s true. I was the tactician in the group, and I always kept things well arranged.”

“Well, I’m afraid not all of your descendants retained this skill. Toshi is such a slob,” Ayane blurted out, and started laughing.

Chie laughed with Ayane. The former closed her eyes and smiled when the latter began petting her head. “I hate to mention this, but our time is nearly up.”

I gave both women a final, gentle pat and backed away to allow them some final moments to bond.

“Again, I need to praise you for learning the lesson I never did. Your strength, and the strength other warrior maidens have, is based on being generous with your love and trusting each other as well as the champion.”

Chie gave Ayane a fierce hug and met my eyes. “You are the strongest—all of you—together.”
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To my surprise, I woke up before Ayane the next morning. This was short-lived because the Tracker’s ears began to twitch about twenty seconds after my eyes opened.

Ayane smiled at me with her eyes closed. “I guess your harem isn’t going to get any larger after all, Dirty Dylan,” she said, still smiling.

I pulled her in for a kiss. When our lips parted, I said, “Good. If I split my time between the six of you, I’ll still have one day of the week all to myself.”

Ayane’s eyes flew open and she swatted my chest. “You’re so bad!”

I couldn’t keep a straight face and was laughing as Ayane continued her playful attacks. This escalated into rolling around the bed together and kissing.

When our lips parted, Ayane whispered, “I meant every word of my dream. I love you, and I trust you with my life.”

“Then we better get back to training so I can show you how much that means to me,” I said, pulling her in for another quick kiss.

As much as I wanted to spend the whole morning indulging in my Tracker girlfriend’s body—and giving some extra attention to those new furry parts—our time to prepare for the upcoming confrontation was limited.

Fumiko mentioned training the night before, so I texted her about the details as Ayane and I got ready.

The Tracker slipped on a pair of long, tight yoga pants and a loose tank top. I went with my normal cotton t-shirt and some sweatpants.

I was just about to put my phone into my pocket when the cat girl sent a two-word reply: “Rock garden.”

Surprisingly, Fumiko was already in the gazebo by the time we walked up the flight of stairs leading to the rock garden enclosed on all sides by multi-story buildings. The cat girl was sitting on one of the mats and seemed to be meditating. Her green eyes fluttered open the moment my foot made contact with the gazebo.

“Good morning, mate. Ayane-mate. Sleep well?” A knowing smirk touched Fumiko’s lips after her question.

“Yes. Fantastic sleep,” Ayane said and licked her lips. She fidgeted for a moment and added, “We saw Chie.”

“Really?” Fumiko’s eyes went wide. “Is she okay? Was she wearing that cherry blossom yukata? Does she still call Naoki ‘her little mochi’?”

Ayane’s jaw dropped. “Her little what?”

“Mochi! She always nibbled on his ears before they had sex. It was kind of hard for us to watch after a while, but it was clear how much she loved him. So, did she bring him up?”

Ayane froze. “You watched her?”

“Well, yeah. It’s easy to get bored in the Heavenly realm, and we were able to keep an eye on Chie the whole time she was on Earth because she’s one of us,” Fumiko shrugged as if this was the most reasonable answer in the world.

The dog girl opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, but shook herself out of her stupor and began laughing. “I had a feeling that you’d already forgiven her.” She looked up and yelled at the sky, “Did you hear that, ancient mother Chie? You have nothing to worry about anymore.”

Fumiko walked up to Ayane and lowered her eyebrows. “Well, of course I did. She’s precious to me.” The cat girl pulled Ayane in for a hug and motioned for me to join them. “You all are.”

When we eventually peeled away from each other, Fumiko pumped her fist and pronounced, “Now, let’s get to work!”


Chapter 31


Any Hope



Three hours later, I was hunched over and breathing heavily. All of Fumiko’s Dawn training sessions had included a certain amount of stress and strain, but this was borderline insanity.

Instead of the calm breathing and meditative practices the cat girl normally had me engage in to strengthen my Dawn network, Fumiko told me to run around the rock garden’s perimeter. Her only instructions before helping Ayane were, “Try to pull and stretch the Dawn as your body moves.”

I was able to cover all four of my extremities with the Dawn shortly into my first lap. The second nature procedure of covering either my arms or legs with the golden energy had now extended to all four at the same time. The strenuous portion of the training kicked in after my second lap.

The Dawn naturally crept up my legs to my waist and across my arms to meet at my chest, but it resisted covering my abdomen and head. Whenever I focused on either of these sections of my body, my legs began to feel like dead weight. If I didn’t reduce my Dawn concentration, my speed slowed, and Fumiko would shout at me to pick up the pace.

After the second hour, my frustrations doubled when Ayane joined me in my running circuits with the Dawn already covering her arms, legs, and head. I knew this wasn’t a competition, but I needed to be able to fulfill my role as the Kirin’s champion.

“Break time’s almost over, mate. Have another energy jelly and get back out there,” Fumiko said before moving on to Ayane’s slumped-over frame. “I saw your veil grow, Ayane-mate. You’re getting close.”

Ayane was clearly exhausted, but she gave her tired thanks to our instructor before sucking down the last of her own silver pouch of mushy sweet jelly. When she was done with the drink, the Tracker twisted her waist several times and stretched her long sexy legs.

I went through my own stretching routine and began running again. To my surprise, the Dawn covered my arms and legs before I even took my second step. Half a lap in, I twisted my waist a little more than usual, and I felt something. The Dawn crept up a fraction of an inch.

Once the result of my additional movement set in, I attempted a similar twist in the opposite direction. Another spurt.

Now we’re getting somewhere.
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The next week flew by. Ayane and I continued our Dawn training with Fumiko, but the Tracker’s need to communicate and coordinate with other sympathetic prefectures superseded attending Fumiko’s lessons as the week wore on. Since the dog girl was able to achieve a full hardened battle veil within four days, Fumiko wasn’t concerned about Ayane’s absence.

My development of the Dawn was slower, but I had managed to cover my entire body before the end of the week. Exhaustive practice with and without Fumiko’s coaching allowed me to spread the Dawn over my body more rapidly, but there were still some shortcomings. The Dawn surrounding my body didn’t take on an animal form like the yokai girls’, and I still wasn’t able to harden it into armor.

By the eve of the scheduled council meeting, I tried to accept the fact that covering myself entirely in Dawn was going to have to be good enough for whatever situation we found ourselves in the following day.

I’d just finished a morning session of practice when Ayane called all of us into a conference room inside of the Hold. Along with my women, we were joined by Toshi, Scholar Yamashiro, Scholar Kaneda, and Detectives Jiro and Daisuke.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to go first.” Toshi said to the group after we’d taken our seats around a large conference table. After Ayane motioned for him to take the floor, the Hunter continued. “We’ve found two additional ephemeral portal sites, and I’m supposed to catch up with a group that has a lead on a third one after we’re done.”

The rest of us exchanged uneasy glances, but it was Ayane who asked, “Where were the others found?”

“One was to the west of Hiroshima and the other was just outside of Kochi City.” Toshi licked his lips and looked at Scholar Kaneda. “The lead I have is for an area south of Takamatsu. It appears your island of Shikoku was heavily targeted.”

The stocky Scholar from Ehime growled. “I’m accompanying you when we finish this meeting. I need to show solidarity with my fellow Shikoku members so that they can see we’re not just all talk.”

Toshi nodded at the visibly frustrated Scholar. “Happy to have you with us.”

I jumped in. “Will you still be able to attend the council meeting? We don’t want Endo to interrupt our plans.”

Scholar Yamashiro nodded. “My absence is going to cause a ruckus, but he'll likely grow beyond simple suspicion if neither of us are there, Scholar Kaneda.”

Toshi stood. “We won’t leave you guys to fend for yourselves. If it’ll make you feel better, Scholar Kaneda and I can go right now. Scholar, do you have anything else you need to contribute?”

The older man followed Toshi’s lead. He stood with a heavy sigh and looked at Scholar Yamashiro. “I agree with Hunter Ito—we’ll finish our business in time.” Kaneda turned to the rest of us and added, “Ms. Fumiko was able to train twenty of our Ehime Hunters in the basics of tranquil fist. They’ll lend their numbers to any others who are prepared.”

Fumiko cleared her throat. “Grouchy Kaneda doesn’t need to worry. There’ll be at least a hundred Hunters with us. Together, we should be more than enough for the lying man.”

Kaneda smirked at the cat girl’s slight dig. “I’ll be in the crowd ready to play my part. Until tomorrow.”

Toshi and Scholar Kaneda hurried out of the conference room, and the rest of us went back to the logistics of our plan.

“While communication with Scholar Honda has been sparse, I’m optimistic he hasn’t done anything to endanger our position,” Scholar Yamashiro said, stroking the tip of his beard.

Rather than respond, Ayane flicked through a few screens on her tablet. I decided to interject while she continued to search. “It’s a little unsettling that Fumiko was never asked to train any Hunters from Kyoto. I don’t think we should be surprised if he ends up double-crossing us at the council meeting.”

Scholar Yamashiro cleared his throat, but Ayane interrupted him. “Sorry, Scholar, but Dylan’s right to be concerned. I just checked an updated list of subcommittees, and Honda’s been appointed to two of them.” Ayane’s ears flattened, and her eyes lowered. “I’m afraid we have to prepare for the worst and call it a blessing that Honda isn’t better informed about our plans.”

I turned to Midori. “Speaking of our plans, are you sure you’ll have enough time?”

The kappa girl looked at Scholar Yamashiro and gave a confident nod. “We’ve discussed the three most likely diagnoses for the Master’s condition and have strategized accordingly.”

“We’re ready to sneak them in,” Nana said confidently.

“We’ll make sure no one sees them,” Kana added.

Scholar Yamashiro chuckled and said, “I’m looking forward to moving around unnoticed, but we’ll have our escorts if necessary.”

Jiro and Diaskue nodded at the mention of their role. Jiro pulled out a small stack of stamped papers. “We’ve officially been given clearance to enter Shiga under the guise of training at a facility near Lake Biwa. We’ll disguise the Scholar’s team as members of our unit and make sure they’re looked after outside of the temple grounds.”

“And Midori sends a text to Dylan once the Master has been revived,” Ayane concluded. The dog girl looked over her screen once again. “I’m not happy with these uncertainties, but I feel like we’re as prepared as we can be. Are there any objections to moving forward?”

No one spoke.

I looked around the table at my lovers, friends, and allies. It was time to put up or shut up.

“We’re ready.”


Chapter 32


Choosing Sides



Endo approached the podium. “Scholars, welcome to the January council meeting. Thank you for humoring my request to host these proceedings on Mount Hiei.” Endo gave the crowd a slight bow. “Apologies in advance for the uncomfortable seating and for the necessary addition of the Hunters you see behind the leadership panel.”

Low grumbles worked their way through the Scholars. A few members shifted in their plastic chairs, but no one openly protested Endo’s large assemblage of Hunters.

Floating behind Endo’s temporary podium setup, the purple portal to the Abyss and the golden portal to the Heavenly Realm pulsed. They were about thirty feet apart. The Heavenly portal was the size of a ping pong ball; the Abyss portal was the size of a basketball.

“Yes, I understand the inclusion of so many lower-ranked members is unprecedented, but I fear we must confront a number of uncomfortable truths.” Endo slammed his palm down onto the podium, and everyone flinched. “For instance, I’m presiding over our assembly because our hallowed Kyoto Hold was infiltrated a month ago, and our Master was taken from us.”

Endo’s two Advisors, Wada and a man in his forties with a pinched face I didn’t recognize, wore grim expressions and nodded as they stared up at him.

“Unfortunately, last month’s ambush isn’t the only reason why I designated this location for today’s meeting.” Endo turned sideways and pointed at the basketball-sized purple circle. “I’m convinced that Dylan Rossi and the nekomata are conspiring with evil forces, and this enlarged portal to the Abyss is a direct result of their machinations.”

“The nekomata is the harbinger of oni and other heinous evils!” a voice shouted from the crowd of Scholars.

Endo gave the group a slow, magnanimous nod, like he was a medieval royal allowing his lowly serfs a chance to speak. “Agreed! The nekomata is a vile creature, and I fear even worse abominations will infiltrate our realm if she and Dylan Rossi aren’t captured and executed.”

There were some gasps and protests from the audience, but these voices were in the minority.

I gritted my teeth. Still no signal from Midori.

Endo turned to the waiting Hunters and motioned for them to surround the seated Wheel members. “Scholars! I must implore you to remain calm. Another one of the uncomfortable truths we must address is the division in our ranks, and the voices of dissent attempting to further debilitate us in a time of vulnerability.”

The Hunters loyal to Endo had encircled the seated members. Whether it was for show or an honest reaction, nearly all of the Scholars were on their feet.

“Please, please. This shouldn’t consume much of our time.” Endo surveyed the crowd and narrowed his gaze on Scholar Kaneda. “In fact, I only see one of the two men sowing seeds of disloyalty among us right now.” Endo leaned over the podium. “I applaud your courage, Kaneda. If you admit to the fact that you knowingly aided and abetted criminals, I’ll ensure your end is swift. It’s more than I can offer that coward Yamashiro who chose to flee.”

Scholar Kaneda crossed his arms and scoffed. “Hardly. I’m in attendance today because it’s my duty to recount a number of facts to this council. Facts pertaining to my prefecture.”

Kaneda opened his arms wide and turned to the Scholars around him. He drew in a deep breath and nearly shouted. “For nearly two months, we’ve been bombarded with unprecedented yokai activity. This culminated in a kaiju-sized ushi-oni attack eleven days ago. If not for the heroic efforts of Hunter Dylan Rossi and the warrior maidens, Yawatahama would have been destroyed, and my members would have perished.”

Endo slammed his hand on the podium again. “An admission of guilt! You’ve confessed before this council that you knowingly supported a group of fugitives.”

Scholar Kaneda turned back to Endo and narrowed his eyes. “Hunter Rossi and his companions lent us their support when you and the members of the leadership panel ignored our pleas.” He turned to the crowd. “Hunter Rossi’s team also discovered the source of these yokai⁠—”

“It must have been the nekomata accompanying him. She has the power to transport demons into our realm,” a voice shouted from the group of Scholars. This was followed by a few nods and mumbles of affirmation.

Endo clicked his tongue. “It’s obvious to all of us. You allowed these criminals safe passage, and they repaid your hospitality with violence. The nekomata brought destruction to your prefecture. Why can’t you see that?”

“No! This nonsense related to the nekomata is a fabrication that Endo has propagated.” Kaneda shot a hand finger forward and pointed at the podium. “It’s him! Our newly elected leader is the one conspiring with evil forces to allow hellish creatures to enter our realm. He’s using additional sites called ephemeral portals to invite the Lord of the Abyss here.”

Ten Scholars moved through the crowd with their respective sword bearers and gathered around Kaneda. A murmur went around the larger group, and two more Scholars joined Kaneda’s side. The last one to move was Honda.

Scholar Honda puffed out his small chest, trying to look intimidating next to Kaneda. “We stand against you and your treachery, Endo.”

Endo shook his head. “I see. So a consolidation of power is in order.” He raised his arms like a priest calling to his flock. “My fellow Wheel of Justice members, harden your hearts. Kaneda is spouting nonsense, and thus, we must purge disloyalty from our ranks if we have any hope of survival. Prove your fealty! Destroy this schism before it can spread. When they’re found, know that I will be the one to end Dylan Rossi and his atrocious team.”

Midori’s signal still hadn’t come. We were out of time. It didn't matter if we were still hopelessly outnumbered, Endo was making his move.

The threat of violence escalated when one of the opposing Scholars turned to his sword bearer and unsheathed his massive odachi blade. “There’s no sense in prolonging the inevitable. When a cancer forms, it must be removed.”

Several more Scholars reached for their blades.

Shit! We need to stop this.

“I’m right here, asshole!” I stepped out from behind the enormous cedar the girls and I were hiding behind and pushed my way past two shocked Hunters to enter the clearing.

Ayane, Jun, and Fumiko were immediately behind me. All four of us were covered in the golden energy of the Dawn. The three warrior maidens had taken things a step further by hardening their veils into armor. It was still impossible to separate the malicious from the misguided, but we were ready if this became a battle.

Endo’s eyes seemed to light with a fervent fire, as if he were thrilled to have us there.

When Toshi and the group of a hundred Hunters that had been hiding just below the ridge of the clearing came out in force, Endo’s face broke and the small twitches began. “To me!”

After the circle of obedient Hunters broke formation and fell back to the podium and portals, Endo added, “Scholars, I recommend repositioning yourselves away from that insurrectionist. He’s vile, but he’s also cunning.”

As I approached Kaneda’s side of the field, the larger group of Scholars with their weapons drawn backed away. The number of slack jaws betrayed their surprise. Numerous Scholars had died in the oni attack the previous month. I had no way of knowing how many were newly appointed, but I ignored these specifics as I stood in front of the smaller collection of leaders.

The Dawn surrounding me and my women did have an immediate effect. Three Scholars sheathed their odachis and crossed the invisible line between the two groups.

“Scholar Kaneda’s telling you the truth. We witnessed one of these ephemeral portals in Ehime when we met Endo’s protégé, Kobayashi,” I announced to the crowd.

“Working with a task force of Hunters and Trackers, I’ve discovered three additional sites. It’s clear—Endo’s working with the enemy,” Toshi called from behind me.

“Don’t let their schemes deceive you. This man is here to overturn a decision you made,” Endo said, nearly frothing at the mouth. “Moreover, he’s here to instigate a civil war.” He slammed both of his hands on the podium. “You must stay true to your convictions! Who’s with me?”

The group of Scholars in front of me appeared more panicked and uncertain. Still, a few looked like they were attempting to rally the others to Endo’s cause. Odachis were being hoisted, and those fervently supporting Endo’s nonsense were winning out.

Am I going to have to kill people to get to Endo?

A commanding, righteous voice boomed across the field. “Yes! Show yourselves! Who is continuing to support my former advisor in the face of obvious evidence that the Kirin has chosen Dylan Grossi as his champion?”

A second later, Kana and Nana dropped their disguises to reveal they were hiding the old Master and Midori. A few moments passed, and Yamashiro came into view on the trail behind them.

The old Master led them onto the field, but Yamashiro and my women peeled off to join my side.

“Impossible. Old Master Tanaka is unconscious and being treated. This is an impostor! Don’t be deceived!” Endo shouted, the alarm is his voice leaking through his bleating.

When the old man reached the middle of the field, he let out a sigh. “Your plans to have me remain in vegetative stasis were discovered.” The Master turned to us. “Thanks to the warrior maiden Midori and Scholar Yamashiro, I was able to receive earnest treatment.”

Endo growled. “Lies! Scholars, join me! We need to purify our members, here and now!”

“Enough!” Wada yelled. The female Advisor was trembling. She was staring down the man she’d nominated to be Master a month earlier. “It’s over, Endo. The man standing there is our Master.”

Endo turned to Wada and softened. “Advisor Wada, consider the ramifications of what you’re doing. It was your idea to appoint me as acting Master.”

“Yes, and it’s a mistake I’ll beg forgiveness for until my last breath. I was manipulated, but that’s no excuse.” Wada pulled something out of her pocket and held it above her head. It was a Polariod. “Fellow members of the Wheel, this evidence will substantiate what Scholar Kaneda, Hunter Ito, and Hunter Rossi are telling you. There are other portals across Japan.”

Wada stepped away from the podium and began walking among the dumbfounded Scholars closest to Endo. “The portal captured in this photograph is easily twenty times the size of what you see here today.”

“How preposterous! We know images of the Dawn and Dusk cannot be captured by technology,” Endo countered.

Wada stopped where she was in the midst of the Scholars. She was holding the Polaroid in both of her hands. She looked down and answered. “A few of us possess a mutation. This allows us to see Dawn or Dusk in this type of photograph due to the opacifier layer used in this old technology. I know of at least one other Scholar who shares this mutation with me, and I’m certain he’d be willing to verify any exact details I describe in regards to this picture.”

All but four of the Scholars around Wada shifted in place for a few moments before gradually putting away their weapons to join our side. In less than five minutes, Endo had lost nearly all of his supporters.

Looking across the field, it was now Endo, his pinched-face advisor, four confused Scholars, and a small army of Hunters.

I pulled the Dawn back into my network, and the yokai girls followed suit. All of the Hunters and Scholars on our end of the field had sheathed their weapons. Only one side of this conflict was being openly hostile, and it wasn’t us.

The Master slowly approached Endo’s location. The four Scholars in front of him didn’t attempt to halt his progress.

Endo was caught, but I knew he was dangerous. I waved to my women, and we fell in line about ten feet behind the Master. Checking over my shoulder, I saw that the rest of our allies remained behind.

When he was less than fifty feet away from Endo, the Master began speaking. “Hunter Toshi and his team will arrange site visits for any Scholars who remain unconvinced as to the existence of these ephemeral portals. However, the dire situation in front of us must be addressed first.”

Endo fumed, ticked, and twitched, but made no reply.

The few Scholars near Endo fell to their knees, and the man behind the podium shook his head. The pinched-face advisor scooted away from Endo. The false Master was now only supported by his foot soldiers.

“It’s over, Endo.” The look the Master speared Endo with should have brought him to his knees as he begged for forgiveness. The Master held out his wrinkled hand. “Give me the Cord of the Master and end this with dignity.”

“Pity. I assumed at least a few of you would desire a taste of his power,” Endo chuckled and pulled out his phone. He raised the device to his ear, and an ominous sneer took over his mouth. “Now!”

The late morning’s sky darkened, and we were suddenly surrounded with the deep blue and purple hues of twilight. Half a second later, a clap echoed through the trees. There was a chain reaction of shattering noises, like hundreds of bottles being thrown at a brick wall one at a time.

The portal to the Abyss crackled.


Chapter 33


Hold the Line



My mind reeled as the details of what had just happened became clear. The portal to the Abyss had grown to the size of an SUV. Its bruise-colored surface vibrated and became less opaque as neon yellow lightning bolted around the shaking edges. Two giant blue arms bulging with muscles had forced their way through the center of the portal. The clawed hands were still pressed together after the previously heard clap.

I turned and witnessed the shock of Scholars, sword bearers, and Hunters as they all stared at their weapons.

The inert Dusk used as a scabbard for each member’s bladed weapon had somehow become active. This newly reanimated Dusk had snuffed out the Dawn covering their blades and edges.

Every Wheel member’s weapon was now useless until the active Dusk surrounding it was destroyed and a new charge of Dawn reapplied.

I motioned for my team to follow me back to the line of Scholars standing in front of the Hunters. Once we were in motion, I pulled Fumiko aside.

“Have the Hunters use the tranquil fist technique to destroy the Dusk, but tell them to only infuse two other member weapons with the Dawn so they don’t run out. We don’t know how long this fight’s going to be. Be quick because I don’t want to break my promise to you.”

The cat girl gave me a single nod. “No acting alone,” she said, and raced back to oversee her students.

This had better work.

The other yokai girls had arranged themselves in a line in front of our allies. They turned to face me. Each of them exuded determination and confidence. We could do this.

The process of dispatching the Dusk-covered scabbards, slings, and sheaths had already started when I got the group’s attention.

“Listen up! The warrior maidens and I will hold off anything that comes through the portal until you’re properly armed again. The Hunters behind you can help infuse weapons, but they need to conserve their Dawn to continue using tranquil fist. Once you’re able to, join us immediately. Unless I’m greatly mistaken, we’re in for a long battle.”

Yamashiro, Kaneda, and a dozen other Scholars rushed back to the line of Hunters to have the Dawn reapplied to their odachis. Twice that number of Scholars looked at us with confused expressions on their faces while the rest narrowed their eyes into stares of near hostility.

From behind me, the Master yelled. “Fools! The Kirin has selected him as a champion! Do as he says!”

In response to the Master’s command, the rest of the Scholars joined their brethren working with the Hunters. Nearly a quarter of the Dusk was destroyed, and a few odachi were already infused.

The Master stood beside me. “Endo has something that belongs to me.” He pointed his chin toward his former Advisor. “Leave him to me.” The old man held his right hand out, and a Scholar appeared a second later with a Dawn-infused odachi.

I looked to my right and saw Fumiko running into view to join the other yokai girls lining up next to me. Each of them activated their veil of Dawn and immediately hardened the golden energy into its armored battle version.

Claws, needles, tusks, and blades formed around their hands, feet, heads, and tails. They were ready.

Covering myself in the Dawn, I quickly realized the energy still wasn’t forming armor around me. It didn’t matter. I dropped into a defensive stance and gave Ayane a wink.

The dog girl Tracker shook her head.

“Let the slaughter begin!” Endo shouted. He threw off the golden robe of Master, but held onto the Master’s black cord.

I snapped my head back to the expanding portal as lightning crackled and pulsed across the surface. Along with being large enough for a semi-truck to drive through, the barrier separating our realms was thinning.

Silhouettes from the other side became more hideously visible as talons, spikes, gnarled hands, and claws pried their way through the surface like a thick membrane. Finally, the elasticity of the pregnant barrier was breached. A jagged set of teeth punctured the barrier. This was soon followed by claws and nails ripping vertical lines through the surface.

The invasion had started.

A black and red centipede the size of a city bus with a hairy dragon’s head was the first yokai to press its way through the portal. The monster had exaggerated white mandibles like elephant tusks on the sides of its mouth that clacked together in mindless hunger. Another soon followed. And then another.

The fading purple surface of the portal violently shook, and yellow lightning cracked a collection of bolts along its border. The gateway to the Abyss nearly doubled in size.

The three monstrous centipedes stopped just outside of the portal with one in the center and another on each side of the entrance. They reared up, exposing dozens of black, busy hooked legs squirming up and down like waves crashing on a beach.

More than a dozen edged weapons cut through the fabric of the depleted portal’s surface. The blades were soon followed by the oni wielding them. All of them were between nine and ten feet tall with hulking grey bodies, chili pepper red faces, and two sets of sharp horns on their heads.

I didn’t know much about the bus-sized centipedes, but I knew the oni with the Dusk-covered knives were deadly to most members of the Wheel.

As if these giants were desperate to prove my point, three of them immediately sliced through the crowd of Hunters supporting Endo. The rest of the slate-colored demons soon joined.

They slaughtered indiscriminately.

However, I noticed grimly, the more of Endo’s misled followers the oni’ killed, the bigger the portal became.

Endo shrugged with a careless smirk. A fraction of a second before the carnage enveloped him as well, Endo covered his body with the foul purple energy of the Dusk. The oni ignored him and moved on to new targets.

While the blood-soaked oni were reveling in their massacre, an onslaught of smaller yokai had breached the portal. This horde of monsters ran toward me, my women, and the small collection of Wheel members who were armed.

It took a half second for me to register what I was fighting when the first yokai rushed forward and into my area of attack. The creature was a granite rock the size of a dining room table with the agile legs and tail of a tiger.

The monster smashed into me, the force rattling my ribs and knocking me back five steps. It swung out with sharp claws, and I sidestepped the incoming slash and unleashed a side kick directly into the rock-tiger’s core. The bizarre mix of mineral and furious cat dissipated, and I was on to the next creature in my vicinity.

My team stood strong with me. We punched, kicked, slashed, and hacked through the teeming avalanche of disturbing creatures and demons.

Ayane raked her claws through the core of a creature with a single, dinner-plate sized red eye protruding from what appeared to be the anus of a blue man walking backwards.

Jun shoulder-checked a boulder with the face of a bald, bearded man. As the round yokai bounced away, the chimera girl grabbed a handful of whiskers to yank the monster back into her punishing fist.

The twins attacked a pair of flattened lizards with gongs on their backs and mallets swinging from their scaly tails. Nana dashed through her foe with the claws of her seven-tailed fox veil’s forepaws extended while Kana used the sickle-like blade of her weasel tail to slice a line of red across the lizard’s throat.

Midori used surgical precision to jam her Dawn needles into the core of a yokai that resembled a mix between a horse and a possum with a single simian-like arm. She ducked under its swinging arm as it burst into motes of Dusk.

Fumiko flipped and slashed in her acrobatic style, quickly dispatching a red, furry yokai with whiskers, clawed feet and hands, wearing what looked like a crown on its head.

We were operating with a nearly perfect one-strike, one-kill efficiency, but several yokai were still able to make their way behind us—there were just too many of them.

Thankfully, the Master, Scholars, and Hunters with newly charged weapons joined the battle. A Dawn-infused katana, odachi, kunai, or rare fist destroyed any monster attempting to sneak behind us.

By the time the battle oni were putting the finishing touches on destroying Endo’s foot soldiers across the field, the wave of yokai began to slow to a trickle. This gave us just enough breathing room to see that the portal was shaking again.

The massive centipede yokai finally crashed down to the ground and slithered their way toward us as a small army of grey oni stepped through the portal. A red oni at least twelve feet tall and an even larger blue oni marched into our realm behind the wall of vicious, grey giants.

I recognized them immediately from the cultist camp—Generals Shuten-dōji and Sutoku Tennō.

Right as the first of the centipedes made its way to me, I shouted to the Wheel members behind me. “You have to destroy the Dusk surrounding their weapons before the oni are vulnerable!”

I ducked the gnashing mandibles of the incoming centipede and uppercut into the core under its chin.

The billions of motes created by the deceased monster created a momentary haze, but I could tell the lumbering figures approaching me were oni.

“Take out as many weapons as you can!” I shouted to my team.

I took a couple of quick steps and launched myself forward into a jump kick. A hellish crackle signaled the exchange of energy between Dawn and Dusk as my foot made contact with the demon’s blade.

The long, Dusk-covered knife completely shattered on impact. I landed and punched a crater-sized hole through the center of the dumbfounded grey monster in front of me.

More motes filled the air as the oni faded into nothingness. I set my sights on the next target.

On the opposite side of the field, the Generals had stopped marching. They stood on either side of Endo. They were both carrying a bulbous club nearly the same size as one of their grey foot soldiers. The generals lowered the ends of their clubs to the ground and seemed content to watch the battle unfold.

As I delivered a spinning kick to the next oni, I spared a brief glimpse behind me.

Some Wheel members were clearly injured, but overall our numbers were holding. I wasn’t sure if it was my last-minute reminder, Fumiko’s training, memories from fighting similar foes inside of the Kyoto Hold, or a combination of all factors, but it appeared that we were suffering fewer casualties than during the previous month’s encounter.

Scholars were working together alongside Hunters to isolate oni, disarm them, and eradicate the demons.

“More!” the red oni, Shuten-dōji, bellowed.

The portal to the Abyss responded. It vibrated and grew to the size of a three-story building. The surface now appeared to have the density of water. The hundreds of oni rushing toward the barrier were being followed by the thunderous footfalls of a walking monolith.

I tried to ignore the thought that we were about to be overwhelmed and focused on the three oni charging me.

Just as I dodged a blade intended to bisect me, I caught a glimpse of Fumiko’s golden feline form slashing through the oni on my right.

After we dealt with the two remaining demons, the cat girl said, “The Gashadokuro is approaching. If the portal gets any larger, he’ll be able to cross over.”

An oni attempted to ambush us, but I pulled Fumiko back just as the demon’s blade sliced the area where she was standing.

I delivered a roundhouse kick to the blade, and Fumiko clawed her way through the interrupting oni’s core.

“We need the heavenly tool that the Kirin talked about,” I gritted out, stunning a grey oni with a hammerfist to the flat of its blade. The Dusk around the blade was already shattering as I delivered a sidekick to its core.

“Yes, mate,” Fumiko agreed, slicing through an oni’s calf. When the hulking demon dropped to a knee with a howl, she stomped on its blade to shatter the Dusk, then stabbed its core. “We also need to kill Shuten-Dōji and Sutoku Tennō. The red general calls for more oni and yokai, and the blue controls the Dusk around their weapons.”

I saw Jun headbutt an oni, grab its blade and shatter the Dusk over her knee, and then punch its core. The three powerful movements were brutally effective.

“Let’s take down the generals.”


Chapter 34


General Disarray



Despite our efficiency at killing oni and yokai, we were beginning to be overrun. The number of oni making their way behind us was rapidly increasing. They quickly threatened to overwhelm the Wheel members. Over the din of battle, I began to hear the screams of Hunters and Scholars suffering from the violent exchange.

I flagged the other yokai girls to join me and Fumiko.

Midori was the closest. The second the kappa girl arrived, I blocked ncoming claws aimed at her midsection and immediately killed the piece of trash lizard monster attempting to harm her.

“Thanks,” Midori breathed, quickly scanning for more enemies nearby.

“It’s fine, you’re done with the front lines.” I put a finger on her trembling lips before she could protest. “You need to help injured members. Scholar Yamashiro can’t do it alone. Please, we don’t know how long this fight’s going to last.”

The kappa girl finally relented. She pulled me in for a tight embrace and raced back toward the support group behind the secondary line of Wheel members.

All of the remaining yokai girls were smashing and ripping their way through oni when I turned back toward the portals. They showed a few small signs of fatigue, but none of them looked ready to quit.

Jun had just gored an oni’s core with one of the tusks on her chimera veil when I got everyone’s attention.

“Fumiko, Ayane, Kana, and Nana, you take care of that red son of a bitch. Even if you’re only able to distract him, it should keep him from calling more oni.”

Jun turned back to our impromptu strategy session, looking like a gorgeous, rampaging pirate wench with her eyepatch. “What about me?”

“I seem to remember a sexy, tiger-striped woman swearing she’d get revenge.” I lifted my chin at Sutoku Tennō. “We’re taking out that blue motherfucker who had the balls to mess with you.”

Jun narrowed her good eye, and the corners of her mouth went up. “I love how you remember the important shit.”

Without another word, we broke into our respective groups and forged a path toward the two generals.

Since I wanted to make sure our attack was coordinated, I stayed by Jun’s side during our approach. I could reach another gear, but I wanted her to set the speed as we rushed Sutoku Tennō’s towering gorilla-like form.

When we were less than twenty feet away, Jun proved she didn’t subscribe to the twins’ philosophy of being crafty. “Hey, dipshit! I’m here for some fucking payback, bitch!”

The oak-tree-sized monster belched and popped his neck from one side to the other. At the last second, he shifted his feet to stand directly between us and his pudgy club.

He’s not going to use his weapon?

I only had a fraction of a second to wonder about Sutoku Tennō’s strategy before he swiped in our direction with a clawed hand four times the size of a hockey goalie’s mitt.

The elephant ears on Jun’s veil shifted forward and seemed to join her golden tusks to form a nearly impenetrable wall. The chimera girl pivoted to a forty-five degree angle.

Sutoku Tennō’s attack glanced off of Jun’s Dawn defense with a shower of sparks, and I was able to avoid it altogether when it got to me.

I jumped over the incoming swing, intentionally landed on the blue oaf’s wrist, and launched myself at his fanged face.

My jumping front kick smashed into Sutoku Tennō’s windpipe. The Dawn surrounding my foot was able to gash into the blue monster, but only temporarily.

Unsurprisingly, Sutoku Tennō was able to heal himself by the time I landed.

“Not bad for such a puny man,” the general roared, his massive chest flexing as he windmilled his arms forward to smash his fists into me and Jun.

The oni’s second attack was more telegraphed, so Jun was able to avoid it by sliding to her left. I shifted to my right to avoid Sutoku Tennō’s other fist, but there was no time to rest.

Sutoku Tennō swept his arms back and forth like he was attempting to plow up the ground in front of him.

Jun and I needed to dodge further and further away from each other if we wanted to stay within attack range.

With the two of us by his sides, Sutoku Tennō seemed to momentarily panic. He shifted his head back and forth a few times like he was trying to keep both of us in his view. At the same time, he reached for his club.

The blue oni picked up his giant weapon with one hand and rested it on his shoulder. Since it was closest to me, Sutoku Tennō eyed me suspiciously while he raised the butt end of the club. He seemed comfortable once the end was nearly parallel with his head.

I knew we wouldn’t be able to permanently damage, let alone kill, this blue giant without destroying his weapon. However, Sutoku Tennō was being far more conservative with the safety of his club than a different oni we’d faced.

Jun used the general’s distraction with his club to move further to her left. She looked like she was trying to attack Sutoku Tennō from behind. The chimera girl reared up and gored the back of Sutoku Tennō’s knee. Unlike my kick, Jun had the leverage to jam her sharpened, golden tusks far into Sutoku Tennō’s blue flesh.

The general growled in frustration and swiped at the chimera girl’s location a few seconds too late.

Jun pulled back, rolled to her left, and was lining up for her next attack in the time it took Sutoku Tennō to react.

Noticing how peculiar the general was being with his club, I did everything to keep Sutoku Tennō focused on me. I launched myself off of the blue oni’s injured, bent knee. I raised my arms above my head. My target was the hand the general was using to hold the club.

My ax-handle slam came a second after Jun’s next attack. I landed and rolled off to the side, but the chimera continued to tear into the back of the oni’s knee.

Sutoku Tennō’s free hand initially moved to swat Jun away, but he immediately redirected it after my attack. Instead of prying the tusks out of himself, Sutoku Tennō used both of his hands to choke up on his club like a little leaguer determined to not strike out after whiffing on the first two pitches.

The blue oni appeared to vibrate in frustration and looked like he was about to say something when a nearby bellow broke his attention.

“More!”

It was a shout from the red, wiry-haired son of bitch Shuten-Dōji.

The four yokai girls facing off against the red oni general were swarming him and his few remaining grey oni subordinates.

Kana and Nana were in the midst of dispatching the soldiers nearest Shuten-Dōji while Ayane and Fumiko concentrated their attacks on the red giant’s diminishing club.

“More!” Shuten-Dōji repeated with a hint of desperation in his voice, but the yokai girls pressed their attack.

Fumiko raked her claws along Shuten-Dōji’s club to dislodge a dulled purple glob.

The moment it hit the ground, Ayane pierced the hunk of Dusk with her claws.

Seconds later, a portion of the incoming horde of oni arranged themselves around the red oni general, though most of them continued toward our allies.

“Send some here!” Sutoku Tennō demanded, and a dozen grey soldiers thudded toward me and Jun.

Just before we made contact with the incoming enemies, I saw the clashing swords of Endo and the Master slowly moving backwards in the direction of our second line.

“Dylan!”

I snapped my focus back to Jun. The chimera girl had just dislodged herself from the back of Sutoku Tennō’s massive blue knee and narrowly avoided a swipe by a massive hand.

“You’re faster than me. Follow Fumiko’s lead, and destroy the clumps of Dusk on Sutoku Tennō’s club. I’ll take care of the incoming.”

She must have been able to read the uncertainty on my face because she followed it up with a wink. “Trust me,” she said and ran to meet the first of the oni soldiers head on.

Jun swung her fist across her body and shattered the first oni’s weapon, and I had just enough time to roll away from Sutoku Tennō’s massive stomping foot.

I got to my feet, sent a rush of Dawn to my legs, and jumped onto the stout oni’s back.

Sutoku Tennō furiously spun around, rolling and bouncing his muscled shoulders, but I channeled Dawn into my fingertips and inched my way up his back by digging into his skin.

Jun killed an oni, and I dislodged one of the three volleyball-sized clumps of Dusk I saw on the club’s surface.

Not wanting to lose my grip on Sutoku Tennō’s bucking back, I decided to toss the Dusk. “Jun! Smash it!”

The Dusk thudded to the ground a few feet behind Jun.

The chimera girl dropped back from the grey oni in front of her and moved to stab the hunk with one of her claws.

Sutoku Tennō stopped struggling and ran at Jun.

“Look out!”

Jun destroyed the Dusk and jumped into the collection of remaining grey oni to avoid Sutoku Tennō’s slamming fist.

The chimera girl was immediately met with fists, kicks, jabs, slices, and stabs from the ten oni soldiers.

I was in the process of gouging out the second chunk of Dusk when I lost sight of Jun in the crowd.

The Dusk dislodged from the club and fell into my hand, but didn’t even notice. My eyes were fixed on the last spot I’d seen my chimera girl.

Get up, Jun! Get up! You have to get up!

Lost in the silent hope that Jun was okay, a set of claws the size of railroad spikes ripped down my arm, and I was thrown toward the same group of thrashing grey oni.

I hit the ground hard and was abruptly stomped on. When I twisted away from the attack, I finally realized I still had the hunk of Dusk in my hands.

That wasn’t the only bit of good news—a golden claw slashed through an oni’s core on my left.

She’s alive!

I rolled away from a blade slamming into the ground where my head was a moment before.

Noticing I was momentarily safe from the scrum of body parts and weapons, I pulled back my fist and smashed through the clump of Dusk.

A split second later, an oni attempting to ambush me from behind was reduced to a cloud of motes. A contour of Jun appeared, standing with her fist extending through the haze of particles. The chimera girl was panting. She was covered in scratches, scrapes, and cuts, but she wasn’t done.

“Let’s finish this.”

I stood up and worked with my chimera girl lover to dispatch the four remaining oni. We herded the monsters in the direction of Sutoku Tennō in our mounting fury.

The blue oni general punched and swatted indiscriminately into the fray between us and his subordinates.

Jun killed the last grey oni, clamped onto Sutoku Tennō’s careless wrist, and dug her heels into the ground. Her muscles flexed and strained. “Get that last piece of Dusk!”

Sutoku Tennō struggled against the chimera girl’s grip. When it was clear she wasn’t letting go, the general abandoned his plan of keeping the club safe and swung it forward like he was attempting to hammer a nail.

With the club less than a foot away from Jun’s head, I leapt into the air and kicked the barrel of the club.

Sutoku Tennō’s club crashed to the side.

I located the final lump of Dusk while the oni general was still being held in place by Jun.

Sutoku Tennō was reduced to slamming his fists down onto Jun’s shielded form. His blows were finding their mark, and they were slowly wearing down her veil. But mostly, they seemed to be pissing Jun the fuck off.

I jabbed the last orb of Dusk away from the club and smashed it with a sharp elbow.

The oni general paused his futile attacks and looked in horror as I hoisted his denuded club, pulled back my fist, and shattered the purple weapon into splinters.

Sutoku Tennō bellowed.

Jun clawed her way up the blue monster. The chimera girl stopped at the giant’s chest, dug her feet in, and sliced a savage cross cut across Sutoku Tennō’s neck.

She dodged a clumsy swipe of a giant hand, dug her claws into Sutoku Tennō’s chest, flipped herself, and sent the blue general’s head flying with a double heel kick.

My Amazonian-sized lover dismounted her victim with a flip as his body crumpled to the forest floor with an earth-shaking boom, shouting toward the sky in celebration.

When her scream died down, she wrapped her arm around my neck and yanked me into a violent kiss. As we parted, Jun panted, “Thank you.”

“I’m a man of my word.” I pulled her in for another brief, hard kiss.

As our lips parted, there was a cry from the other side of the battlefield.

“No!”

Shuten-Dōji’s red face was contorted in a sneer of anger as Ayane held the end of what was presumably the oni general’s club.

The dog girl slashed through the weapon, and a moment later Kana used her sickle-sharp weasel tail to slice through Shuten-Dōji’s Achilles tendon.

Nana clawed at the red general’s other ankle, and Fumiko launched into the air to deliver the killing blow from above.

Moments after Shuten-Dōji’s head thudded to the ground, I pulled Jun over to join our comrades.

Part of me wanted to celebrate, but I was still catching my breath. Looking around at my girls, I could see I wasn’t the only one experiencing fatigue.

Kana was bent over at the waist panting while Nana stretched her back. Ayane leaned against a bloodied Fumiko, and Jun concentrated on slowly rotating her wrists.

We’re not done yet.

I straightened up and moved toward the sound of clashing swords in the direction of our secondary line, killing yokai and oni along the way. Even without looking, I knew my women were behind me.

The Master and Endo were about a hundred feet in front of me with their blades locked together. The Master appeared to be shaking, battling to remain upright, while Endo, suffused with a cloud of putrid Dusk, remained strong.

The Cord of the Master, still in Endo’s grasp, morphed from a spiked club to an odachi.

Just as I elbow smashed my way through a yokai’s core, Endo drew back the odachi and shattered the Master’s blade with a single swing. The Cord in Endo’s hand contorted and shifted as if unwilling to follow his orders, but it remained intact.

Endo stalked toward the older man. The disarmed Master needed help, but I was stopped by a pair of oni slashing at my midsection and upper body in a coordinated strike.

I hit the ground to avoid the attacking oni. I sprang to my feet to destroy their weapons and witnessed Advisor Wada dive in the way of Endo’s attack.

Once the most vocal of Endo’s supporters, Advisor Wada glared at Endo even as she was cut from her neck to her waist in a vicious, diagonal slash. The woman fell back into the Master’s arms as I killed the first oni.

Wada’s eyes seemed to beg the Master for forgiveness for the barest second before they shuttered and her body went limp forever.

The Master lowered Wada’s body. He stood to face Endo with his eyes closed, like he was surrendering himself to his fate.

The Dusk-covered man raised the odachi above his head, and I kicked through the core of the second demon.

I’m not going to make it.

I ran, but the falling blade was already inches away from the old man’s head. I pushed harder.

Endo was less than a foot away from me, but the blade was almost at its target.

At the last second, the Master caught Endo’s odachi when the blade was a fraction of an inch away from his head. The old man opened his eyes. “This never belonged to you.”

The golden weapon shimmered, and the entire odachi shifted shape. In the blink of an eye, the Master was holding the grip of the odachi, and Endo was facing the blade.

The Master jerked his hand forward and jabbed the blade into Endo's stomach.

Endo choked in surprise, blood dribbling from his mouth as he somehow pried himself off of the odachi and stumbled backward.

I turned to face the injured man, and was immediately joined by my women and the Master.

“I won’t let you hurt anyone else, you bastard,” I growled before I launched a jump kick.

My kick landed in the center of Endo’s chest.

The Dusk covered man flew back in the direction of the portal as if he were on a string.

Suddenly, a ten-foot wide hand of rotten flesh and exposed bone erupted from the portal. It halted Endo’s flight and wrapped around the former Wheel member.

An unearthly, demonic voice spoke. Every human in the clearing flinched in pain as the sound of pure hate and chaos drilled into their eardrums. “You had one job.”

Then the decayed fingers closed around Endo’s body and squeezed the life out of him in a single, violent crunch.


Chapter 35


The Gashadokuro



The pulp of flesh, bones, muscle, and organs that had been Endo seeped through the putrefied fingers of the Gashadokuro. The collection of fluids and sinew spread streaks down the bony fingers in thick, slug-track trails until they unceremoniously dropped to the ground.

A combination of growls, snarls, and barks sounded from the yokai girls behind me as I forced myself to look beyond the viscera.

The membrane of the portal separating our worlds lay in tatters, allowing the Abyss to seep forth.

Bloated, purple flesh spilled out of the portal in all directions and began slowly expanding, as if consuming the very ground and air in order to warp our world into the same hellish void I’d briefly glimpsed inside of the abyss.

It inched towards the Heavenly portal.

There, attempting to force his way through an opening not large enough for his titan-sized form, was the upper body of the skeletal Gashadokuro. The iron and sable-colored reanimated corpse surveyed the landscape with his festering eye. At the same time, he curled his bony hand around the edge of the portal, attempting to force the gateway to widen.

“For the Kirin!” The Master shouted, running headlong toward the Lord of the Abyss. The Cord of the Master, currently in the form of an odachi, transformed into a pulsing, golden spear.

The Master got within six feet of the portal and thrust the spear in front of him.

Suddenly, it was as if an invisible force stopped the tip of the spear. The old man shoved, but the blade wouldn’t budge.

The Gashadokuro rumbled the ground with his sinister laugh. “Futile. All so pointless.”

Letting go of the portal, the giant cadaver swatted at the Master.

The golden spear transformed into a large rectangular shield. The Master positioned himself behind the golden barrier and braced for impact.

When the Gashadokuro’s hand impacted with the shield, it sounded like an entire block of buildings imploding at once.

The Master dug his feet in, but was inevitably blown back by the brutality of the impact. He rolled along the ground several times and came to a stop twenty feet in front of us.

I rushed to his side. The old man was struggling to breathe. Blood was flowing from a nasty gash on top of his head, and one of his legs was twisted at an unnatural angle.

The Master still had a death grip on the golden shield. He pushed it toward me. “Take it. Use it to stop him.”

When I touched the shield, I felt the same warmth spread through me as when I’d visited the Kirin in my dreams.

This has to be the tool.

The shield automatically transformed into a spear again, and the Master coughed up blood.

“Midori! Help the Master!” I shouted to the kappa girl who was already rushing toward us.

Midori looked even more exhausted than the rest of us, but she started healing the Master the instant she arrived.

“Greenie’s here. Let’s finish this, mate,” Fumiko growled, glaring at the Gashadokuro’s attempts to widen the portal.

I gave Midori’s shoulder a squeeze and stood to join my team.

Looking down at the trembling spear, I felt stronger. This thing didn’t just have Dawn on its blade—it felt like the Dawn was coursing through the entire object.

As if it were made of Dawn.

I glanced over my shoulder. “I’ll get his attention,” I said and shot toward the Lord of the Abyss.

In an instant, I was within range of Gashadokuro's head. I planted the butt end of the spear into the ground like a pole vaulter. I rocketed a few stories into the air and twisted my body.

As I twisted, I could see the rest of my team. They were still running to join the fight.

I’ll keep him focused on me.

The shaft of the spear felt like it was almost bent into the shape of a recurve bow, with the speed and force I was using to slam it down with an overhead grip.

Gashadokuro tracked me with his putrid eye.

A fraction of a second before I could strike, the demon shot one of his skeletal hands up to block me. His malignant eye beat inside of its socket. While he didn’t have the lips to smile, that dead eye did all of the sneering for him.

I twisted the spear into a horizontal position to guard myself, and it turned into a shield a blink before Gashadokuro's other hand swung a punch at me.

One of his knuckles glanced off of the shield as the rest of the demon’s fist rushed past me with the ferocity of a bullet train. I was blasted back in the direction I’d come from.

I twisted the shield vertically and dug the edge into the ground. Luckily, this was enough to slow me down and help me avoid rolling in a twisted heap of limbs.

The shield changed back into a spear, and I was surrounded by my warrior women.

Looking back at the portal, Gashadokuro was still in his crouched position with his upper torso and head wedging through the gate.

“Let’s try that again.”

The five determined nods they gave me was all the response I needed.

We rushed toward the bastard’s chest in a triangular formation. I was in the center with Jun directly behind me. Ayane and Fumiko were on my flanks with Kana and Nana taking the outside wings.

I slowed just before reaching the huge demon’s rotting ribcage. The twins caught up and wrapped the edges of our formation around either side of Gashadokuro’s chest like a “W.”

Thrusting the spear in front of me, I aimed for its car-sized sternum while the twins clawed and sliced at a rib on either side.

Gashadokuro gave up on his attempts at widening the portal through brute strength. He tucked his elbows in and swung one of his arms forward to defend and diminish all three of our attacks.

I spun out of the way, and our second round of attacks launched.

Jun rammed into the huge skeletal arm and attempted to pin it against the demon’s chest while Ayane and Fumiko leapt up to slash at Gashadokuro's throat.

But even Jun’s immense strength wasn’t enough to hold his arm. The Gashadokuro tore from her grip and reared back to avoid Ayane and Fumiko’s claws.

We fought more indiscriminately. Swinging, stabbing, slashing, clawing, and kicking all led to the same, ineffective outcomes.

Gashadokuro protected himself, but he didn’t counterattack. It was like he was testing us. He waited more than a minute to retaliate—the chimera girl was his first victim.

The massive monster aimed a fist at Jun and sent her flying toward Midori.

Nana was swatted away while she was attempting to slice across the demon’s chest.

Kana watched her sister’s tumbling body in horror, but didn’t have time to defend herself before being flicked away.

Ayane was brushed away as the dog girl tried to bury her nails into one of Gashadokuro's exposed ribs.

Fumiko attempted to scratch and claw with the tenacity of a cornered animal, but she was ultimately tossed back like the other warrior maidens before her.

All five of the yokai girls were dispatched in a matter of a few heartbeats. I had no idea if any of them were injured…or worse.

I went ballistic.

I threw all of my speed, all of my strength, and all of my rage into each swing and stab.

The results didn’t change.

An enormous hand swept me aside, and I was airborne before I even realized what was happening.

As I crashed down to earth, there was no chance for me to slow or soften the impact like I’d done earlier. It was a rolling, gangly landing with snapping bones and torn muscles.

Pain shot through my body when I came to a stop. I was bleeding from several wounds. I tried to prop myself up, but immediately fell back down.

Miraculously, I was still holding onto the spear.

“He’s alive!” Midori’s voice shouted from behind me.

My relief at being surrounded by all six of my women was short lived. I couldn’t take my eyes off of the portal. It was vibrating, shifting, and the Lord of the Abyss was attempting to wrench it open further.

If it expands again, he’ll get through. He must be stopped…no matter the cost.

Fumiko and Ayane went back and forth on our next steps, but their voices echoed and distorted like they were coming from the end of a tunnel. Midori’s murmuring voice joined in, but it faded into the background as well.

I couldn’t concentrate on anything other than the fact that I was still holding the spear—and the Dawn covering my body wouldn’t harden into armor.

Suddenly, the memory of my last interaction with the Kirin flashed in my head.

The Heavenly realm has already provided the physical tool, but the other component is within you and my retainers.

I was certain the Master’s cord, currently in my hand in the shape of a spear, was the “tool,” but what was within us?

Ayane’s voice started to make sense. Like waking from a dream, I could understand her. “I trust you, Fumiko, but I can’t let you attack again without support. It’s too dangerous.”

Then the cat girl’s voice filtered through. “Ayane-mate, I can’t stand to see anyone else I love throw themselves against the Kuro. You and the others need to get my mate out of here.”

Trust?

Midori’s healing was already dampening the pain. The kappa girl kept working on me, but she butted in. “No one’s going anywhere until we get Dylan stable. But Ayane’s right, going up against Gashadokuro alone is suicide.”

“We all love and respect you, commander, but I have to double down on what Midori and Ayane are saying.”

Love?

A chittering of twin-speak fluttered passed my ears, and I knew both of the twins were alive. Two voices said, “He’s moving!”

“I love all of you,” I croaked to the six women around me. Pain ripped through me, and I coughed up blood.

Guess I punctured a lung.

Ayane squeezed my free hand. “Shhh. We love you, too. But we need to get you⁠—”

“I trust all of you,” I said with more strength in my voice. I turned my head in Ayane’s direction. “I need to know how all of you feel.”

Tears streaked down Ayane’s face. “I love you, and I trust you with my life.”

Tendrils of Ayane’s Dawn reached past her veil and latched onto me. It provided my broken body with warmth and reassurance.

Just as unexpectedly as these few wisps of Dawn started to integrate with my network, they stopped. However, I could feel a fraction of Ayane’s strength inside of me.

Midori’s Dawn needles never faltered, but her shoulders trembled above me. “Of course, I love and trust you.” A heavy tear from the kappa girl landed on my forehead, but Midori forced herself to keep working on me.

Another series of tendrils reached for me. This time they came from the kappa girl healing me.

Again, I accepted a fragment of Midori’s strength into my network and body, and I was able to sit up.

Fumiko slowly took a step back.

“We love you and trust you! Please don’t go,” the twins pleaded. They crouched down on the side of my body where I was holding the spear.

Tendrils from both the fox girl and weasel girl’s veils fused with my network, and I was standing.

The cat girl moved further away.

“I…love-you-and-trust-you,” Jun mumbled together in an almost single word. The chimera girl seemed to bite her upper lip as she pulled me in for a tight hug. She whispered in my ear, “There. Are you happy?”

Wisps of Dawn from Jun’s veil seeped into me, and I almost felt back to normal.

Fumiko was now well away from the rest of the group. She was clenching her fists while her ears flattened on her head and her tails whipped back and forth in agitation.

“I won’t let you do it, mate.” The cat girl petulantly refused to look me in the eye when I stood in front of her. “You promised not to fight alone.”

I gently lifted her chin. “I won’t be alone. I’ll have a part of all of you with me.” I gave the cat girl a soft kiss. When our lips parted, I added, “I’m glad we met on that roof back in Osaka, and that you followed me home. Freeing you was worth mangling my hands.”

Tears freely ran down Fumiko’s face. “No fair, mate.” She pulled me in for an embrace and said, “Every part of me loves and trusts you. You are my mate.”

Once the small haze of Dawn from Fumiko’s veil made contact with me, a charge went through my entire network. It was as if my cells froze in place and then were told to reorganize in an instant.

Seconds later, I instinctively knew the shape of the creature surrounding me was a massive representation of the Kirin. A dragon head roared to life in front of me, claws extended several feet from my hands, and scaled armor surrounded my body.

I held the spear out in front of me. “Let’s close us a portal.”

With a speed that I couldn’t have imagined even minutes earlier, I nearly teleported to Gashadokuro's position and slammed my fist into one of his wrists.

My attack shattered the giant’s bones like a rock being thrown through a window, and the Gashadokuro let out a deafening snarl.

As the massive, reanimated corpse swung his other hand to retaliate, I shot straight up and plunged the spear under the monster’s chin. The tip bit into the decaying flesh, but it got stuck.

“His core is behind the eye!” Ayane shouted from the ground.

Turning my head, I could see all of my yokai girls had made their way to the portal. The Dawn was still surrounding them, but their veils were weakening and threatening to drop.

I planted my feet against Gashadokuro’s chest and yanked on the heft of the spear. Nothing.

The portal vibrated more violently and lightning crashed along the edge.

A malicious laugh echoed off of the mountain. “Too late. I’ve won.”

I doubled down and pulled with every ounce of strength in my body. There was a little bit of give.

“The portal’s expanding, mate!”

Gritting my teeth and tightening my grip, I worked the spear left and right and left again. Then the tip dislodged.

I pushed off of the giant’s chest and slashed at his arms before landing on the ground.

Gashadokuro's arms hung uselessly at his sides. The demon attempted to lunge his head and upper body forward through the widening portal but pulled back suddenly when I jabbed the spear at his eye.

With the giant’s head tilted back, I leapt into the air and rained down a barrage of punches and elbows to his bony forehead and cheeks. Each one found their mark and caused Gashadokuro to teeter further back into his own realm.

When I hit the ground, most of the giant’s body was leaning back into the abyss.

I looked down at the spear and then up at Gashadokuro's eye. Tightening my grip, I leaned back, lept forward, and hurled the spear like a sidewinder missile being launched.

The instant the tip of the spear touched the surface of the portal, the pulsating flesh that had begun to creep into our world exploded into motes of Dusk.

An explosion of light began to burn away at the edges of the portal, and a gravitational pull emanated from the collapsing void.

I was nearly blinded by the sudden light, and needed to dodge flying yokai, oni, and other denizens from the abyss as they were sucked back into the rapidly imploding gate.

Several steps back, I unknowingly bumped into Ayane. The Tracker pulled me into a crouched huddle with the other yokai girls against the hurricane-like winds.

Jun activated her shield to protect the group as stray arms, legs, fangs, teeth, and nails flew by us en route to the collapsing portal.


Chapter 36


Comfort in the End



The disaster of the closing portal ended as abruptly as it started. A reverberating clank echoed around us, and I realized it was the spear finally hitting the ground.

I could see the portal to the Heavenly Realm…and that was it.

We slowly unfurled from our cluster. Hunters, Trackers, and Scholars sprawled on the forest floor, stumbled to their feet, or sat in a daze. A breeze rustled through the trees and bamboo lining the clearing, swirling through the scattered and broken plastic chairs. The sky was back to its normal blue, with a bank of cirrus clouds scudding across the expanse.

My eyes were drawn to the golden portal to the Heavenly Realm. It shimmered with a healing energy and had grown to about the size of a cantaloupe.

I was about to pull all of my girls in for a celebratory embrace when a flicker of purple caught my attention.

A sickly purple spot still floated where the portal to the Abyss had been. It couldn’t have been any larger than a flake of glitter, but its continued existence was disturbing.

Without a word, I walked to the golden spear on the ground. The yokai girls fell in step right behind me.

When I got to the spear, I hoisted it up and jammed the point uselessly into the glint of Dusk.

Nothing happened.

“That won’t work, mate.”

I turned to Fumiko and the others with frustration bubbling up inside of me. “We need to seal the portal to the abyss. We can’t let that motherfucker have another chance.”

“We stopped him…you stopped him, Dylan. We’re alive because of you,” Ayane said with a tired smile on her face.

The saliva in my mouth dried, and it was hard to swallow. I opened my arms and croaked, “You’re right. We won.”

The yokai girls surrounded me and our group shared a long embrace. We held each other for several minutes and probably would have stayed in that same clustered group of exhaustion and relief if Jun hadn’t decided to make an observation.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but all of you need a shower. Especially you, ladies’ man.”

A slow chuckle worked its way through the group, and we were soon laughing harder than the joke warranted. We were alive, and we were spent from the experience we’d just shared.

Stumbling back to the rest of our allies like a pack of drunk, giggling college students, we saw the grim truth that not everyone had made it. Our laughter died down, and the fate of several Scholars and numerous Hunters became clear.

Among the dead were Scholar Honda and Advisor Wada. While I felt horrible for the balding Scholar, I felt even worse for the woman who had mistakenly put her faith in Endo.

“It appears the ancient scrolls were accurate. The property of heaven delivered us from atrocities of the abyss,” the Master announced to the group. The old man’s leg was still twisted at a weird angle, but he was sitting upright, surrounded by dozens of Scholars and Hunters. He looked at me and added, “We’re indebted to you, Dylan Rossi.”

He gave me a deep bow from his seated position and all of the members—seated or standing—did the same.

“I appreciate your kindness, but I’m afraid I didn’t earn your thanks. The portal still exists.”

Midori tugged on my shirt. “Dylan, the spear and your powers were never intended to close the portal entirely.”

Jun slapped my back between the shoulder blades. “She’s right. The Kirin himself can’t close the portal to the abyss, but you’ve diminished that asshole’s power to a tiny fraction of what it once was. Shit, he probably won’t be able to do anything to this realm for a millennium or more.”

The other yokai girls nodded in agreement with Jun’s assessment.

“Greenie and Legs are right. You did exactly what you were supposed to do, mate,” Fumiko said proudly. “And when Kuro gains power again, a new champion and six other warriors will rise up to knock him down again.”

The Master cleared his throat, and I realized the spear in my hand had transformed into the black cord I’d seen the old man wearing months earlier.

“Oh, I’m sorry about that,” I said, handing the cord over to the old man.

The Master eyed the cord for a moment but shook his head. “Perhaps it’s time we had a new voice directing the Wheel.” He raised one of his eyebrows and let the unspoken offer linger in the air.

My eyes shifted toward Ayane, and I began moving before anyone could stop me. “Tracker Ayane Ito, I think you’re far better suited for this role than I ever could be.”

The dog girl’s jaw dropped, and her eyes became saucers when I handed the cord to her.

When I stepped away from Ayane, the old Master rubbed his chin as if he was considering my delegated appointment. After a couple of seconds, a warm smile raised the corners of his lips, and he bowed to Ayane.

The rest of the group, including me and the other yokai girls, did the same.

Ayane’s eyes shone, and her tail wagged.

After the moment had passed, Toshi’s voice rang out over the crowd. “Does this mean I still win our bet if I become the Scholar of Osaka? We never said anything about one of us being the Master when we were kids!”
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The next several months flew by. It felt like there were weeks when none of us slept. We all agreed to help Ayane rebuild and reorganize the Wheel. Though we didn’t expect to face off against the Gashadokuro again in our lifetimes, we felt it was our responsibility to prepare the coming generations to do so when the time came.

Once all of the repairs to the Kyoto Hold were finished, the six of us moved into the refurbished apartments reserved for the Master.

I was skeptical about the size at first, but quickly discovered the space was much larger than any apartment I’d ever lived in. Along with having four bedrooms and an indoor onsen, the apartment’s kitchen was big enough to fit all of us and any guests we invited over for a meal.

We all gravitated into the positions that fit best with our talents.

Once the initial shock of being named Master wore off, Ayane quickly adapted to her new role. Her deep understanding of the former organization, coupled with her preternatural ability to organize people and form collaborations, made Ayane unstoppable in her role. She constantly looked for people to promote based on their abilities, regardless of rank or family.

Fumiko was one of the first individuals to benefit from Ayane’s sweeping reforms. The cat girl never officially joined the secret organization known as the Wheel of Justice, but she was recognized as one of their most important teachers. The worst threats from the Abyss had been dealt with, but Fumiko’s training sessions were always at capacity. She regularly visited other prefectures to give demonstrations and hosted visiting students.

Midori took over the medical wing of the Kyoto Hold. Along with regularly treating members in Kyoto, Midori had agreed to assist other prefectures whenever they were faced with a particularly challenging procedure. The kappa girl also maintained her medical research collaborations with Scholar Yamashiro.

The Wheel member overseeing the Kyoto Hold’s gym facilities took Jun on as an assistant and personal trainer. Since the chimera girl lived in the gym, she threw herself into her work. She rapidly gained a following as a trainer who could motivate members and get results. Jun would often use me as her guinea pig whenever she wanted to test out new workout routines, so it wasn’t difficult for me to stay in shape.

Even Kana and Nana were able to parlay their love of gaming into work related to the Wheel. The twins were immediately hired as consultants after their team of Hunters trounced Ayane’s in a war game exercise. The fox girl and weasel girl were also responsible for the expansion of equipment available at the tailor shops inside of Holds. Their arguments always ended with both chirping that ‘adaptation is fine, but preparation is king’.

As for me, I finally got back to teaching English. The school I worked in was solely for the children of Wheel members, but we still had a student body of nearly two hundred kids. They never said anything directly, but I got the distinct impression my students knew who I was and what I’d done to protect our realm.

Bad behavior wasn’t a significant issue at the school, but the other instructors always seemed to find me if the kids got too rowdy. My presence would inevitably end whatever conflict was happening and include a string of apologies from the kid or kids involved. I guess my role as the Kirin’s champion had the unintended side effect of intimidating children who didn’t do as they were told.

Then it happened. On an uncomfortably warm night in late August, I was walking back to the Kyoto Hold. The cicadas screeched from the trees and sweat ran down the back of my neck, but I didn’t notice. I was too caught up in a thought. I’d just realized I’d gone a whole work day without worrying about the Dawn, Dusk, or the supernatural forces controlling them.

Life’s becoming normal again.

The realization came to me as I entered the front gate of the Hosen-in Temple grounds. I passed an elderly couple walking in the opposite direction. The husband mentioned something about the odd foreigner going inside of the temple five minutes before it closed, but I didn’t bother to correct him.

After I entered the building, the Wheel member working as the ground’s staff and curator gave me a smile and nod. He began locking the small gift shop and other public areas of the temple.

Standing in the open viewing room, another bombshell hit me. In the months I’d lived here, I still hadn’t taken the time to soak up the natural landscape just outside of the temple’s walls.

Tonight, I intended to rectify that. I found a comfortable cushion near the edge of the tatami and sat down. My gaze went to the verdant green forest beyond the open walls, and I took three deep breaths before closing my eyes.

The door leading to the Hold’s tunnel system opened a minute or so after I’d settled.

Ayane’s footsteps were accompanied by a visitor’s. “Thank you for dropping off these prototype talismans, Professor Okamoto. I’ll make sure they receive rigorous testing before our next meeting.”

I turned to exchange a quick greeting with the pair. When it became apparent that the professor wasn’t staying, I shifted back to my view, and Ayane walked Okamoto to the door.

When she was done, Ayane moved back to me and rested her hand on my shoulder. “Welcome home, dear.”

I cupped my hand over hers. “It’s so peaceful. Did I mention how much I like this view?”

The former Tracker gave me a squeeze and brushed her fuzzy tail against my side. “No, but I noticed.”

I was contemplating a response when the sound of rushing feet interrupted our serene moment together. Seconds later, two yokai girls burst through the tunnel system door and joined us in the sitting area.

Fumiko threw her arms around me and pulled my head toward her large tits. “We’re glad you’re home, mate. We were just talking about dinner.”

“Commander. You can’t hog him all to yourself. We’ve all been waiting for Big D to come home,” Jun growled, crossing her muscled arms.

The staff member who had been locking up the temple for the night cleared his throat. I wasn’t sure if he had heard enough of the sexual innuendos or was truly ready to go home, but he handed me a set of keys.

“Hero, please close these sliding panels when you’re finished enjoying the landscape.” With that said, the man slipped on his shoes and used a side exit.

A few seconds later, I could hear Midori and the voices of the twins.

“I’m just saying, having the hand-eye coordination of a surgeon coupled with my ability to play the piano means I should be able to play one of those stupid games with you.”

A chirp of twin-speak was passed back and forth.

“That’s how you two are cheating. You’re using a code I can’t understand.”

“No, I told Kana that you’re not sneaky enough. That’s why you lost,” Nana countered, smirking.

“Yeah, you’re not a ninja,” Kana added without hesitation.

I shook my head, but couldn’t fight back the chuckle after hearing the argument that the three women were having.

“Oh, you’re home!” Midori nearly sang. The kappa girl scooted past the twins and rushed to embrace me in much the same way Fumiko had done earlier.

Through a bit of trickery or ninja magic, Kana and Nana appeared at my side a half second before Midori reached me. The fox girl stuck out her tongue, while the weasel girl rubbed her cheek against my shoulder.

“Okay, now can we get back to food?” Fumiko asked, her ears twitching.

I smirked at the cat girl’s laser focus on the important matters. “Sure. How does robatayaki sound?” I asked, remembering how much everyone had liked the taste and theater of watching a master chef grill seafood to your liking.

“Yes! I want to eat everything inside of the fish tank again,” Fumiko declared with her hands held above her head like she’d just won a wrestling match. A sly grin grew on the cat girl’s face, and she winked at Ayane. “Sorry, Master. I think your bank account is going to shrink considerably after tonight.”

“We’re not working. Call me Ayane-mate like you always do, or you’ll have to watch us empty that fish tank from outside of the restaurant,” Ayane retorted.

“No! I’m sorry, Ayane-mate. It won’t happen again,” Fumiko’s ears lowered, and her tails drooped in an exaggerated reaction.

Jun rested her hands on her hips. “Watch out! Ayane’s abusing her power again. If we’re not careful, she’ll make us watch this year’s SummerSlam for the fifth time.”

The other yokai girls chuckled and snorted.

Ayane narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms. “It sounds like none of you want to come with me and Dylan to dinner tonight. If you keep it up, I’ll send you to Toshi’s for a meal of reheated leftovers.”

This earned a unanimous groan of “No!” from the group, but Ayane wasn’t able to keep a straight face. Soon, the entire room was filled with giggles and laughs at Toshi’s expense.

Sorry, Toshi.

After all of the laughter died down, Ayane cleared her throat. Her eyes went wide for a second, and she said, “If we’re all going out, we need to look our best, right?”

A chorus of agreement followed.

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll just jump into the shower⁠—”

“No. You stay here and keep enjoying the view,” Ayane said, her tail wagging. “Besides, you already look and smell amazing.” Her eyes were half-hooded when she delivered her last sentence.

“Okay? I’ll just wait here.”

Each of the yokai girls gave me a playful kiss on the forehead or cheek before following Ayane back into the tunnels.

Staring at the lush green canopy provided by ancient trees, moss-covered rocks, and deteriorating stone lanterns, my thoughts drifted. I imagined the possibilities for the upcoming weekend. These ideas were soon replaced with other thoughts and memories as birds sang their songs.

I rose to close the sliding walls, my mind drifting between an old phone call and the need to improve an unsuccessful vocabulary activity. I heard the sound of someone issuing a fake cough.

I turned and nearly fell back into the scenic garden landscape behind me.

No fucking way!

All six of my women were standing in a line with their arms around one another’s waists. Each of them were dressed as a character from the Night Market Succubi doujin series. They giggled and blushed at my reaction.

I was pleasantly acquainted with Ayane and Fumiko’s outfits. Ayane’s slim form was dressed in her deep blue strapless bra, garter belt, and panties while Fumiko wore a lavender teddy with onyx-colored accents that elevated her already fabulous breasts to new heights.

However, this was the first time I’d seen the rest of the yokai girls dressed in sexy cosplay.

Midori wore a sheer pink babydoll top and a dark green thong that displayed her thick ass to perfection. The twins’ slender gymnast forms had matching crotchless teddies with thigh-high socks and only a couple of underwires supporting their naked breasts: Kana’s was daffodil yellow, and Nana’s was pearl white.

Then my gaze moved to the yokai girl blushing the deepest, Jun. The chimera girl was wearing a single piece of material—if it could even be called that. Thin strips of black lace fell from her shoulders and expanded just enough to cover Jun’s nipples before continuing down to form a V at her crotch.

The giggling stopped just long enough for them to say, “Welcome home, master.”

I stood up and made my way toward the lingerie-clad women with an ear-to-ear grin.

“I’m the luckiest man in the world.”


Epilogue


Vasquez Rocks


Toshi’s Perspective

We’d been in Gabby’s Jeep for the better part of two hours. Getting out of L.A. in bumper-to-bumper traffic had been a bit of a slog, but the gorgeous blonde sitting next to me didn’t let the delay bother her.

I found Gabby online when I was booking some of my movie location tours on Viator. Her reviews were all high, but it was the specific mention of Army of Darkness and Galaxy Quest in her post that really sold me.

Gabby was vivacious and lively throughout the entire car ride. She quickly put me at ease, and made me feel like we were exploring a filming location as a couple of friends instead of a Japanese tourist being shown around by a safe, sanitized guide.

The native Californian and I chatted like we’d known each other for years shortly after I climbed into her Jeep. The two of us discussed just about everything besides our destination during the drive. We were still discussing how dating differed in our respective cultures when Gabby parked the Jeep at Vasquez Rocks.

She’d just made a comment about some American women and their lack of cooking skills that I couldn’t ignore. “So, you’re basically telling me that the microwave is their hero?”

Gabby let out an easy laugh, pushed back a handful of her thick, shoulder-length hair, and looked at me from the corner of her blue eyes with a smile on her lips. “Come on, Toshi. What does that even mean?”

I leaned back into my seat and snorted out a slight chuckle. Was Gabby interested in me? I hoped so, because I was finding it impossible to keep my cool around her.

“I mean, it sounds like the kinds of women you’re describing would be completely lost in the kitchen if they didn’t have a microwave. Hey, I’m no different. Most of the time, my sister has to rescue the meal before I burn it,” I admitted and released my seatbelt.

The way Gabby played with her hair, the looks she was sneaking in my direction, laughing at my stupid jokes—she had to be at least a little interested in me, right? I’d never dated anyone who wasn’t Japanese, but there were signs women put out regardless of their nationality.

Gabby stuck out her lower lip and slowly nodded at my response. “Sister, huh?” The sexy blonde tour guide grabbed her keys and hopped out of the Jeep. I followed her lead.

My eyes went straight to Gabby’s firm, phenomenal ass clad in a pair of tiny hiking shorts. I couldn’t help but enjoy the view as she led the way across the rocky ground. Her long, tanned legs ended in sturdy hiking boots, and she wore a snug green tank top that stretched over her high, firm, C-cup tits.

She gave me a brief glance over her shoulder, and I grinned.

An all-American knockout.

Walking on the southern route to the rock formations, my enthusiastic companion was at a loss for words for the first time since she’d picked me up in front of my hotel. If I were at home, I probably wouldn’t have noticed the lapse in conversation, but things seemed to move differently in the States.

Just when I started to wonder if I’d completely misread the situation, Gabby gave me a devastating smile. “Is your sister really that good in the kitchen?”

“Yep. She’s definitely the best cook in my family.”

“And someone being a good cook is important to you?” Gabby asked, dipping her chin toward her chest. A few locks of wavy blonde hair covered one of her eyes.

“Sure. Since I can’t cook for myself, I need someone to ensure I get adequate nutrition,” I teased.

Gabby licked her lips. “Tell you what. If you're up for it, there’s an authentic Mexican cooking class I heard about that’s supposed to be really awesome. The lady runs it out of her house, and she teaches you how to make tamales and fish tacos on corn tortillas. Maybe we could set up a time to check out the class while you’re in town.”

Were American women always this aggressive, or was it just Gabby? Who cared? I’d never tried a fish taco before, and I didn’t know what a tamale was, but this sounded like my chance at a real date with her.

“Sounds like it could be fun. Do you want to go⁠—”

The energetic Californian stopped walking. I blinked, noticing that her perfect blue eyes were wider than those anime characters Dylan liked so much. Her jaw was slowly dropping open, and she was pointing in the direction of a small cluster of rocks. “What the hell is that?”

I looked in the direction of her hand and saw a circle floating about two meters off of the ground. It was roughly the size of a baseball with an unmistakable purple hue. It was the undulating, putrid color that objects from the Abyss adopted, and this ephemeral portal was no different.

“Shit.” I shook my head and stepped in front of Gabby. I covered my hands with the Dawn. There was no telling if an American version of a yokai would show up, but I wanted to be ready just in case.

The portal in Kyoto had been cinched, but not closed, over a year ago. I’d been there. I’d seen it with my own eyes as my sister, Dylan, and the other warrior maidens led us to victory. However, it appeared at least one of Gashadokuro’s ephemeral portal sites was still active.

After two steps, a realization hit me, and I stopped.

“Wait, you can see that?”

The End
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